

[image: cover]




Original title:


L’ÉTOILE DU LEVANT


Reportage d’anticipation




To Maïté,
my guardian angel





[image: ]



PREAMBLE



DEAR FRIENDS
READERS,


Welcome aboard this book. It will lead you on a journey into space, to a Near East that is no longer the same it was at the beginning of the 21st century; because it invites you on an escape through time, inside a totally virtual future. You will follow the drawing up of a “report from the future”. This new literary formula borrows its methods of investigation from journalism, and its unlimited freedom of expression from fiction. Unlike posthumous stories (those written by an author after his death, as a dunce would explain), its interviews are antehumous (that is, written before the facts occurred and the characters even existed). The encounters related here and the events that led to them have never arisen.


Could they happen? As an apparent logic seems to support them, some ingenuous and optimistic people might indulge to hope it. However, nothing authorizes them to become real. It would even be indecent. Were they to grant themselves such a liberty, they would violate the most elementary rules of the incoherence of human nature, of the absurdity of international politics, and of the irrationality of historical determinism. Above all, it would be an inconceivable negation of an absolute, eternal and universal principle, Murphy’s Law according to which “If anything can go wrong, it will”.


To avoid any misunderstanding between you and the characters that you will encounter in this story, rest assured that they take on their roles as totally imaginary beings. You would agree that normal people would not act in this manner. They wouldn’t dare to do so. This includes the Narrator who expresses himself in the first person singular, and will be your guide. It would be excessive to liken him to the author of this book. The only purpose of this literary convention is to invite you to view the people interviewed by this journalist from your own point of view, for example, by imagining yourselves in his place, an eager observer of information, since he is paid to carry out this function.


The protagonists of this story were fair enough to express themselves with all the honesty and frankness conferred and allowed by their geographical, historical, temporal, institutional and professional situation. Even though they have often strayed out of his control, all in all their creator is satisfied that they have generally displayed valuable cooperation. The only regret is that – in order to respect their instinct for self-preservation – he was forced to preserve their anonymity. You will easily understand the need to do this.


Some of their assertions or insinuations regarding various subjects – for example, Europe, the United States, the Vatican – might not be pleasant for everyone to hear. If they believe what they say, it’s their concern. Only they can be lauded or blamed. The author refuses all personal responsibility for the opinions formulated when they answered questions posed to them or during discussions in which they participated. Since they are fictional characters living in an uncertain, even improbable, future, it would have been a shame not to make the most, impudently and with impunity, without any scruple, of the extraordinary advantage offered by their literary status.


In this book, the geopolitical destiny of Turkey is very different from that which its government and certain builders of Europe had envisioned for its future in the early years of the 21st century. Here, it must be pointed out that this has not been motivated by any animosity towards this country. Quite the opposite. On a Summer’s day, more than forty years before this book was written, its author, still an adolescent, arrived in Istanbul for the first time. It was a dazzling experience, a fascination. In the years that followed, he travelled Anatolia from north to south and from east to west, even up to its easternmost boundaries. Apart from a few reservations experienced during questionable events – which European democratic morals deem “politically incorrect” – his affection for this country, with its sublime vistas and vestiges of twenty or so civilisations, and gentle, generous people, has never been belied.


So why this option?


This imaginary inquiry was designed in 2006. The previous year, a referendum had rejected the European Constitution project in France and in the Netherlands. The question of including Turkey in the European Union was the subject of fierce public debates. It influenced the majority of the negative votes. In spite of his sincere sympathy for this country, for many years the author has shared the point of view of the people opposed to this inclusion, but for fundamentally different reasons.


Turkey deserved to be the architect of another grand design: after almost sixty years of antagonism, lasting peace would be possible in the Near East only if this country were a major partner in the process. This hypothesis was dictated by geography, because the key to a comprehensive peaceful solution would be WATER, and because Anatolia should be one of its primary purveyors. Starting from this vital resource, the thought might be extended on a broader scale, including the economic and social future of the States in the Mesopotamian region, the demographic expansion in Egypt, and a fair resolution of relations between Israel and Palestine.


Based on this conviction, this literary initiative was in gestation for half a dozen years. You will notice that it does not contests only Turkey’s “European” ambition, but also the validity of the American “Greater Middle East” project, a Union that would unite predominantly Muslim States from the Atlantic Ocean to the Indian Ocean, but exclude Turkey, Israel and Ethiopia.


The other source of inspiration for this book and the reason behind the decision to write it were the events that took place in the Near East between 2001 and 2006. While half of humanity was starving and signs of large-scale global unrest had begun to surface, the West had celebrated the start of the 3rd millennium in great pomp. Didn’t the fall of communism in the USSR and its satellite countries affirm the decisive triumph of the market economy and liberalism? Wouldn’t their advantages ensure an era of universal peace and prosperity for future generations? But even the most zealous optimists would soon be deprived of this hope.


On 11 September 2001, terrorists hijack four Boeing aeroplanes owned by American companies, and they crash two of them into the World Trade Center towers in New York and a third one into the Pentagon in Washington. Crown jewels of US technological progress, these planes were used as weapons of destruction against the symbols of their economic and military supremacy. In the hours that follow, people all over the world come to know of the existence of a school of terrorism, the Al-Qaeda organization. Claiming to have been acting in the name of Islam, it has inflicted on the United States their worst humiliation since the attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese fleet in December 1941. A month later, the USA form a coalition and invade Afghanistan to find and punish the culprits, and they eliminate the Islamic Taliban government.


Buoyed by this success, the American presidency claims to have a grander scheme: that of eliminating “rogue States”. Under false pretexts – the possession of “weapons of mass destruction” and refuge offered to Al-Qaeda training bases – the United States and their allies attack Iraq in March 2003 and topple Saddam Hussein’s regime. In 2005 and 2006, Iraq witnesses an intractable civil war between Shi’a and Sunni Muslims. The USA cannot withdraw their forces without conceding a shameful defeat. And how could they leave this country from which the American president would willingly launch an attack on Iran, whose ultra-conservative government, elected in June 2005, presumes to assert its right to develop nuclear, civil and military capabilities and is ever more provocative?


These events stir up hate among Muslim fundamentalists, and the contagion of violence spreads across Europe and South-East Asia. Terrorist attacks occur in countries such as Indonesia, Pakistan, Great Britain and Spain...


The epicentre around which the clash between Islam and the West is centred is still the conflict between Israel and Palestine. In November 2004, the charismatic Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat, dies. Despite his activist past, and after having shared the Nobel Peace Prize with Israelis Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres, the international community finally had recognized him as the representative voice of his future State. His death leads to a political crisis that results in the Islamists winning the Palestinian legislative elections in March 2006. Previously, at the end of 2005, the Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon orchestrates the withdrawal of Jewish colonies from the Gaza strip, without compromising on the construction of the “Separation Fence” surrounding the West Bank – renamed "Cisjordan" by the peoples of the Community of the Levant that you will discover in this book – which was partially annexed and broken up by Israeli settlement areas. At the beginning of 2006, a stroke leads to his untimely exit from the world of politics, a few months before a confrontation with Lebanon.


The Lebanese Prime Minister, Rafic Hariri, is assassinated in February 2005. The international community immediately accuses Syria. Forced to withdraw its troops from Lebanon, this country is under the threat of a military action by the USA, who suspect it of giving refuge to terrorists operating in Iraq. In the early Summer of 2006, attacks from the Gaza strip and southern Lebanon result in immediate retaliation from the Israeli army. This poses a risk of causing another period of widespread unrest by rekindling internal antagonisms in Lebanon where the economic, political and inter-religious balance is already delicate and unstable.


