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Indo-Spanish relations have remained cordial but rather insignificant. 

Some members of  a 2015 Indian delegation to Spain sceptically but 

realistically assessed the détente - “Relations were good, because they 

don’t exist”.  PM Modi’s recent June visit to Spain as the first point of  a 

four-nation tour was the first by an Indian PM in a whooping three 

decades.  Since 2015, a number of  high-level official visits have taken 

place, while 2016 marked the 60th anniversary of  diplomatic relations 

between India and Spain.  

PM Modi’s visit encompassed a range of  issues. From climate change to 

terrorism, including free trade, resource management, stability in 

Afghanistan, security in the Korean Peninsula, peace in the MENA, 

multilateralism, and acknowledging the need for UN Security Council 

reform, India and Spain seem to be have a highly synergistic worldview.  

Is India’s Spanish pivot a by-product of Brexit? 

Asia has historically remained a very low priority in Spanish foreign policy, 

which was always predominantly focused on Europe, Latin America and 

North Africa.  However, recent years have seen an emerging focus on Asia 

and indeed India, which has emerged lately as one of  the largest 

economies in the world and a vibrant political entity on the global stage.  

Yet, Spain lacks the political clout to be a strategic actor relevant to India’s 

geopolitical interests. 

India has historically continued to view Europe through a bilateral lens 

rather than as a unified entity.  India’s robust bilateral relations with 

France, Germany, and Britain have allowed it to adopt an attitude of  
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complacency towards the EU, which has been viewed as a slow, bureaucratic and opaque institution 

that renders it no added value in its dealing with European states, and moreover lacks a unified policy 

towards India. Thus, Brexit doesn’t seem to matter much to India’s relations with European member 

states, including Spain. It has in fact been viewed rather optimistically as an opportunity to pursue 

closer relations with specific European states with a new dexterity.   

What does Spain have to offer? 

Spain has hardly been on India’s radar when compared to key European states such as Germany, 

France, and Britain.  Germany’s immense technical know-how and expertise renders it a natural partner 

of  choice for Modi’s many initiatives (including Make in India, Digital India, and Smart Cities).  France 

is India’s largest European defence partner, with widespread military links. India and Britain have 

strong civilizational and historical connections spanning hundreds of  years.  Where does Spain fit in 

within this complex interplay of  Indian-European relations?  

Spain is the 12th largest investor in India and the 7th largest EU trading partner. India’s burgeoning 

economic attractiveness to the world and Europe far surpasses Spanish capabilities and their attempts 

to gain India’s attention renders the relationship asymmetrical: Spain must develop a niche and unique 

position for itself  if  it is to become relevant to India, thereby differentiating itself  from other 

European states.  India, despite its emergence as a key political and economic actor in the international 

arena, still lags behind as far as public services, infrastructure modernization, urbanization, and the 

energy sector are concerned.  This represents huge commercial and investment opportunities for 

Spanish companies, which have a renowned prowess within the realms of  renewable energy and 

infrastructure -  two sectors constituting a major focus and priority for  Modi’s government 

developmental challenges.  PM Modi’s skilful usage of  diplomacy to further India’s developmental 

interests and his subsequent invitation addressed to Spanish businesses and CEOs is a recognition of  

this fact.   

India’s very slight improvement in the Global Ease of  Doing Business Index has not gone unnoticed in 

Europe, including by PM Rajoy who has made his appreciation known. Leading Spanish companies 

such as Isolux, Ayesa, OHL, ACS Group, the Cobra Group, and Indra are already shifting their historic 

focus on Europe and Latin America and embracing a wider diversification towards India. They are 

doing this by investing and partaking in India’s infrastructure projects such as development of  

motorways, ports, and air traffic control centres.  Spain has also been a leader in the area of  public 
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organ-donation, a field which was the object of  a Memorandum of  Understanding with India 

addressing the aim for sharing methodologies and knowledge in this field.   

The potential of soft power   

Both India and Spain possess immense soft power.  Yet, the perceptions of  both states have historically 

been dominated by stereotypical media coverage: views of  cows, spirituality, and poverty for India, and 

notions of  bullfighting, flamenco dancers, and the economic crisis in the case of  Spain. Former 

Spanish PM Zapatero referred to this phenomenon as ‘courteous mutual ignorance’. 

However, this status quo appears to be changing. The Spanish language has gained importance within 

India, especially since the inauguration by King Felipe of  the Instituto Cervantes in 2009.  A key 

example of  the potential of  soft power in improving perceptions of  the proverbial other has been the 

popularity of  the Bollywood movie ‘Zindagi na Milegi Dobara’, which was shot entirely in Spain and 

doubled the number of  Indian tourists to this country within one year of  its release.  Indeed, PM 

Modi’s visit has also led to a Twinning Agreement between the cities of  Ahmedabad (the prime city in 

Modi’s home state of  Gujarat which he ruled as Chief  Minister for 12 years before being elected PM) 

and Valladolid.  India’s successful federal union, despite many threatening post-Independence separatist 

movements, has survived through a continual course of  decentralization, offering important lessons for 

Spain in the context of  the Catalonian separatist movement and repeated calls for a referendum. 

Counter terrorism cooperation 

Another issue that featured heavily on the agenda was that of  terrorism, with both countries agreeing 

to expand cooperation to counter extremism and radicalization.  Following up on the Security Policy 

Dialogue established in 2016, the counter terrorism agenda is not without its reasons – both India and 

Spain have historically been victims of  terrorism and face common security challenges.  India has long 

been a hotbed of  Jihadi extremism, with cross border terrorist groups such as LeT and Jamaat-ud-dawa 

carrying out attacks; in addition the country has suffered from domestic Naxalite and Maoist violence. 

Spain in turn has historically faced large-scale violence by the ETA separatist group.  Transnational 

Jihadi groups such as Al Qaeda and ISIS continue to pose a threat to both nations.  Indeed, Spanish 

police recently arrested nine suspects in connection with the Brussels attacks. 
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The future of Indo-Spain relations 

PM Modi’s visit to Spain injected some vigour in an otherwise historically limited relationship.  The 

Indo-Spanish bilateral dynamic has a substantial untapped potential, as already highlighted in the 

economic and developmental areas.   

A political will to establish a genuine rapprochement between India and Spain has been demonstrated.  

In order to sustain this, there needs to be a continuous follow up of  agreements and initiatives between 

the two countries, including more frequent official visits, the maintenance of  channels of  

communication, and an increase in human resources and representation in both countries.  

It is evident that India and Spain see eye to eye on most current world issues of  critical importance.  

With absolutely no historical baggage of  any sort and with synergistic world views, the currently low-

profile political cooperation between the two countries can grow.  To this end, the media too should 

play a pivotal role by covering these stories and aiming to highlight synergies, generate knowledge and 

interest in the relationship, dismantle stereotypical perceptions, and enhance a healthy awareness of  the 

other. 
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