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Abstract 
The shifting narratives of the Indo-Pacific geopolitical theatre exert noteworthy 

influence on Bangladesh’s changing political landscape. As the Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue (QUAD) seeks to counterbalance China’s burgeoning influence, this article 

bridges existing scholarly debates on Bangladesh’s Indo-Pacific strategies and their 

intricate interplay with the United States, India, and the QUAD. The paper explores 

Bangladesh’s economic, diplomatic, and security relations with QUAD members, 

juxtaposed against its longstanding ties with China. The study’s significance is 

amplified by a timely analysis of the rapid administrative metamorphosis in 

Bangladesh following the July 2024 Uprising; a transition that witnessed the country 

move from the ‘predominantly bandwagoning’ regime of Sheik Hasina through the 

Dr. Yunus-led Interim Government to the current Tarique Rahman-led BNP 

government. Given its strategic access to the Bay of Bengal and multifaceted relations 

with Indo-Pacific stakeholders, the study frames Bangladesh’s renewed governance 

architecture through the lens of a ‘small state’ navigating a field of formidable regional 

and global powers. Employing a rigorous theoretical framework, the paper synthesizes 

policy documents, media accounts, and academic literature to examine Bangladesh’s 

progressive recalibration of its foreign policy, moving beyond the balanced political 

customs of the Interim Government. The nation is now institutionalizing a hybrid 

strategy of political hedging and minilateralism while upholding the Bangladesh First 

motto. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The Indo-Pacific region has recently gained increased traction from major world powers. The United 

States (US), China, and India contribute much of it. Retrospectively, the US engaged itself in West Asia’s 

political landscape for many decades. In 2011 the Obama administration initiated the process of 

American military disengagement from Afghanistan (Garamone, 2011), which Donald Trump’s first 

term kept afloat despite persistent violence attributed to the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, and successively the 

Biden administration concluded the trajectory by signing the 2020 Doha Agreement and withdrawing 

the American troops from Afghanistan (Kiely & Farley, 2021). The basis of American involvement in 

Asia and broadly South Asia relied on the US’s foreign policy against transnational terrorist 

organizations that have historically been national and international security foes. It is essential to retrace 

the US’s terrestrial presence in South Asia after 2021 to draw subsequent arguments for this paper’s 

sake. Firstly, Joe Biden pronounced the end of forever wars, as he was deeply motivated by the aftermath 

of the Vietnam War (Walt, 2021). The withdrawal of the US troops from Afghan soil necessitated them 

with another novel foreign policy agenda in the region. The US needed to outline new goals to sustain 

an iron grip across South Asia. China’s excessive control in the region was a catalyst behind the goals. 

The East Asian giant is inarguably the sole superpower capable of directly confronting the US. 

Secondly, the description of the Indo-Pacific is invalid without the context of India under Narendra 

Modi, whose leadership has deepened India’s economic and strategic position. India’s material 

challenges from China lie to the north along the McMahon Line and across the Indian Ocean. The 

concerns for India include maritime instability posed by the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN).  

The mid-2000s prompted India and the US to gradually and collaboratively expand the region’s maritime 

security framework. Another Asian stalwart in Japan, vexed by natural disasters, was gracious towards 

humanitarian and disaster relief assistance. Japan has its own scepticism toward China’s assertive foreign 

policy. The Tsunami Core Group in the mid-2000s is considered an impetus behind the formation of the 

soon-to-be-known security alliance: the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) (Madan, 2017). The 

fourth piece of the puzzle in Australia also shares common interests in the Indo-Pacific region. They all 

aspire to a laissez-faire economic environment in their backyard, without tangible interference from 

Beijing.  

Bangladesh finds itself in a quintessential strategic position in South Asia, further amplified by its 

access to the Bay of Bengal (BoB) and the broader Indo-Pacific. The country endured over fifteen years 

of Sheikh Hasina and the Awami League’s (AL) stranglehold on national and foreign policy matters. 