Are there any slivers of hope for peace in the northern part of the Near East, ravaged by six decades of conflict? Since 2003, Iraqi Kurdistan has acquired and maintained its autonomous status. But renewed attacks by Kurdish groups are commited in Turkey, which fears that an independence of the Iraqi Kurds might lead to similar territorial claims in south-east Anatolia. Turkey’s candidacy for possible inclusion in the European Union has imposed conditions on it: encouraging the reunification of Cyprus according to a plan drawn up by Kofi Annan, the Secretary General of the UN, and clarifying the circumstances of the deportation of Armenians in 1915. In the spring of 2006, the government and Parliament of Ankara decide to take a first step by creating a commission of historians to shed light on this event, with a view to normalizing Turko-Armenian relations.


Influenced by this geopolitical situation, this work of fiction is based on a very simple paradox: the moment it appears that a situation is definitively doomed... some hope can finally arise. When you have reached the lowest point, do you have another solution than going up again? Would you not grab the outstretched hand to save you? Once you have grasped this logic, you enter a different dimension of time and space, that of UTOPIA.


Arriving in this universe, you learn that this principle has instilled a new vision among the heads of State and government of twelve countries. Discouraged by decades of endless futile discussions and despite innumerable benevolent international mediation attempts, they understood that only a collective, global, original and radical solution would be able to institute peace to the Near East. However, the success of this initiative depends on two inseparable conditions:


– giving it concrete socio-economic content by transcending traditional approaches of institutional, geopolitical and diplomatic dialogues,


– and above all, preparing it with the utmost discretion, shielded from the inquisitiveness of the Western powers.


Since all other attempts have failed, doesn’t this one deserve to be examined? In their countries, they select twenty-four experts for their professional aptitude to define its feasibility and means of implementation.


Working together for two years on a Turkish island, how did they complete their task? How did they organize, articulate and develop their critically interwoven dialogues, analyses, ideas and solutions? How were their plans defined, and then realized? Why, in a single night, did centuries of violence in the Near East come to a sudden end? What were the consequences?


This is what a teacher from a school of journalism and two young video reporters will discover over the course of an exclusive investigation. Their mission is to shed light upon and reveal facts that were hitherto confidential and took place in a part of the world that was transformed by profound changes in just a few years. You will follow these three characters on their initiatory journey. At the end, they will inevitably question their own European environment, to which they had never before paid the same attention. Isn’t this comparative point of view the most useful benefit that one gains from travel experiences?


Over the course of their journey, the three companions travel across twelve countries where they meet, in succession, fifteen or so members of the group of experts who pioneered this resurrection (to which are added enlightening accounts from a few other meetings). They were not selected because they represented a range of ideological trends, like in case of the ministers of a coalition government. They were recruited and brought together because each one of them was a specialist in his or her domain. Their expertise and professional experience contributed to the process of preparing, clarifying and guiding the informed choices made by the political decision-makers.


The group’s mission was to fulfil the conditions required for lasting and stable peace between States, nations and religions. How did they achieve this? Why did they succeed where generations of international negotiators had failed? This re-establishment of peace was not the result of a simple combination of diplomatic agreements defining the rules of co-existence of peoples. It would have had no chance of lasting had it not been based on exchanging and sharing what has been brought by the implementation of tangible projects and material achievements that influenced their daily lives and their perspectives for future development.


During this journey, the only person with whom an interview is carried out at a level of purely political abstraction... has nothing useful to reveal. He says it in impeccable rhetoric, worthy of Western politicians, who are generally inclined to oversimplify situations that they are faced with, even though the actual reality is always an interwoven tapestry. One of the things that the three investigators in this story learn on their journey would be very instructive for American and European professional politicians: it is possible to govern efficiently only if they can accept, explore and assimilate the necessary complexity and interdependence of geographical, ecological, historical, political, strategic, economic, social, cultural and human factors in order to integrate them all in the practical decisions that they involve.


Would this allegory result from the influences or the manipulation of an “international conspiracy” orchestrated by a secret force? Fans of mystery and esotericism will be disappointed. Any similarity with mythological legends, sacred texts, traditions and mystical symbols would be pure coincidence. These pages were written based on the imagination and on the strictly individual, personal reflection of a free, independent, impartial and nonconformist mind. Although this romantic hypothesis could appear alluring, and even plausible, no political party, no government, no supranational institution, no intergalactic embassy, no ideological movement, no secret organization, no freemasonry, no church, no sect nor guru has supported, dictated or inspired this work. Nobody would have enough humour to do so.


Finally, no precursor, no presentiment, no premonition, no prescience, no omen, no messianic prophecy, no divine inspiration nor cosmic message foretold the realization of the events described in this book. No magus, psychic clairvoyant, spiritual medium, astrologist, soothsayer, sorcerer, marabout or shaman was consulted to verify whether these future developments of the peoples concerned are written in the stars or in some “Great Book” of Destiny. Nevertheless, if you wish to really make sure of this yourselves – and if you have money to waste on this quest – you may order this search yourself.


The authors of two science-fiction novels, George Orwell’s 1984 and Arthur Clarke’s 2001, were careless enough to give these novels a title containing a deadline. These dates came and went without the events they described actually having happened. Since then, shrewd authors have learnt not to make such a mistake. The story recounted in this book is set in a deliberately undetermined future. You are free to imagine the years in which the Treaties mentioned in this book will have been signed, and when – probably after a dozen or so years – its faithfully reproduced interviews took place. Depending on your personal conception of the political and geostrategic prospects of the Near East and on your temperament – optimistic, pessimistic or realistic – you may hope that these events will take place in the nearest or the most distant future. Or never.


But should they take place one day – and why not? – and if later someone asks you how this was possible, you will be able to confidently reply, as is usual in Orient: “It was written!”.


Paris, Le Croisic (France)
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Many events have taken place in the Near East countries since the first French publication of this book in 2010. This is why some facts and figures, information and dialogues have been updated for this edition of 2014. However, the author has decided to keep the original of this Preamble unchanged, for it explains the motivations and the genesis of The Star of the Levant.




“Abraham addressed


to God this prayer:


Lord,


make this land


perfectly secure,


and preserve me


and my offspring


from the worship


of the idols.”


(The Koran, Surah 14, Verse 38)





[image: ]



Chapter 1


A MYSTERIOUS “GREAT ORIENT”


“Naturally, Turkey’s inclusion in the European Union would have been a historic mistake!” said the Editor-in-chief of the Magazine.


Catching sight of my ironic expression, he added, a bit irritated:


“Yes, I haven’t always said that. You are thinking of the features we published in 2005 to showcase the natural ability of Turkey to join Europe and to support its candidacy, aren’t you? But as one of our greatest politicians used to say, only fools never change their minds.”


For me and some of my veteran colleagues, who are retired or work part-time, his lunch invitation to the Parisian restaurant Le Procope each May has become a ritual. To enable his exhausted journalists take their holidays, he calls upon us to gather content for his weekly Summer issues, and he assigns us an investigation or report on a more or less agreed subject. So, I wasn’t surprised when he asked his usual question “How would you like to go on a short trip for us in June?” which is standing a joke between us.


I like this kind of assignments. Not only because they are usually paid very decently, but also because it gives me a convenient excuse not to be a part of the jury for the final examinations at the CFJ (Centre de Formation des Journalistes), the Educational Centre for Journalism of Paris, where I teach copy desk and electronic layout for a few hours every week. I willingly leave this dirty job to my colleagues, who I suspect take a slightly sadistic pleasure in it.


“As I know your working methods, I thought of entrusting you with a trip to the Near East,” explained the Editor-in-chief. “We have published almost nothing about these countries since their Community of the Levant was formed. They have no more major political crises, wars or terrorist attacks. In short, there is nothing of interest to us. It’s as if their history has simply come to a standstill. The permanent correspondents that I had stationed there demanded to be assigned elsewhere: they were bored. I had chosen adventurers for these countries. They were unhappy about having replaced their bullet-proof vests with dinner jackets and reporting about nothing but political banalities and cultural and social events. Besides, it would be great if you could find some local correspondents for me.”


“However, you must appreciate the fact that peace finally reigns in this region. If I remember it well, some of your journalists were injured and others taken hostage. And this proved costly for you: you had to pay handsome ransoms to free them.”


