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Ghosts of the Past and Contemporary
Challenges of the Middle East:
Spanish - Israeli Relations, 1956-1992

Abstract

At the elderly age of 83, after multiple medical complications and prolonged physical misery,
General Francisco Franco y Bahamonde passed away in the early hours of 20 November 1975 in
Madrid. The Generalissimo had ruled Spain since the end of the Spanish Civil War in 1939.
Throughout the years of his dictatorship no formal relations existed between Israel and Spain.
This death of the dictator, however, did not mark the immediate demise of his regime nor did it
signal an imminent upgrade in the relationship between Jerusalem and Madrid. Only after the
successful completion of Spain’s decade-long transition from dictatorship to democracy, during
which the institutions of government were gradually cleansed of Francoist influence, did the
Spanish Socialist government, led by Prime Minister Felipe Gonzdlez, deliver the diplomatic
breakthrough by which the relationship between the State of Israel and the Kingdom of Spain
was formalized. This milestone occurred at a low key gathering held on 17 January 1986 under
very tight security at the Hotel Promenade in The Hague. By then, Israel already had a long
track-record of formal working relationships with the rest of the western European countries. In
sharp contrast, the lack of formal relations between Israel and Spain during the second half of
the 20th century was an anomaly; a challenge for the international historian to understand. My

dissertation explains this abnormality.

This could have been the ordinary story of a typical and unexciting relationship between two
countries with few or no common interests, little or no collective history, no shared language or
cultural heritage between their people, and separated by a large geographic divide, each

situated in totally separate locations on the globe, whereby one’s actions had no impact
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whatsoever on the other’s state of affairs. In the case of Israel and Spain, however, all this was
more or less the opposite. Prime Minister Peres, a veteran of international politics, related in his
statement shortly after the founding of formal ties with Spain that it was “unlike the

establishment of relations with any other state.”

Five centuries earlier, on 31 March 1492, the Spanish Catholic Monarchs, Isabella | and
Ferdinand Il, issued the Edict of Expulsion ordering all Jews to either convert to Christianity or
leave Castile and Aragon within four months. In spite of the horror of the Expulsion and the
passage of time, Sephardic Jews never forgot their Spanish heritage. The fact that Judeo-
Spanish, popularly known as Ladino and based on Old Castilian, was spoken all throughout the
years by Sephardic Jews was a testament to this very special bond. During the nineteenth
century, the Spanish intelligentsia and political elite realized that descendants of Jews, expelled
from Iberia four centuries before, continued to speak Spanish amongst themselves in North
Africa and Europe. This realization fueled philo-Sephardism amongst the Spanish who “re-
discovered” the Jewish contribution to their culture and history. By then, however, Spain was

left with an insignificant Jewish population.

Despite being united by a common historical and cultural heritage dating back centuries, it still
took thirty-eight years following the establishment of the Jewish state and a decade after the
death of General Franco, for the diplomatic breakthrough to finally take place between the two
Mediterranean countries. All this in spite of the fact that both countries shared a series of
contemporary interests, including common commercial objectives regarding their trade with the
member states of the European Economic Community (EEC), as well as a mutual Cold War fear

of the growing Soviet naval presence and influence across the sea which connected them.
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Therefore, in theory, there was no apparent reason why both countries should not have

established full diplomatic ties many years much earlier than 1986.

During the first years of Israeli statehood until 1952, Spain sought unsuccessfully to establish
official ties with Israel as another means to overcome international isolation. By adhering to a
moral foreign policy standard, anew out of the ruins of the Holocaust, Israel refused formal ties
with the former Axis supporter. By 1953, however, Israel began adopting a more pragmatic view
toward a relationship with Franco’s Spain. Officials in Jerusalem also understood that there were
benefits to formal ties with Madrid, particularly in the face of growing international isolation.
This change of policy came too late. By 1953 the Franco regime had reached strategic
understandings, first and foremost with the United States. Madrid had also already committed
itself to a “special relationship” with the Arab world, which ruled out any rapprochement with
the Jewish state. Two years later, Spain finally became a full member of the United Nations. The
Spanish were once again legitimate players in the international community. Consequently,
Madrid no longer deemed relations with Israel of strategic value. From 1956 forward, Spanish
officials would not commit to any roadmap or specific timeline for the normalization of
diplomatic ties with Israel. Instead, as my dissertation points out, Spanish envoys repeatedly
referred to a “momento oportuno”, which would come at an unspecified point in time in the

future, when it would be just right for Madrid to establish formal diplomatic ties with Jerusalem.

