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In the Russo -Ukr ainian War, we have wit nessed a small coalit ion of liber al dem ocr acies 
conf r ont an aut hor it ar ian Russia. The decision by a thir d group of count r ies to sit this conf lict 
out is str iking. One such countr y, India, has consist ent ly avoided condemnat ion of Russia in 
the Unit ed Nat ions. Indi a also has taken advantage of West er n sanct ions to buy Russian 
ener gy at a discount. While much has been made of the hist or ical ties  bet ween India and 
Russia, we need not look far to underst and India’s ambivalence: Recent concer ns around  
Indian dem ocr acy are well known . Aut hor it ar ian regim es are sim ply less invest ed in the rules -
based int er nat ional order than liber al dem ocr acies.  

Against such an adver se int er nat ional backdr op, can the West still use for eign aid to prom ot e 
dem ocr acy? D em ocr acy prom ot ion is feasible, even under the shadow of war, but only if we 
are realist ic in our appr oach. What does this suggest for the case of India?  

Democracy Promotion in General 

To build a str at egy for dem ocr acy prom ot ion using stat e -to -stat e for eign aid, we should 
under st and the imper at ives of bot h donor s and recipient s. Foreign aid is not altr uist ic; donors 
use aid to pur sue a var iet y of obj ect ives. First ly, they might seek str at egic concessions wit h 
aid. Consider, for exam ple, Amer ican aid to Egypt dur ing Hosni Mubar ak’s reign: T hen, the 
U .S . was using aid to buy Egypt ian peace with Isr ael . Secondly, donor s might pursue 
com m er cial concessions wit h aid as in  Chinese aid to select Afr ican countr ies such as Angola 
that happen to be rich in the miner al and oil resour ces the Chinese econom y needs. Thir dly, 
d onor s could also seek to use their lever age over for eign aid to apply diplom at ic pressur e on 
aut hor it ar ian aid recipient s to prot ect hum an right s, to prom ot e the rule of law, and to 
dem ocr at ize. Empir ical studies  of aid -giving have shown that this is a tert iar y concer n for 
d onor s. The July 2022 visit  by President Joe Biden to Saudi Arabia despit e its poor hum an 
right s recor d is a case in point. Saudi help wit h ener gy supplies is sim ply mor e import ant to 
the U .S . than the hum an right s of Saudi dissidents. When we have a choice, the dat a shows 
we tend to prior it ize strat egic and comm er cial concessions that recipient s off er over the 
dem ocr at izat ion of the sam e recipient s.   

The View of the Recipient  

Compounding this is the fact that the polit ical ref or m s that we want to see enact ed are 
polit ically painf ul for the would- be aut hor it ar ian recipient. Which self -respect ing dictat or will 
give up power volunt ar ily if he can help 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-56393944
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40345936


Not all recipient s are equal. Som e, like Fij i, lack the attr ibut es to mak e meaningf ul 
count er of f er s to West er n donor s.  They can try to look for alt er nat ive patr ons but are unlikely 
to succeed because  they do not have much to off er to them in the fir st place. Because they 
lack lever age, they can be per suaded to liber alize, maybe even dem ocr at ize, wit h for eign aid. 
A str at egy of aid allocation that filt er s recipient s by their lever age and emphasizes those 
recipient s that are mor e suscept ible to West er n pressur e is the way for ward. “ Liber alizat ion at 
the mar gins ,” as it wer e.  

The cor ollar y is that recipient s wit h str at egic and comm er cial value to the West will have 
lever age. T hey can use it to def lect West er n pressur e to dem ocr at ize. These reci pient s —  
think of them as the “Egypt s” of the aid- recipient  wor ld — hist or ically got away wit h non -
dem ocr at izat ion. India is an illust r at ive exam ple.  

The case of India-



have lever age, we may have to be creat ive given the lim it at ions. The alter nat ive, a wor ld of 
resur gent aut hor it ar ianism run amok, is much wor se.  
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