“No, never!” replied the Editor-in-chief indignantly. “Let’s just say that – officially – we made ‘donations’ to ‘Islamic charitable organizations’ through obscure banking channels. Actually, these investments were very profitable. Our Magazine had never featured so much in the press, radio and television as it was during these hostage situations. Our print run and distribution increased drastically during those periods.


“So, what do you expect me to do? A tourist report?”


“No, not at all. There is a mystery: we have never been able to understand why and how, almost overnight, all these people stopped waging wars against one another. It is this question that I expect you to answer.”


“How will I find my informants? Do you already have any to recommend?”


“Yes indeed. Apparently, a group of experts laid the groundwork for the Community. Later, they disbanded after the politicians and institutions took over. I have managed to identify their ‘orchestrator’. I have convinced him to recount that story to us exclusively and to grease the path for you. He goes by the name ‘Osman Bey’. You will start with him.”


“What does he do?”


“Currently, he is an adviser to the office of the Prime Minister in Ankara. For reasons he refused to explain to me, he has demanded that the names of the people involved in this affair, whom you will interview when you travel to the countries of their Community, not be revealed. I have promised him that, in your articles, you will give them a sort of code name corresponding to their personalities, the role they played or even to what they do today.”


“What are they expecting from this report?”


“It is possible that they intend to leave behind a historical account of what they accomplished, even though their work was concealed to the benefit of political decision-makers. Unless they have a pedagogic message that they wish to convey to other countries or future generations. This is clearly a public relations operation. The costs of your travel will be borne in full by the government of their Community. However, you will be able to ask your questions with complete liberty and write with total objectivity. But you will probably need to tally accounts regarding sensitive events surrounding the establishment of the Community.”


“How much time will I have?”


“One month should be enough. Your contact in Ankara will prepare your itinerary depending on the availability of the people you will have to interview.


”There is one more thing. We have a partnership with a European television channel. We thought we could make use of your meetings in your report and make a sort of a road movie that would be aired in episodes. You will be accompanied by two young journalists who will film everything. It should be easy for you to find them from among your alumni of the last years, shouldn’t it? The television channel will provide all the equipment necessary.”


“How will we be able to broadcast these interviews when these people demand that their anonymity be preserved?!”


“Some of them might change their minds. Otherwise, we have planned for a solution that has already been used in making historical documentaries where the real witnesses had less honourable reasons to maintain their anonymity: actors will accurately re-enact the comments and attitudes that you will have recorded.”



The Community of the States of the Levant



This report interested me very much. First of all, because I had travelled some of the countries of this Community and I have never had the opportunity to visit them again. The discretion that shrouded its creation intrigued me. First, there had been news of a Treaty establishing it. Nobody considered it to be an important event: so many pacts lead to the creation of an international organization, which are, at times, short-lived, that we hardly paid attention to this one. The daily newspapers just mentioned it in a “news in brief” taken from a news agency copy. There had, however, been a series of precursory events: Turkey’s withdrawal of its candidacy for inclusion in Europe (perceived as a fit of temper, very slighting to us, as a response to the reluctance shown by a lot of Europeans against this enlargement); then the secession of Iraqi Kurdistan, which became an independent Republic; the proclamation of the State of Palestine; and finally the reunification of Cyprus, which became a small federal Republic, while the island left the European Union which its Greek part had joined in 2004.


One year after the initial announcement, the effective implementation of the Community of the States of the Levant was solemnly ratified by all their heads of States and governments gathered in Beirut. It amalgamated twelve countries: Armenia, Cyprus, Egypt, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Kurdistan, Lebanon, Palestine, Syria and Turkey. Each one would conserve its independence and governmental institutions; but some of them had to consent to modify their laws in order to bring up the quality of their local democratic life to the same level. The Community would have its own legislative, executive and judicial institutions comparable to those in Europe, its own capital city, an integrated defence force, a common passport, a single currency, etc. Its flag, a white twelve-pointed star on a blue background, seemed to be an ironic riposte to the twelve stars on the European flag.


The most surprising aspect was that all hostilities and acts of terrorism instantly ceased in the Near East the day after this declaration. We could never obtain any information as to how such a miracle came to be. The American military forces and those of their allies in Iraq appeared to have been kept in the dark about this development. They were kindly asked to leave the bases that they occupied in the Community, which they hastened to do with a visible sense of relief. After a few weeks, correspondents of the international press were invited to witness, at various points in the deserts, the destruction of enormous piles of weapons, ammunition and other explosives, that were allegedly collected from the former groups of fighters and terrorists. A few months later, elections of members to the Parliament of the Community were organized in all the twelve countries, and a Community Charter of the rights of men, women and children was promulgated.




The member States of the Community of the Levant
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In the collection of periodicals at the CFJ, I found few articles from this period concerning this subject. Certain columnists, who fiercely opposed the inclusion of Turkey in Europe, took offence at the withdrawal of its candidacy and at the abandon of Cyprus. “Are we not good enough for them?!” they erupted in unison.


The following year, a famous daily morning newspaper revealed in an exclusive, sensational article that Greece had also left the European Union to join the Community of the Levant. Its new “Minister of Affairs of the Levant” – who had taken over the functions of the Minister of European Affairs who was relieved of his duties – explained this choice: the decision to remain in solidarity with the Greek Cypriots; and, above all, to be part of “a community construction of which the dynamism was in stark contrast to the inertness of Europe, wallowing in confusion and lacking in concrete projects”. Like it’s said in Italian, Se non è vero, è ben trovato. All the media acquired and rebroad-casted this information... before realizing that the date was the 1st of April... and this was just a hoax!


More seriously, Der Spiegel reported about the concern of German employers when almost half of their Turkish and Kurdish workers left to return to their native countries. Newsweek dedicated an entire damning feature to the massive withdrawal of Lebanese and Kuwaiti funds along with those of other Arab countries that were previously invested in the European luxury hotel and prestige property sectors, and were then reinvested in projects in the Community of the Levant.


In the following years, the Western press and radio and television industries hardly reported news about more or less outstanding large-scale public works, for example the inauguration of the community capital on the Golan Heights, or the rise in the water levels of the Dead Sea into which water is channelled from the Red Sea. During the same time, these countries witnessed a spectacular growth in the number of international tourists. Between the tribulations faced in the building of Europe, the ecological catastrophes and the increase in the number of conflict zones in other parts of the world, the attention of the international media was focused on subjects more likely to provide fodder for more exciting news... and therefore more profitable for the media.



Sarah and Johan, videoreporters



For this expedition, I could easily recruit two students who completed their education at the CFJ last year and who specialized in video-reporting. Since then, apart from a few freelance assignments for documentaries and reports, they have not had much work.


Sarah is a pretty brunette with green eyes. According to her student personal record, just after she was born in France, she left with her Jewish mother and Protestant father for Israel to live in a kibbutz. After a dozen or so years, they returned to Paris where her parents work in publishing. She speaks French, English, Hebrew and Arabic.


Johan is a tall, blond, athletically built boy with an ever smiling face. There is something British about the nonchalance in his attitude. He was born in Istanbul and is the son of a Frenchman who managed an import-export company. His mother is Armenian and was a teacher. His family settled down in Brussels when he was about fifteen years old. He speaks French, English, Turkish and a bit of Armenian.


After spending two years at the CFJ, they know one another well. The mood between students is friendly: between classes, they all need to lower the stress level that stems from the incredible amount of knowledge that we force them to absorb. Once they enter the trade, they will need to be very versatile. Most of them will, at first, work as freelancers or at specialized magazines with limited distribution. Much later, few of them will find a stable post in the general-interest press, radio or television. Since the end of their education, they face harsh competition in the job market, so chronic is the lack of employment in this profession. The friendly relations that they shared during their education rarely survive after this period. Despite this rivalry that has already pitted them against each other, I hope Sarah and Johan will get along well during our journey. In any case, they have accepted the mission with enthusiasm.


