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sympathizers in India, liberal democracy seems to have a dwindling number of domestic Indian 
supporters, too, as India’s political institutions, media, and judiciary are failing beleaguered 
minorities — especially its tens of millions of Muslim and Christian citizens. Within the Hindu 
nationalist movement, Putin’s combination of ruthless personal leadership, strident 
conservatism in the face of Western “moral relativism,” and the prioritization of top-down state-
building has found many admirers. The #IStandwithPutin hashtag trending on social media is 
but the latest example. Delhi’s attachment to either liberal democracy or liberal 
internationalism runs increasingly thin of late.  
 
The realities of the fragility of the U.S.-India partnership in view of divergent understandings 
of the sources of political order, domestically and internationally, warrant critical reflection. 
What compromises is Washington willing to accept in pursuit of regional alliances to contain 
Russia and China? During the 20th century Cold War, successive administrations showed 
themselves willing to overlook the dismal democratic and human rights record of many 
American allies in the name of arresting Soviet advances. That period is littered with 
illustrations of how Washington’s preoccupation with global bipolarity blinded it to disturbing 
local and regional realities and generated blowback — such as Iran’s Islamic Revolution or 
the rise of Al-Qaeda from the rubble of Cold War fighting in Afghanistan. From Zaire to 
Indonesia, U.S. allies exploited their privileged relations with Washington to get away with 
muzzling opponents and marginalizing minorities. This was ethically troubling and hurt 
America strategically, as it undercut the United States’ credibility as a liberal hegemon. The 
inconsistencies of that period still inform how African, Asian, and Middle Eastern publics 
perceive U.S. foreign policy today. 
 
While the challenges posed by Putin’s Russia and Xi’s China are considerable, the risks of 
repeating Cold War mistakes, in the relationship with Narendra Modi’s India and elsewhere, 
are plentiful. Especially in the Indian Ocean region, which has a long and complex history with 
liberal order, as colleagues and I document in a new book, Western governments should 
recognize how much damage was done by the contradictions between encouraging 
democratization and the cynical realpolitik that abandoned human rights. Some will argue that 
today’s geopolitical interests are too significant to allow much historical nuance in foreign 
policy vis-à-vis India and other Indian Ocean states. But managing alliances without 
downplaying the problems posed by the partners’ illiberalism is precisely a question of 
strategic stakes and not just moral ones.  
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