A series of studies into Israel-Spain relations over the years have suggested that the bilateral ties
could have evolved otherwise, whereby diplomatic relations could have been established at an
earlier stage. My thesis argues that this was only partially correct. In fact, it would have been the
case had the government in Jerusalem entertained the approaches of General Franco in the very

late 1940s. Under such circumstances, | believe the entire bilateral relationship would have
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developed positively from the start. This was not, however, the case after 1956. As | emphasize
in my analysis, unlike the rest of Europe, the Spanish were within touching distance of the Arab
world with the Strait of Gibraltar just about 13km wide at its narrowest point. Spain actually
bordered the Arab world through its territorial possessions in North Africa, specifically Ceuta
(under Spanish control since 1580) and Melilla (under Spanish control since 1497). Naturally for
the Spanish, the western Mediterranean coastal region of North Africa (Maghreb) was more
important than the Mashreq (East) and remains so to this day. After the independence of
Morocco (1956) and Algeria (1962), the government in Madrid was deeply concerned for the
security of its North African territorial possessions, specifically Ceuta and Melilla, for fear that
these could easily be overrun by Moroccan forces. Therefore, | repeatedly highlight in my study
that Arab concerns, disapprovals and pressures were not just theoretical in the eyes of the
Spanish. For decision makers in Madrid, particularly amongst the military, the “amenaza del sur”
originating from North Africa against Spain’s territorial possessions in the region was genuine. |
emphasize the fact that the Spanish perceived real military risks emanating from North Africa,
which could also materialize in reaction to a rapprochement with Israel. As a result, decision
makers in Madrid felt they could not afford to ignore the Arab interest and threats. This
conclusion by my dissertation is critical to understanding the state of affairs between Israel and

Spain for much of the period covered.

By the early to mid-1980s, however, Spain’s overall geostrategic position was boosted as a
result of a series of developments, including its attachment to NATO in 1982, its reduced
dependency on Arab oil and, most important, its ascension to the European Economic
Community (EEC) in 1986. As a new Member State of the Community, Spain also had to sooner
rather than later to match its foreign policy with Brussels and its Community peers. My analysis

establishes beyond a reasonable doubt that the normalization of diplomatic ties with Israel was
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inevitable once the foreign policies of Madrid and Brussels had to be synchronized. In addition, a
majority of Spanish public opinion either already supported or did not object at all to a
rapprochement with the Jewish state. By early 1986, the first socialist government of the Partido
Socialista Obrero Espafiol (PSOE), led by the young and energetic Prime Minister Felipe
Gonzalez, felt increasingly confident at home and abroad, enough to formalize the state of
affairs with Israel. Altogether, fears of Arab reprisals did not disappear completely but they
diminished significantly. In fact, the Arab reaction after the formal rapprochement took place in
The Hague was very mild. My thesis argues that Spain’s new membership in the EEC enabled the
government in Madrid to justify the agreement with Israel, especially vis-a-vis the Arab world.

Such works as Relaciones Espafia—Israel y el conflicto del Oriente Préximo by Isidro Gonzalez

Garcia and Espana-Israel: historia de unas relaciones secretas by José Antonio Lisbona, as well as

the articles “In the Shadow of Franco’s Legacy: The Evolution of Israeli-Spanish Relations” by
Shmuel Hadas and “The Road to Israeli — Spanish rapprochement” by Jacob Abadi describe in
detail the road taken to the establishment diplomatic ties between both countries. Meanwhile,

Espafia e Israel: veinte anos después, edited by Raanan Rein, based on a series of contemporary

(2007) essays by academics, diplomats and journalists, provides a present-day portrayal of the
bilateral ties. Yet, these are not efforts of in-depth historical research similar to Rein’s In the

Shadow of the Holocaust and the Inquisition: Israel’s Relations with Francoist Spain which

comprehensively assesses the bilateral relationship up until 1956.

The end of Rein’s coverage in 1956, which coincides with the strategic shift in North Africa to
Spain’s detriment following the independence of Morocco that same year, presented for me a
sensible date from which to continue to evaluate the progress of Israel-Spain relations during
the second half of the 20™ century. It should be noted that Spanish historiography in the post-

Franco era has focused on Spain’s external affairs before the outbreak of the Civil War in 1936
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or following the fall of Franco’s regime. As a result, academic research was also lacking in the
bilateral ties between Israel and Spain spanning the 1960s and 1970s during which the Franco
regime no longer faced a struggle for survival. It was, therefore, one of my tasks in this study to
fill the academic void during these two decades in the Israeli-Spanish bilateral context. It also
made sense to me to extend the research until 1992, a year which marked a key milestone for
Spain of historical proportions. After all, five centuries earlier, the Spanish crown ordered the
expulsion of the Jews, ended the Reconquista in victory and witnessed the birth of its empire
with the “discovery” of America. The year 1492 marked a new and promising beginning for the
monarchy of Isabella | and Ferdinand II. It signaled the beginning of Spain’s Siglo de Oro. By
1992, Spain found itself again at a new promising dawn, a solid democracy and well integrated
into Europe, at the center of global attention hosting the Barcelona Summer Olympics, the
Seville Expo and with Madrid being European Capital of Culture.