The television channel has provided two ultra-light cameras that are fixed on a tripod and controlled, moved and zoomed using a joystick. They will be connected to two laptops that will record visuals and sound. We will then choose parts from among these recordings for an initial editing and for titling the sequences. They can also be connected to a belt case to film when walking. There are also many small, large capacity memory units and rechargeable batteries.


A tight schedule


After a few telephone conversations, Osman Bey sent me the itinerary and the schedule of our trip. It will begin in Ankara, from where we will head to Armenia, then on to Kurdistan, crossing Iraq to go to Kuwait. Coming back north, we will stop at Baghdad and then at Damascus, before discovering the capital of the Community on the Golan Heights. Two stops in Israel and one in Palestine, on the shore of the Dead Sea, will be followed by two visits to Jordan. Then, we will go to Egypt, in the Sinai, to Cairo and Alexandria. From there, we will sail for a stop to Cyprus, and then onwards to Istanbul, where our report will end.


I have planned an additional stop in Lebanon. In Beirut, I will meet a journalist, a section editor for a famous francophone daily newspaper. Her view about the Community is certainly very different from ours. She will be able to help us find and prepare the recruitment of future correspondents for the Magazine.


Osman Bey, when sending us our schedule, has attached an amusing table of the people who will receive us. It specifies their field of specialization and the places where we will meet them. The sobriquets, that he insisted I give them in order to preserve their anonymity in the articles, are worthy of a spy novel!


“You will travel mainly by train; like everyone here does,” he told me. “However, rest assured that they are fast and comfortable.”


I am well aware that these are not the kinds of trains that Lawrence of Arabia used to blow up. We will also travel by coach, in all-terrain vehicles belonging to the community services, and by boat between Alexandria, Cyprus and Istanbul.


“No travel on camels,” he added. “You won’t have the time. But, yes, we do still have them. Otherwise, the tourists would be disappointed.”


“What a shame! We’ll use them for our next trip.”








	
Appointments

	Interview’s subjects

	Interlocutors






	Ankara (Turkey)

	Communautary institutions

	The Organizer






	Yerevan (Armenia)

	Education, natural hazards

	The Mekhitarist






	Mosul (Kurdistan)

	International relations

	The Diplomat






	
Kuwait City (Kuwait)

	Economy and finances

	The Economist






	Baghdad (Iraq)

	Energy production

	The Atomist






	Damascus (Syria)

	Transport and communications

	The Planner






	Golan City (Community)

	Community institutions

	The Administrator






	Jaffa (Israel)

	Urbanism and housing

	The Urbanist






	Jerusalem (Israel)

	Health and social affairs

	The Contessa






	Jericho (Palestine)

	Water and agriculture

	The Agronomist






	Babakhan (Jordan)

	Justice and security

	The Procurator






	Amman (Jordan)

	Defence and civil service

	The Marshal






	St Katherine (Community)

	Religious topics

	The Monsignore






	Giza (Egypt)

	Tourism development

	The Builder






	Alexandria ( Egypt)

	Education and training

	The Schools’ Mistress






	Limassol (Cyprus)

	Maritime environment

	The Admiral
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We will hardly have the time for touristy activities. We will only have a few hours to visit Cappadocia, Istanbul, Damascus, Jerusalem, Cairo and its surrounding areas. Two seaside stops have been planned, in Israel, at Jaffa, to the south of Tel Aviv, and at Eilat in the Aqaba Gulf. I would like to take advantage of these stops by interviewing people who can give me accounts of their daily lives in the Community of the Levant.


Before we board the return flight to Paris, we will have a final meeting in Istanbul with Osman Bey (who has named himself as the “Organizer” in his table). He will introduce us to two of his friends, an artist and a businessman, who he describes as “Europhile Turks”. Because, he said, “you must also hear, objectively, the point of view of the unsatisfied people.”
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Chapter 2


BETWEEN WEST AND SOUTH, THE CHOICE OF ANKARA


The Airbus A380 from Paris gently touched down on a runway at the immense airport in Ankara. Scarcely has it rolled to a stop, several mobile passenger bridges are deployed and connected with the exits of the two decks of the aircraft. As soon as we enter the building, we notice a young man holding a placard with the name of the Magazine on it. “Osman Bey has asked me to welcome you,” he says. Taking a route that he seems to favour, without passing the police check points, he leads us directly to the baggage delivery area where an employee is waiting with a trolley. He loads the suitcases we point out to him and follows us along another route avoiding the customs procedures and leading us straight to a stately limousine.


While it drives us to the grand hotel where we will stay, our guide gives us large laminate badges as big as an open palm. Each has the word PRESS printed in large letters, next to the white star on a blue background, an image with which we will soon become very familiar. Below there are our full name, photo, passport number, blood group, the name of the Magazine and the three colours of the French flag. The reverse has a barcode, a magnetic strip, an electronic chip, and a sentence in English, French, Turkish, Kurdish, Arabic, Hebrew, Armenian and Greek requesting to provide the bearer with any kind of assistance he or she needs. For the entire duration of our journey, this pass will allow us to cross national borders within the Community of the Levant and to enter many official buildings with few or no formalities.


In the hotel, a spacious suite with three bedrooms and a large living room has been reserved for us. It is here that we will conduct our interview with Osman Bey tomorrow, says our guide, who introduced himself as one of his assistants. He preferred to meet us there rather than at the Ministry, where he would be endlessly disturbed.


A favourable situation


Osman Bey, referred to as the Organizer at his own behest, is a tall, thin, elegant and moustached man, with a slight stoop and greying hair. Behind his thin, gold-framed glasses, his eyes are bright and display a slight hint of irony. He has brought charts, town plans and a collection of files on the people who we are to meet. His own file tells us that he was born in Istanbul into a family that served the Turkish State, many of whom held high-ranking administrative, judicial, military and diplomatic governmental posts for a number of generations stretching back to the Ottoman Empire. He had studied political science in Europe, before joining the office of the Turkish Prime Minister as a technical advisor. Like today, he was already in this role – which reveals little of the extent of his duties and actual powers, which we are to soon find out – when the creation of the Community of the Levant was initiated. He is responsible for maintaining constant contact with his counterparts from the other countries of the Community, and coordinating the efforts of the Turkish ministries involved in the development of Community-related projects.


“I may elude some of your questions.” he warns. “Of course, we don’t wish to conceal anything from you. But you will often get better, more appropriate answers from other people further on in your journey, depending on their speciality and the role they played.”


“Do you often agree to speak in such reports?”


“No, this is the first time that certain events will be revealed to Western journalists. If we have not done this before, it’s not only due to a concern of discretion, although this has been a major constraint for security reasons for a long time. It resulted firstly from the lack of curiosity by the European press. That is why I was surprised by the request from your Editor-in-chief.”


“Why did you ask us to not reveal the names of the people we will meet?”


“Several years have passed since the Community was formed. It has been a source of resentment in certain places and among certain groups. It clashed with their ideological aims and economic plans that they had for this part of the world. Even though they were forced to leave and settle elsewhere, there are still some individuals who could be dangerous despite our vigilance. Some of them could be a threat to the people who made these events possible if they knew their identity. We cannot take that risk. The heads of States and governments who were in power at the time are well enough protected not to be concerned. But this is not the same for the people who secretly prepared their decisions, and who have agreed to meet you.”


During this exchange in the living room of the suite, Sarah and Johan have installed two video cameras and then sit down at a discreet distance in front of their laptops. We get down to the interview.


“Your Government first wished that Turkey be included in the European Union. In what circumstances did it abandon this idea to form an association with its neighbours in the Near East? Who has been at the origin of this project?”


“Since this time, I don’t remember it very clearly,” regrets the Organizer. “Seeing as the leaders of all twelve States reacted positively to this project, it was likely that they were all more or less searching for this kind of solution. As for me, I remember one sunny Sunday afternoon spent in a friend’s garden in Istanbul, on the banks of the Bosphorus. After lunch, he gave me an article to read from the French newspaper, Le Monde. The author presented and criticized a book written by one of his compatriots, which claimed that the inclusion of Turkey in the European Union would be an idiotic idea and a lost appointment with the History.”


