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Jewish journalist Antony Loewenstein, author of The Palestine Laboratory. /
ALISON MARTIN

Israel has been one of the largest military and
technological powers in the world for decades.
However, that milestone has been based on the
violation of international law. This is denounced by
Antony Loewenstein, an independent journalist
stationed in East Jerusalem between 2016 and 2020
and author of 'The Palestine Laboratory'.

In his latest work, published in May by Verso Books
and still not translated into Spanish, this Jewish
researcher of Australian-German nationality
documents how Israel has used the oppression of the
Palestinian population to perfect its security industry,
a surveillance model that it has exported to the
world. The book has been endorsed by intellectuals
of the stature of Noam Chomsky or Avi Shlaim.

Loewenstein attends THE NEWSPAPER in a
telephone conversation.
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What does Hamas' attack mean? Has it managed to
put Israel's military and technological apparatus in
check?

In a way, yes. Israel's model failed last weekend,
there is no other way to see it. It's a complete
catastrophe. However, my feeling is that it will not
affect them at all. There will be some great research
next year, some heads will roll and Netanyahu may
fall. All of that is possible. But ultimately, I believe
that the West will continue to support Israel and its
arms industry. After the Russian invasion of Ukraine,
Israel has skyrocketed its arms sales business. I
don't see any indication of why your customers
would stop buying their technology despite the
serious failure of intelligence.

Will it weaken or strengthen the Israeli system of
repression?

Both things. They will investigate what went wrong
and why they were caught off guard. It's very early,
but I think Israel's mistake was to rely too much on
technology at the expense of human intelligence. We
are told that the technological future will be a utopia,
but it's bullshit. You can use all the most
sophisticated technology in the world that Israel has
and deployed and still failed. I think they will collect
information again in the old-fashioned way, based on
personal contact. It seems that this is how Hamas
communicated or through an encrypted
communication that Israel or the United States did
not capture. I believe that Israel will become more
and more a ghetto and that its society, highly
militarized, will be a thousand times more so.

"The Hamas attack shows
that Israel's mistake was to
rely too much on technology
at the expense of human
intelligence"

In his book he talks about the "Palsian laboratory"
What do you mean?

For 50 years, Israel has maintained a brutal
occupation of Palestine, the longest of modern times.
Since 1967, Israel has developed a huge number of
tools and technologies to maintain that occupation:
drones, spyware, biometric data collection, facial
recognition systems, all this kind of things that are
first tested on Palestinians. I also mean that he has
sold that oppressive technology to an astonishing
number of countries, at least 125, and they have
done so by saying that they are supposedly tested in
combat. Palestine is a laboratory of repression that is
then exported to the whole world.

And what happens in Palestine is later applied in
other countries.

This is one of the reasons why I wrote this book. I
have been reporting on Palestine for 20 years and I
have had access to leaks that reveal that several
countries are willing to use the Israel model. They
see Israel as an inspiration because they also want to
repress its population, dissidents, journalists or
human rights activists and have the same global
impunity that it enjoys. Many nations are jealous and
that's why they ask Israel for advice.

"Many countries like India
or Hungary see an
inspiration in Israel because
they want to repress their
population and enjoy the
same impunity"

I am also concerned about the growing global
interest in nationalism, that concept that gives
priority to one people over another. In Israel it is the
Jewish people over the Palestinians. But it also
happens in India, the largest supposed democracy in
the world, which with Narendra Modi is becoming a
Hindu fundamentalist state. There is no doubt that
Israel is a massive inspiration for the Indian political
and military elite, who have openly praised the
occupation of Palestine and said that they want to do
something similar in Kashmir, where the majority of
the population is Muslim. Israel is building a global
coalition of like-minded nations, such as India or
Hungary.

Whose mission is to build an ethnic state...

Exactly. That's why many far-right groups in the
United States, Europe and even Spain are inspired by
Israel. The Jewish state has had no problem
associating with parties and groups with neo-Nazi
ties, which is crazy. Netanyahu's government does it
to build a coalition of countries that support its
occupation of Palestine. I find it absolutely
dangerous, outrageous and stupid.

The Israeli flag is often seen at anti-Semitic far-right
rallies. They don't like Jews, but they do like the
Jewish supremacist joy of Israel because they want
to create a similar state in their own country, but for
Christians. We can think that this will never happen,
and maybe now it's true. But if Trump becomes
president again, there will be a massive acceleration
of the idea of a Christian, pro-Israel, tougher-line and
anti-Muslim United States. It's scary.

In addition to a historical contradiction.

As someone who is a Jew from a people who
escaped ghettos in Europe, where many were killed
in the Holocaust, even my relatives, there is
something remarkably sad and tragic for me that the
only way Israel thinks it can survive is to become a
ghetto.