| decided that the evolution of Israel-Spain relations from 1956-1992 would be best studied by
applying a Constructivist interdisciplinary approach, using multiple modes of inquiry available
from the schools of cultural, diplomatic, economic, political and social history. Constructivism
became a leading force in International Relations (IR) theory in the early 1990s after successfully
explaining the end of the Cold War. As per the Constructivist paradigm, the international system
consists of social relationships and material capabilities with countries being the primary actors
in global politics. Research into important international events and processes must therefore
begin and end with states. As a result, this study was a state-centric effort focused on analyzing
the interactions between Israel and Spain as two independent states. | accessed a range of
primary sources including official government documents in Israel, Spain, the United States and
Great Britain. | also reviewed daily national and local newspapers, | read relevant memoirs and |

conducted personal interviews with individuals involved in one way or another in the bilateral
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relationship. | collected all the information and then analyzed it within a study framework
defined by a Constructivist social interpretation of the state of affairs between the two
countries. The depth and scope of the research was boosted by a series of additional tools of
analysis which | applied, such as those provided by the studies of Public Diplomacy and Turning
Point Decision analysis. All this | carried out while taking into account the three commonly
accepted levels of analysis in international relations — system, state and individual - in order to
comprehensively identify the internal and external forces which influenced the development of
bilateral ties between Israel and Spain over the years. Ultimately, the period reviewed, spanning
almost four decades, provided the long term perspective | needed to isolate and comprehend
the elements of continuity in the bilateral relationship. Most important, it also enabled me to
precisely identify of the forces of change, specifically at the systematic level, which finally made
the diplomatic breakthrough of 17 January 1986 possible.

In my dissertation, five main themes were essentially addressed at varying degrees. These were:
(a) the Arab challenge to Israel-Spain relations over the years in order to fully understand the
roots and rationale for Spain’s “special relationship” with the Arab world which influenced
Madrid’s ties with Jerusalem more than any other factor over the years studied; (b) the
domestic dimension of the bilateral relationship across multiple areas of interaction, including in
the fields of culture, science and commerce, in which progress, albeit limited, was often
achieved despite the lack of formal diplomatic relations between both sides; (c) the gradual
Europeanization of Madrid’s foreign policy toward Israel, particularly after the death of General
Franco in late 1975 as Spain embarked on the transitional road to joining the EEC, which was
ultimately the catalyst for the systematic force which pushed the Spanish government to
normalize ties with Jerusalem; (d) Madrid’s long term commitment to the Palestinian cause,

which time and again hindered official bilateral progress, principally in more recent years; and
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(e) the impact of anti-Semitism which all throughout overshadowed the relationship though

never dominated it.

My dissertation is divided into seven chapters. In the first chapter, The Social Construction of
Israel-Spain Relations, 1956-1992, | set the theoretical framework, based on the Constructivist
paradigm of IR theory, within which the analysis was carried out. With the next six chapters |
analyze the bilateral relationship throughout different periods of time. The second chapter,
1956-1963: Defining a Policy of Minimal Involvement analyzes the relationship until Spain’s
ascension to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) regime in 1963, which forced
Madrid to start liberalizing its commercial ties with Israel to comply with the international treaty
requirements. As | demonstrate in this chapter, Spain’s ascension to GATT made it clear beyond
any doubt that only a strong external force at the system level was capable of bringing about
change in the state of bilateral affairs. During these eight years, Spain also launched its policy of
minimal involvement in relation to the Jewish state, whereby official interaction between
Madrid and Jerusalem was to be kept at an absolute bare minimum with as limited as possible

official endorsement and public exposure, primarily to avoid Arab displeasures.