“Why this opinion? Because Turkey is essentially a part of Asia?”


“No, he had not expounded the objection, so commonly cited in your countries, that 97% of the territory of Turkey is in Asia. He condemned the ignorance and bias of a lot of Europeans who believe that Turkish people are Arabs because most of them are Muslim. His main argument, advocating that our country is naturally more inclined towards the east than towards Europe, was that Anatolia is the source and main reservoir of water for the Near East, with the Tigris and the Euphrates irrigating its neighbours to the south. This geographical situation would impose geostrategic responsibilities on Turkey as regards them. His reflection – which was completely new in Europe – was on an entirely different level: if we didn’t combine all of its geopolitical problems to build a common solution, we would miss out on a unique opportunity to finally bring peace to the Near East. Owing to its water resources, vital for everyone, Turkey would logically be one of the pillars of that future solution. I was struck by one of the sentences in the article: ‘When you don’t know how to solve a problem, there remains only one solution: move it or change its dimension.’ The author of the article in Le Monde was very critical of the book, and he declared that it was an Utopian idea.”


”One can understand his point of view. During this period, the situation was catastrophic in the Near East: the American coalition embroiled in the war and the terrorist attacks in Iraq, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, tensions between Syria and Lebanon, the Iranian nuclear threat, the political, economic and social aftermath of the revolutions in Egypt and Syria, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism... In a situation such as this, who could have been open-minded in a pacifist discourse?”


“Quite the opposite!” exclaims the Organizer. “Do you know the story of the optimist and the pessimist? One of them says: ‘This is dreadful! Things are going so badly! Things can’t get any worse!’ The other replies: ‘Of course they can!’ When things are at their lowest ebb, the only way is up. From this perspective, circumstances could not have been more favourable to finding a solution that would eliminate all hotspots of tension all at once. There had already been considerable progress made towards the easing of tensions. We had re-established good relations with Armenia, despite its conflict with Azerbaijan and our natural tendency to support this country. We had granted significant concessions to the Kurdish people of Turkey, whose population was three times that of Iraq, by allowing them to use their language and to teach it in their schools. Finally, after the Greek part of Cyprus joined the European Union, we opened the border that had separated the two parts of the island since 1974, despite the reluctance of Greek and Turkish Cypriots and Turkish immigrants.”


“Didn’t the influence of the superpowers, Russia and America, limit your freedom of action?”


“At the time, much less. We were even able to use it to our advantage. Since the disintegration of the Soviet bloc and the disappearance of the USSR, Russia was busy dealing with its own internal economic and social changes, fearing the spread of what was known as the ‘orange revolutions’ that were toppling authoritarian regimes, and especially with the never-ending war in the Caucasus region. It could no longer provide support to certain countries like it used to during the cold war. And the US intervention in Iraq since 2003, influenced by the petroleum and military-industrial lobbies, led to absolutely catastrophic results.”


“Do you regret that they overthrew Saddam Hussein’s regime?!”


“No, of course not. But at what cost! The incredible lack of foresight of the Americans and their allies resulted in a veritable civil war and the deaths of thousands of their own troops, which they failed to anticipate. To top it all, in 2005, a very disturbing reality was revealed by a catastrophe that would go on to have a dramatic electoral effect on public opinion in terms of priorities between domestic and international policies: a hurricane tore through Louisiana and laid bare the poverty in which a large part of the American population was living. When the social situation requires them to face domestic emergencies such as this, how could they continue spending so much money on crises elsewhere? In these circumstances, the United States would be quite glad that we were providing it with a good excuse to withdraw from the Near East.”


“Not everyone was against America’s interventionism... Since the first Gulf war, a lot of countries relied on them to topple and replace dangerous and anti-democratic regimes all over the world, didn’t they?”


“Their discourse about rogue States having formed an Axis of Evil was not useless. They accused Syria of sheltering terrorists who were organizing terrorist attacks in Iraq. With the threat of American intervention looming, Syrian leaders were more receptive to our proposals and renounced their claims on Lebanon more easily.”


“The United States had announced their ‘Greater Middle East’ project. What did you think of this generous offer?”


“In semantic terms, isn’t a concept that is both ‘middle’ and ‘great’ an indicator of the cultural level of the government of the United States? Its Department of State is often prone to wishful thinking. It had imagined the creation of a bloc of twenty-two countries – having mostly Islamic peoples – stretching from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean: twelve from the Near East and ten from northern Africa (1). The USA probably wished to inculcate their own notion of ‘democracy’ to them. Since Turkey, Israel, Ethiopia and Djibouti were not involved in this plan, should they be enclaves of the Western sphere? For Washington, this doubtless involved the creation of a large market where Western consumerism and the American way of life would reign supreme in the shade of the military umbrella of the pax americana... especially in petroleum-producing regions. But on the contrary, was this not the best method of unleashing a ‘clash of civilizations’ by inciting the Muslim people to become aware of their capability of causing harm and to create a politico-religious coalition against the West?”


Forming the “Crew”


“In short, the foundation of your ‘Greater Small Near East’ was a historic service rendered to the West? How did you start your initiative?”


“I presented this idea of an Union of the States of the Near East, somewhat similar to your European Union, to our Prime Minister. This comparison was a good argument, as the creation of the European Union had definitively eliminated the risk of war in your countries, despite them having clashed for centuries. He understood, clearly and immediately, that this solution could shift the balance of power and, more importantly, eliminate the destabilizing factors. He believed that as an initial step, it would cost nothing – or hardly anything – to study its feasibility. He asked me to get in touch with one of my counterparts in charge of international affairs in the offices of all heads of government likely to be interested in this idea. But it was imperative to do this task as discreetly as possible.”


“Had you already decided that you would unite twelve States?”


“No, not in the beginning. It happened gradually, through a process of ‘cooptation’. During talks together, the list extended until it reached the number of the current twelve members of the Community. We presented it to our government leaders as a recommendation. Everyone agreed on the principle, because it opened up completely new perspectives for a peaceful solution, which no one had ever dared to imagine or hope. We then had to define its practical application, at an institutional level – with treaties, agreements, structures – as well as by defining common projects that would make this future union a tangible and irreversible reality. Since I was partly responsible for the origin of all this, I was given the task of defining a schedule and a budget. I then had to recruit a group of experts and leading figures from the countries concerned.”


“Who was aware of this consultation?”


“In the beginning, only about forty people in total, from all twelve countries: heads of State or government and only one of their advisors. With my technical advisor colleagues, I quickly formed our working group. We named it ‘The Crew’, like on a ship where all members have a specific duty and must remain united. Over a period of six months, we chose twenty-four people: two from each country, with two different fields of expertise. And at least two experts from different countries for each of the domains in which we were to work. This method of working in twos was an essential security condition, because it was essential to ensure that the work continued even if one of us were to become unable to continue with his mission. We recruited some of them from foreign countries where they were living; because, when the time came, it seemed important to us to associate the diasporas of people who sometimes outnumber the people living in their native country. They could bring a major economic contribution; to say nothing of their political power and influence in their countries of residence.”


“So a total of about sixty-four people were in the know at that time. How to keep a secret with so many people?”


“Everyone would keep this entire operation absolutely secret for one simple reason: fear. Our plan would upset many people who would have a lot to lose, and not only in our countries. Our success would condemn their ambitions and projects to failure; or it would ruin their politico-social position and consequently, for certain people, bring an end to their associated economic advantages. So, if they learnt about what we were doing, they would not have hesitated to order our physical elimination; and we would all become targets. There was also another reason: we would never have been able to complete our work successfully, peacefully and within the deadlines that we had set if we had been constantly exposed to public curiosity.”


“What could have impeded the course of your mission if it had been common knowledge?”


“We would have been harassed by the paparazzi and journalists, parasites who always try to interfere in matters that do not concern them.”