"The extreme right does not
like Jews, but it does like the
supremacist joy of Israel
because it wants to reproduce
in its country the idea of that
ethnic but Christian state"

Israeli technology customers also include the
European Union and Spain...

The EU is the only place in the world where it flirted
with regulating spyware such as Pegasus, although
nothing serious has happened. Israeli drones are
being used to monitor the Mediterranean and search
for migrants. The EU has been making the decision
for years that it was going to allow people to drown
and Israel's drones are part of that strategy. What
they see is sent to Frontex, which often sends rescue
boats and often illegally returns people to torture
camps in Libya. That technology was previously
tested in Palestine.

Is there a lack of regulation around spyware?

Yes, and in a way it should be like the regulations
that the international community found for chemical
weapons. They are still used, but at least there is a
clear legal framework.

What role has the United States and its technology
companies played in the development of Israeli
surveillance?

Google and Amazon, for example, have a billion-
dollar contract with the Israeli government to provide
cloud services to the military. The US supports Israel
with huge amounts of military aid, officially about 5
billion dollars. Much of that money is used to develop
weapons, many of which are tested with the
Palestinians. Israel is not the only one testing new
weapons on the battlefield; the US did it in Iraq and
Afghanistan and does it now in Ukraine. The
difference is that Israel does it with an occupied,
controlled population with no freedom of movement.

"The enormous military aid
that the US provides to Israel
serves to test new weapons
with the Palestinians"

The role of the United States is vital in diplomatic,
financial, arms and intelligence support. They have a
very close relationship and are good friends, but they
distrust each other. Every day, about 400 NSA
officials are dedicated to spying on Israel. And I'm
sure Israel does the same.

Biden blacklisted NSO Group, manufacturer of the
popular Pegasus spy software.

Although it seems like good news, I don't think the
United States has done it because Pegasus is a
threat to human rights, but because it fears that
Israel will surpass it and that its espionage industry
will no longer be dominant. What Biden hoped was to
neutralize some large Israeli surveillance companies
to give the Americans more time to develop.

In the book he talks about the privatization of
Israel. What do you mean?

In the first decades of existence, Israel called itself a
socialist country. It was almost for the Jews, but not
for the Palestinians, who lived under martial law. The
arms industry was then owned by the State, but it
was privatized from the 1970s. Now, much of the
private technological and military industry is deeply
linked to the State, which uses companies and
repression as a form of global diplomacy to gain
support.

"Israel's private
technological and military
industry is deeply linked to
the State, which uses
companies and repression as
a form of global diplomacy to
gain support"

In the last 15 years, with Netanyahu as prime
minister, the Mossad often went to many countries
that were not particularly close to Israel such as the
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Rwanda or India.
They used Pegasus as diplomacy. They said: "We are
delighted to sell them this incredible technology that
allows them to keep an eye on their unwanted
people, but in return we would like to get more
diplomatic support." That's probably the way Israel
makes friends. That's why a tiny country is the 10º
largest exporter of weapons in the world.

Has that vision of the occupation in economic
terms accelerated the dehumanization of the
Palestinian population?

That's right. I don't think there are many Israeli
military companies so perverse as to test weapons
just to do harm and earn money. However, there are
a lot of examples of the use of Palestinians as guinea
pigs to test new weapons. So it's about masochism
or simply capitalism. There is no doubt that the
dehumanization of Palestinians has been horrible for
decades, but it accelerated with US financial aid in
its war on terrorism. Israel sells its repression
technology not only to obtain support, but also as an
insurance policy so that it is not criticized.

Does technology dependence guarantee its
impunity?

In recent days we have already seen the impunity
that Israel enjoys, which is unprecedented
worldwide. I fear that in the coming years and
months Israel will carry out a global campaign of
murders against its enemies, as it used to do in the
70s and 80s, when it killed many Palestinian leaders
around the world. Hamas' attack has been framed as
Israel's 9/11. The United States reacted to the attack
with a thirst for blood, for revenge. Israel will not
invade Iraq or Afghanistan, of course, but I fear that
the conflict will bleed to death beyond Gaza.

"My work has caused my
family to lose many of their
Jewish friends"
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Has it taken its toll on denouncing Israel's policies?

You pay a price for it. I am a secular Jew, it is not my
religion, but it is my culture. Israel says it speaks on
behalf of all Jews and my work has made my family
lose many of their Jewish friends. I receive a lot of
hate emails, but I also get a lot of support. I do it
because there is a real feeling that if you are Jewish
and you deeply criticize Israel, you are often rejected
by your own community. And that worries me. I know
that the ruling class and the Jewish diaspora have
been deeply complicit for decades of what Israel
does. The Israeli lobby in the United States is a good
example. Writing is an opportunity to try to influence
those communities and not hide your head in the
sand.
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