Chapter 3, 1964-1975: So Close, Yet So Far, reviews a new stage in the bilateral relationship,
characterized by progress across a number of fields from open commerce to covert intelligence
collaboration. In this chapter, | also show that during these years, the policy of minimal
involvement with the Jewish state was challenged on multiple occasions. A neutral onlooker
observing the exchanges between both countries would have likely concluded that all this
positive interaction was conducted within a normal framework of formal relations between two
friendly countries and their peoples. This, however, was not the case as | explained in the fourth

chapter, 1964-1975, The Absence of a Diplomatic Breakthrough. In spite of the superficial
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progress, in the absence of any serious systematic force of change, as had been the case with
Spain’s entry into GATT in 1963, no other meaningful and lasting bilateral advance occurred
between the two countries. The fifth chapter, 1976-1982, Regime Change in Madrid but No
Quick Transition for Israel-Spain Relations, deals with the bilateral relationship during Spain’s
gradual domestic transition from dictatorship to democracy. With the primary focus in Madrid
on ensuring a successful transition with as little political turmoil as possible, minimal setbacks
and no bloodshed, the establishment of diplomatic relations remained one challenge which
Spanish foreign policymakers wished to defer as much as possible. As a result, the search of the

“momento oportuno” continued for another decade.

The road to the final breakthrough, particularly the domestic and foreign challenges and
obstacles which the socialist government of Felipe Gonzalez had to overcome in order to reach
The Hague on 17 January 1986, are given an in-depth analysis in Chapter Six, 1982-1986, Much
Ado About Nothing. The period afterward is covered in the last chapter, 1986-1992: The
Normalization of an Unremarkable Relationship, during which the development of bilateral ties
under normalization is analyzed. During these years, the bilateral relationship first went through
a very short honeymoon period, which lasted until the end of 1987. Then once again the state of
affairs was overshadowed by Middle Eastern events, this time as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
erupted into violence with the first Intifada. The end of the First Gulf War provided Spain the
opportunity to fulfill a meaningful role, as an enabler, in the Middle East peace process by
hosting the Madrid Peace Conference in 1991. The Spanish government could only assume this
role due to its favorable relations with both sides of the conflict. Before 1986 this would have
been unachievable. After that and once the Palestinian uprising winded down, official relations
between Jerusalem and Madrid advanced again. The bilateral commerce between both

countries continued to grow in double digits. The fifth centenary of the Expulsion of the Jews
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from Iberia was commemorated across Spain throughout 1992 by the campaign “Sefarad 92: el
redescubrimiento de la Espafia judia”. This series of events highlighted the historical link
between the Spanish and Jewish people and marked the Jewish contribution to Spanish culture
and history. It was also a testament to the contemporary collaboration between Jerusalem and

Madrid as both sides coordinated the campaign.

Normalized relations do exist today between Israel and Spain. It has now been almost three
decades, twenty-eight years to be precise, since the state of affairs between Israel and Spain
was formalized. Many positive milestones have been reached since 1986. On 8 November 1993,
King Juan Carlos | became the first reigning monarch to address the Knesset in Jerusalem. In
1998 the Cervantes Institute opened up in Tel Aviv to promote the Spanish language, as well as
Spanish and Latin American culture in Israel. Growth in overall trade between Israel and Spain,
for example, multiplied itself over five times from USS 450 million in 1992 to about USS 2.40
billion two decades later. This commerce was facilitated by over twenty bilateral trade
agreements and understandings concluded between Madrid and Jerusalem over the years. By
the end of 2012, Spain was the 11™ largest export market for Israeli companies and 13" largest
importer into Israel. These numbers could have never been achieved without the full
normalization of relations between both countries. Meanwhile, Spanish public opinion today is
very similar to that of its European peers in terms of its relationship with Israel and its views on
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Regrettably, anti-Jewish sentiment remains higher in Spain than
in any other European country. Spanish inbound tourism to Israel remains relatively
insignificant. Considering Spain’s deep Catholic roots and population of about 47 million, the
potential for Spanish tourism to the Holy Land remains mostly untapped. There is still a feeling
in Israel and in Spain that a lot of work remains to be completed for the relationship to be truly

considered a worthy and rewarding friendship.
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My dissertation, through its look all the way back to 1956, proves that the ties between
Jerusalem and Madrid were never strictly bilateral. This relationship was never free of the
historical legacies of Spain and Israel, particularly contemporary ones, such as Madrid’s
commitment to Nazi Germany and Jerusalem’s rejection of Spanish overtures during the first
years of Jewish statehood. All throughout the years, the ties were usually overshadowed by
overpowering forces, particularly external ones, which generally had an adverse impact on
bilateral progress. For example, the Arab-lsraeli conflict, and most recently the Israeli-
Palestinian struggle, has had a negative impact on the state of affairs between the two countries
for many years, often delaying bilateral progress or preventing it altogether. Without identifying
and explaining all these forces, one cannot understand the evolution of the bilateral
relationship. Hence, | chose the title for this dissertation to be: “Ghosts of the Past and the

Contemporary Challenges of the Middle East: Spanish — Israeli Relations, 1956 — 1992”.
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