“You are indeed right. It cannot be emphasized enough how dangerous these people can be!” I say, noticing Sarah and Johan’s indignant expressions. “You say that there were two representatives from each of the twelve future member States. But at that time, some of them did not exist in their current format.”


“This is true,” agrees the Organizer. “During our preliminary discussions with government cabinets, we had anticipated some developments that we already knew were more than likely. While it was possible that not all of them would happen – or only in a relatively distant future – they have been hastened by the process that we have initiated. Bear in mind that we had to work on what was still a simple hypothesis. We knew the government of Iraq, where the situation between Shiites and Sunnis was already complex, would not oppose the Kurdish people if they decided to form their own independent Republic. So, we included two representatives from the future Kurdistan in our working group. In Cyprus, whose geographical location was the logical centre of our future Community, reunification negotiations were at an advanced stage, although they were at a standstill at that precise time. So, the two parts of Cyprus sent us one Greek Cypriot and a Turkish Cypriot.”


“Had you already considered extending the future Community to other countries?”


“Not at that point, for a number of reasons. Please do not think that I am withholding information on this subject. Your contact in Mosul, the Diplomat, will be able to provide a better response to this question, which remains open today.”


A three-stage plan


“Did you have a working plan with precise deadlines?”


“All the governments had agreed to adopt a progressive approach including three stages. The first one was the definition and proposal work that had to be done by the Crew. It had to create institutional bases for the future Community, to give it an identity which all its people could identify with. It involved developing the contents and the limits of its interventions, that is distinguishing what would remain under the control of the Member countries, on the one hand, and what would fall under the functions the institutions and services of the Community would perform, on the other. The latter would be related to projects whose scope would be beyond the capabilities of the States to cope with on their own.”


“Is this what is known as the principle of subsidiarity in Europe?”


“Yes, that’s it. Practically speaking, we needed to ‘sell’ the project of the Community to those who commissioned us to develop it and, above all, to verify its feasibility. We therefore had to describe clearly the following steps, without concealing the possible consequences from them, especially in terms of budget. We had to confront them with their responsibilities as political leaders, so that they would accept that and provide the necessary resources.”


“Wasn’t there a risk they back out in view of the difficulties?”


“What they had to understand was that the second stage would be the most critical. During this one, the number of people in the know and involved in this project would increase considerably so as to prepare for the ‘Big Day’ – or as the Bolsheviks would have said, the ‘Big Evening’ – when the Community would become a constitutional reality. Its advent would impose one condition: ensuring absolute security, and consequently the end of all conflict over the entirety of the territories of all twelve countries. It is only then that we could enter the third phase, that of the completion of the projects. As part of the discussions during the first phase, we had to precisely schedule and detail the progression of this transitional second step and determine the methods and the means essential for their implementation.”


“How did you get twenty four representatives from twelve countries to unite and work together when these countries are so different in size as well as population, and while some were in crisis or even embroiled in conflict?”


“Everything went very well,” says the Organizer with a big smile. “I will remember these years as the happiest ones of my career. I had requisitioned a large mansion – the fully modernized former residence of an Ottoman Admiral – located on Büyükada, one of the Princes' Islands near Istanbul. The choice of this city was dictated by the need for all participants to fly back and forth to their capital cities regularly, in order to report to the cabinet of their head of government about our work, to gather information... and for more personal reasons. The choice of an island was also well-suited to security requirements. The mansion was used as a thirty-room hotel with a restaurant, a beautiful meeting room and a series of smaller rooms on the first floor for working in small groups. At the rear of the building, the dining room, with its huge common table, opened onto a large terrace and a small swimming pool. I had brought with me from Ankara a family that was very loyal to me. The kitchen and waiting staff consisted only of members of this family. We just taught them little bit of French vocabulary.”


“But still you must have been quite conspicuous.”


“That was one of the most entertaining aspects of the operation. I had fabricated a ‘cover’, like spies say. One of the criteria for choosing the members of the Crew was that they be able to speak French fluently. Why? Because this is a language spoken in almost all circles of a certain intellectual level in the Near East. Because it is a demanding language that forces one to formulate one’s thoughts properly, thus reducing the risk of ambiguity in spoken and written communication. And especially because we would have been quickly spotted if English had been our common language. Using French shielded us from a certain inquisitiveness we wished to avoid.”


“Could you be a little more specific about this ‘inquisitiveness’?”


“Well… the foreign secret services’ one, especially the British and American ones. You will have heard of the NSA, the American National Security Agency, and the Echelon network? That’s why I had the idea of making the mansion on the Princes’ Islands the headquarters of an Association of Francophone cultural exchanges’.”


“Was it fictitious, or did it really exist?”


“Of course it did! On the ground floor, there was an office with a window opening onto the street. Behind it, there was a huge storage area with shelves full of French books. The Association had a list of French language teachers to whom we offered to donate books they chose from a catalogue. Mostly, they asked for dictionaries. We imported them from France, Belgium and Switzerland and sent them to the teachers. I delegated this task to my private secretary. There has been even a television report about this philanthropic initiative. Afterwards, we received from some generous sponsors donations which we had not foreseen in our budget.”


“French as a world language is a cause worthy of generosity.”


“I agree with you completely,” acquiesces the Organizer. “But we had not to overuse it.”


“What do you mean?!”


“Some of our enthusiastic members suggested taking it further: organizing exhibitions and inviting francophone musicians, singers and theatre troupes to Istanbul. I had to explain to them, gently but firmly, that this was not such a good idea for people who wish to remain inconspicuous.”


“In short, you loved French-speaking... but not too much,” I say, throwing a severe glance at Sarah and Johan, who are laughing behind their computer screens.


“That’s right; just as much as was needed to be believable, so that no one would be surprised by the comings and goings of these weird French-speaking people who came to stay at the mansion for discussions. Cultural exchanges have always allowed for a certain degree of eccentricity, haven’t they? We had decided to keep up this facade, in a joyous spirit. Some of us were quite pleased with this, such as the four high-ranking military officials who were a part of the Crew, and who were required to wear civilian clothes. Wearing a short-sleeved floral shirt does not stop one from working seriously and efficiently. Only the Armenian priest wanted to keep wearing his cassock. He claimed that this was his own way of being a nonconformist. Naturally, we also had covert protection. The meeting rooms and restaurant were secured from the risk of remote listening. One of my security agents inspected them three times a day using detection equipment. And it was strictly forbidden to use mobile phones, send or receive faxes and emails, and to communicate by the Internet.”


“But you still had to search for, exchange and send information, documents, reviews, reports and studies, didn’t you?”


“We carried them ourselves with us on our journeys, of course. All of us had diplomatic passports that allowed us to bypass all customs and police checks. But do you know that there is still a marvellous, completely confidential means of communication? The good old postal service! And all that regarded our work passed unnoticed in the daily flow of mails and packages of the cultural association.”


“I don’t wish to be indiscreet, but didn’t these mysterious stays in Istanbul cause any problems in your private or family life?”


“Alas!” confesses the Organizer, assuming an attitude of fake remorse, “for this work, we have committed many sins of lie. But it was for a noble cause. And I hope that we will be forgiven in the Hereafter.”


A very profitable democracy


“Did you have a pre-determined deadline to submit your results?”


“We had set a theoretical time schedule of one year, and we stuck to it. We could have taken longer if we deemed it necessary. This can seem surprising, considering that we had to draft proposals and recommendations for a Constitution, ten or so Treaties, a whole set of laws, regulations and community symbols, describe and assess large-scale projects, make economic forecasts and prepare budgets with their resources and expenses for a period of several years, etc.”


“In our countries, these tasks would have taken several years and hundreds of experts to complete!”


“Yes, in your countries, they would,” answers the Organizer calmly. “Because you love creating review committees, commissions, subcommissions and working groups, requesting reports, opportunity and feasibility studies, and collecting expert opinions. Don’t forget the fact that we had a real objective, and that, to succeed at our task, we had brought in experts who were highly accomplished in their field. They used to do this on a national level for their own countries. They just transposed their professional experience onto another dimension. And we did not have to reinvent everything: we could widely take inspiration from existing international texts and adapt them if they seemed worth it.”


“Or you could even simply copy them?”


“No, as little as possible. It was better that way. Let us take the example of the European Constitution that you attempted to have adopted by your Parliaments or by referendum in the early 2000s. Naturally, we examined it. We were not surprised that its hundred and eighty pages, written in such eurocratic jargon, were rejected by the majority when they were presented to average citizens. The Constitution of our Community was the last text that we drafted, because it was the synthesis of the entire project. It has only fifty or so pages, written in very simple language which can be understood by everyone.”


“Why did you choose the designation ‘Community’, rather than ‘Federation’, or ‘Union’, or even ‘United States’?”


“This was the only acceptable concept. We were not creating a Federation of States with a high level of political integration. The term Union was too much of a reference to the USA, the Indian Union or the USSR, for example. We did not understand why, in Europe, you replaced the term Community with Union. At that time, all our countries were very different, constitutionally as well as in the philosophy of their founding principles. They would never have agreed to merge into a political whole that would have taken away their identity. Otherwise, we would have failed even before we started. Let’s take an example: if certain countries wish to have a monarchy, there is no reason why belonging to a community of States should deprive them of this pleasure.”


“How could the community Charter of the rights of men, women and children, which was later adopted, be compatible with the particular aspects of certain political regimes that existed at the time?”


“We drew up conditions – which were approved by the States – which obliged some of them to revise their more... questionable practices and to adopt a common political ethic. This partly explains why we refused to include within the Community certain countries wanting to join it, because they did not and still do not comply with all our democratic and social criteria. Well, they are not negotiable. So each member country must have pluralistic parliamentary representation, elected freely by all citizens, as part of a multi-party system. Freedom of movement, freedom of opinion, freedom of worship, freedom of expression, freedom of communication, freedom of publication, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, freedom of association must be guaranteed for all.”


“How did you get all your governments to accept these conditions?”


“We justified them by simple reasons that they all understood. On the one hand, the building of the Community was inevitably going to move the people and lead to the intermingling and interbreeding of the various populations on a large scale. From one day to the next, a voter and taxpayer from a country could get the same status in another one, his new place of residence. It was essential that, on settling there, he should find the same quality of democratic life and also the same worker’s rights. On the other hand, this quality would be one of the main factors in gaining international recognition, the commercial conquest of foreign markets, mainly those related to tourism, and consequently in the economic enrichment of member countries, thereby raising their citizens’ standard of living. As a comparison, remember the boycott of South Africa before the eradication of apartheid, and its renewed prosperity after this regime disappeared. So, democracy is more productive and profitable than oppression.”



Very precise limits



“How did you manage to have such concepts accepted in countries where religious affiliations deeply influenced politics, and where the Islamic parties did not have the same liberal vision of human and social relations, for example? Did you not risk jeopardizing the acceptability of your project?”


“Indeed, we had to verify this before starting it. The existence of the Community would be based on a very simple idea: as a supranational entity it would be fundamentally secular. We examined the arguments of the debates in the French Parliament in 1905 regarding the ‘separation of the Church and the State’ in minute detail. It was very instructive. Like your Republic, our Community stands in the field of public life. Whereas religious questions come under the sphere of the private life of each citizen. If they wish to live according to religious customs and principles, they are free to do so... as long as they accept that all other citizens have the same rights. If you did not agree that certain right is applicable to everyone – for example by claiming that it would go against a text written several centuries ago which you consider superior to all human laws – you would implicitly accept to be deprived tomorrow of that right, wouldn’t you? To be perfectly clear, the Islamic law of Sharia cannot under any circumstances be imposed or applied within the Community. Just as the Haredi Jews do not have the legal right to stop anybody from driving a car during Sabbath, for example.”


“There was another perilous obstacle to the success of your project: that of historical or ethnic territorial claims. For example, the Kurdish people who claimed a State extended to a part of Turkish territory where about a third of their people lived. Or the Syrians’ demand that the Golan Heights and the Sanjak of Alexandretta be returned to them. How were you able to reconcile all these issues?”


“That question might have seemed a bit too brutal a few years ago, and I am not sure whether a journalist would have had the courage to ask it. By mutual agreement before the Crew started working, our governments had unanimously adopted and imposed a fundamental principle: the initial intangibility of the borders of the States during the foundation of the Community of the Levant. Nevertheless, it was essential to grant possibilities of future compromises. That’s why we advocated a system of referendum for national territorial attachment.”


“Has this system been actually applied?”


The Organizer hesitates for an instant, and then replied with unmistakable bitterness:


“Yes, it has. The Kurdish Diplomat you will meet in Mosul will be able to explain to you better than me how we tested it.”


“In the list of meetings that you have planned for us, I noticed that two – the one at Golan City and the one at Saint Katherine in the Sinai – were marked ‘Community’ instead of a name of a country. Why?”


“This was another, very symbolic factor towards achieving peace. We decided to ‘neutralize’ certain places that were contested or had significance for multiple religions, for example. They have been declared Territories of the Star, which means they have been placed under the sovereignty of the Community. This is what we did with the Golan Heights, where we built our Community’s capital city. There has also been the Old Town of Jerusalem and the area of the Tomb of the Patriarchs at Hebron. Saint Katherine is a holy place venerated by Jews, Muslims and Christians. There, we achieved a dream of Anwar Sadat, a former President of Egypt, by constructing an ecumenical centre that you will visit later.”


A symbolic choice


“Now, if you have no objection, let us talk about less dramatic subjects. Why did you choose the designation ‘Levant’ for the Community?”


“It is not really clear. We started by rejecting ‘Near East’, because it suggests an opposition between the West and the East. That phrase was coined by Europeans. It wasn’t necessarily without underlying, slightly pejorative meaning: for you, civilization is to the West, while barbarism is to the East. Although rarely used nowadays, even the term ‘Levantine’ was never very flattering in your parlance. Much further to the east, the Empire of the Rising Sun did not become renowned through its humanism in the last century. However, the concept of Levant suggested an idea of birth, of revival, of ascension, a drive towards progress. And the Euro-Mediterranean civilizations originated in the Near East, where they have arisen before they went on to flourish, isn’t true?”


“Was the flag of the Community of the Levant designed by the Crew?”


“It designed its draft; and it has then been approved unanimously by the heads of State and government. It has been quite an enjoyable process. The members of the Crew brought up this question during our first working session. I personally found this issue a bit trivial, a detail that we could have dealt with at the end of the works. However, they didn’t stop talking about it during our first meals, and they came up with harebrained ideas. I realized that this would be a good way to unite the group with a symbol that would give them an identity and enable them to invest collectively in the mission that was entrusted to us. I held a ‘call for proposals’. Everyone was free to present as many ideas as he or she wanted, and they would remain anonymous while we discussed them. You must never shackle creativity. That’s why, during all the works that we did, I got everyone to admit a methodological principle: If you do not agree, propose something else.


”They all had computers with graphics functions, and they set about – with great joy – designing flags and their shapes and colours. Then we compared all the results. I added a proposal: a sort of logo that combined a menora, a cross and a crescent. It seems that this was an idea conceived by the Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and a French cartoonist, Plantu (2), during one of their conversations. It was just a test; and the result has been satisfactory: we immediately and unanimously rejected this idea.”


“Why? It was still very ecumenical...”


“Without a doubt; but it went against the principle of secularism that I mentioned earlier: we were not forming a Community of religions, but of peoples! Among other ideas, we had to refuse some of them... diplomatically. The women in our group were also quite inspired. (About that, did I mention that a quarter of the Crew were women?) Some of them came up with a sort of patchwork consisting of a large number of elements taken from all the national flags. The others had designed flags in subtle tones, very ‘haute couture’. Some of us, particularly the military men, politely explained that national emblems usually consist of strong primary colours, and that otherwise there is a risk that the flag makers and printers might have difficulty in always staying true to the same mix of shades.


”Then appeared the proposal of the white, twelve-pointed star on a blue background. There was a stunned silence. And everyone agreed and shouted: ‘That’s this one!’
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”At this point, we had not even discussed whether our choice was unintentionally and collectively inspired by symbolic, cultural or by other reasons. It stood out as the obvious solution, and that’s all. This flag gathered us and represented us together. To the point where in our usual conversations, we no longer talked about the ‘Community of the Levant’, instead calling it the ‘Community of the Star’. You will observe that today, most of the people in our countries use this expression.”


“Has this star a particular meaning?”


“A white symbol on a blue background – like the flags of the UN and Unesco – obviously evokes peace, which was our main objective. The twelve points can also refer to the twelve founding countries. This is an especially magical number that corresponds to the twelve-month cycle that repeats every year, or to the dial of a clock in which the hour hand completes one revolution every twelve hours.”


“This design is a bit complicated...”


“Not at all! Children in our schools know how to draw the Star as soon as they start learning geometry, using a compass and a ruler, without any calculations (3). Since you will have few hours of train journey, I suggest a little exercise to help pass the time: calculate the surface area of the star.”
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“Its surface area?”


“Yes. Consider only its shape and its outlines. Forget the twelve intersecting lines. They are useless to find the solution. I give you a piece of advice: focus your attention on the centre of this geometrical figure. Call me when you have found the formula... if you succeed!”


“If we don’t, we will ask a child to teach it to us. Isn’t this symbol indirectly inspired by the twelve stars on the flag of the European Union?”


“What makes you think that?” protests the Organizer. “I would not allow myself to be sarcastic about your stars, which are arranged in a circle, but spread out, as though you were not really convinced of your concept of a Union. You should ask one of your psychoanalysts about it. He will probably have some very revealing interpretations of it. We chose to have a single star. Its twelve points suggest a radiance, an expansion. You will observe that it has a particular shape: it’s a network. If you start from one point and follow the lines from one angle to other, you will return your starting point. Then you can do it again and keep doing it ad infinitum. In every cycle, this movement, this dynamics results in a new revival, an endless regeneration. Finally, at the centre, there is a communal empty space, a forum inviting for encounters and exchanges. I leave you to think about this.”



The first step



“What happened when the Crew finished the first phase of its work?”


“We were able to submit a complete file to the heads of State and government who were waiting for it impatiently.”


“After a year had passed, hadn’t they forgotten about what you were doing on your island?”


“On the contrary. In the beginning, they were all very sceptical. We used to keep them regularly updated about the progress of our work. From time to time, the delegates from the twelve countries had to go and report it to the cabinet of their head of State or government by meeting the technical advisor in charge of the project. In turn, he reported to his boss. I don’t know whether it was due to the increasing tensions in international politics and, for certain countries, developments in internal politics; but they became fixated on the project and they asked their technical advisor ‘How is the project progressing?’ without even specifying that this was about our mission. Then it became ‘How is my project progressing?’ and they started demanding that they themselves received the delegates at each visit. It felt like each one of them already considered himself the Great Leader who would single-handedly bring peace back to the Near East. Thanks to the brilliant intuition that he personally was the first to be blessed with, he already saw himself in the History books and one day, receiving the Nobel Peace Prize. Such ingratitude towards the poor technical advisor who was actually the first one to suggest the idea! Still, no one survives in this job if he cannot accept such things...”


“Especially when, in reality, you had found this idea... elsewhere.”


“Well, that’s true, I didn’t remember it,” says the Organizer, distracted. “We used to joke a lot about it when the delegates who had gone to visit their presidential or ministerial cabinets returned: ‘So, do your great Leaders assimilate the concept of the Community?’ I was tempted to profit from the situation by slowing the pace of work a bit. Then I realized that this could be unwise. The attitude of some of them was influenced by forthcoming elections... or by other risks, which also explained their impatience. This project would give them an argument of great value to get their re-election. And changing interlocutors at this stage, before completing our work, would have caused major problems, especially in terms of confidentiality, which was of paramount importance to us.”


“What did your file include?”


“Proposals and recommendations that clearly sketched out a picture of the future Community, with maps, diagrams and tables. It was divided into four parts: first, the major founding principles; second, the description of the institutions and complete drafts of the Constitution, treaties and protocols; third, the programmes of the large-scale community public works, with their cost assessment, returns on investment, means of finance, and a long-term analysis of the impact of the future single currency; and fourth, the action plans and timetables over several years, for example, in the fields of education, professional training, demographics, health, consumption, social issues, culture and tourism, for example.”


“Did you manage to do all this in one year?!”


“With twenty-four specialists working in multidisciplinary teams using computers, it wasn’t as complicated as it might seem. We still had not worked out the details. For example, the capital city of the Community on the Golan Heights. The two urban planners – an Egyptian and the Lebanese who you will meet in Giza and Jaffa – had only drawn up a master plan (while they were still working on other projects, reconstructions in Iraq and Palestine, defining earthquake-resistance standards with an Armenian specialist, among other things). The two economic and financial experts assessed the costs and profitability of the operation. Others contributed to subjects like water and energy supply, connections with transport networks, etc. Don’t be too impressed: in the first few years, this would not be a very big town, but rather a real estate operation with a political and administrative centre, surrounded by residential districts. You will have the opportunity to visit it.”


“The transition from the geopolitical situation at this time and its bloody conflicts to the pacification crucial for the project’s success wasn’t difficult to plan?”


“This was the most sensitive issue. We made it less dramatic by dealing with it with the same detachment, from a purely technical angle. We started from an existing situation, where there were groups to be neutralized and disarmed in an lightning operation. This would involve a legal framework, even a transitional one, a strategic plan and the tactical means to prepare and bring it to play. The leaders’ duty was to provide them. We had drawn up the drafts of the texts that they would have to sign to give it all a legal basis. The legal experts and the military men had listed the preliminary tasks, particularly concerning intelligence, the deployment of troops and equipment by the member States and their training, the logistical and communications system to be mobilized, and the chronological and geographical progression of the operation which code name was CLEARUP, acronym of Coalition of the Levant to Eliminate Armaments and Restore Unalterable Peace. The two gentlemen whom you will meet in Jordan will tell you more about this. They are specialists in these matters and were among the project supervisors of this operation, that would form the basis of our current legal, security and military co-operation systems.”


“How was all this received at government level?”


“The psychological preparation that I have just described facilitated things greatly. A series of exchanges at the highest level was immediately organized by the cabinet advisors. There weren’t a lot of points to negotiate, nor choices to be arbitrated, since the elements of the entire project were all complementary, interdependent, and logically interwoven with one another. Remember this: one cannot want something without also wanting the means required to achieve it.”


“Politicians seldom feel comfortable in such situations. In Europe, they would probably have opposed this on principle, because they would have felt manipulated. They would evade the question by demanding some time to reflect. Didn’t you, at that time, fear this kind of rejection from your leaders?”


“That was a risk that we had to take. It was still possible for them to abandon their effective commitment to the community project. They were compelled to go through with the engagement, but they could still back out before, or postpone, the test of marriage. Before reaching this second step, several files had to be developed and prepared in detail. However, all the partners were aware that the combination of crises at the time was an optimal opportunity, as I explained to you at the beginning of this interview. We could not lose time and risk letting this opportunity slip away.”


“Is this when we were informed of the signing of the first Treaty?”


“Yes; and we made sure that only this text was made known to the governments and media of foreign countries, letting them think that this was just a simple protocol, declaring good intentions, perhaps to no particular end, rather than the founding element of a real supranational project. Actually, half a dozen other cooperation agreements – in which obscure language concealed the concrete programme – were signed on the same day. Their purpose was to provide a legal and institutional framework, absolutely irrefutable before the UN, for starting the second phase. And they were not made public.”
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