The timeline mostly followed predictable foreign policies for Bangladesh, with observable obedience to 

India. To some extent, Bangladesh is often described as a satellite state of India for compromising its 

sovereignty (Ahmar, 2024). The Hasina regime’s election fraud, corruption charges, and human rights 

violations among several other anti-democratic blemishes increasingly morphed Bangladesh’s statecraft 

into authoritarianism. Case in point, findings from a study in the Rajshahi division underscored the 

aftermath of contrived elections, highlighting the overinfluence of political parties, fragile election 

management, lack of transparency, and perceived election fraudulence that led to longstanding mistrust 

towards the national electoral system (Akter et al., 2025). The overall social cohesion, public confidence, 

and good governance took a massive hit. People were sceptical about the transparency of voting in the 

13th National Parliament Elections. The Hasina regime sheltered extrajudicial killings and enforced 

disappearances. Subsequently, the US sanctioned the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) paramilitary force 

of Bangladesh (Riaz, 2021). Even then, the Hasina regime denied the excruciating allegations, only to 

fray US-Bangladesh relations. Sheikh Hasina tried to assuage the allegations by playing the 

compassionate political figure. Hosting the Rohingya influx was part of her grander humanitarian 

diplomacy (Ahmed, 2020). The regime did gain initial credit from the United Nations and other 

humanitarian organizations for this brave effort. It also worked towards a much more formidable 

relationship with India, Japan, and Russia (Ahmed, 2020). Progressively, though, it took a huge toll on 

the Bangladeshi population, from the national economy to social security.   
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On another note, the Sino-Bangladesh economic and developmental relations flourished. Chinese 

loans have poured into Bangladesh totalling nearly USD three billion since 2019 across fourteen 

infrastructure projects, with a net worth close to USD ten billion. The bilateral partnerships took a bit of 

a turn when Sheikh Hasina chose India to fund the Teesta River water project over China (Tiezzi, 2024). 

The student-led employment reform movement in July 2024 was a watershed moment in Bangladesh’s 

history culminating in the fall of the Hasina regime. The July 2024 Uprising was a coordinated outburst 

of Bangladeshi nationals across various fronts. The police rendered reckless shootings and casualties. 

The demonstrations eventually forced Sheikh Hasina to resign and flee to India, giving birth to a new 

statecraft under the advisory committee. Professor Dr. Muhammad Yunus was appointed the chief 

advisor of the Interim Government. Simultaneously, Japan coronated Shigeru Ishiba as its Prime 

Minister in October 2024, while Donald Trump was elected US President for a second term in January 

2025.  

Historically, the US (notably the Democratic Party) has welcomed and maintained a warm 

relationship with Dr. Yunus. However, the growing distrust between India and Bangladesh could not 

have been discounted by the Interim Government’s immediate assessment of Bangladesh’s foreign 

policy. The conventional belief was that China would make the most of this ‘regime shift’ in 

Bangladesh’s politics to sustain multilateral strategic rapport and balance US and Indian influence in the 

Indo-Pacific. Meanwhile, Prime Minister Ishiba suggested an Asian security alliance similar to NATO, 

in which Japan and the US would be on an equal footing (Haoyu, 2024). Scholars dismiss Ishiba’s 

concept as inconducive to Asia, yet such criticism might only infuriate Xi Jinping in the long run.  

The Interim Government made way for the 2026 National Elections. Tarique Rahman of the 

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) won a landslide victory continuing the political dynasty of his 

father, former president Ziaur Rahman, and his mother, former Prime Minister Begum Khaleda Zia. The 

global political outlook, particularly for the US and Donald Trump, shifted drastically too with major 

escalations in the Middle East. The fervent Israel-Palestine conflict propelled the Trump administration 

to engage in major escalations against Iran.  

The study examines Bangladesh’s evolving Indo-Pacific foreign policy frameworks in the post-July 

Uprising timeline. Bangladesh’s foreign policy narratives under the Yunus-led Interim Government and 

the concurrent BNP administration are highlighted against the backdrop of the competing interests of 

the US, India, and the broader QUAD alliance, while the Chinese presence looms at the other end of the 

spectrum. The political triad of the US, India, and China is a preeminent stakeholder in the Indo-Pacific. 

It seeks to identify whether recent Bangladeshi governments have maintained a strategy of balanced 

engagement, shifted towards an external partner, or recalibrated their foreign policy in response to the 

changing domestic and regional pressures. While doing so, the enduring Hasina regime’s major policy 

orientations are addressed to promote a diverse angle. In terms of compatibility, Bangladeshi 

administrations’ political approaches (internal and external) are then analysed through conventional 

theoretical lenses. 

Furthermore, the article aims to bridge existing research gaps concerning Bangladesh’s Indo-Pacific 

policies, in parallel with China, the US, India, and the QUAD. This attempt is strengthened by timing: 

the sudden administrative changes in Bangladesh’s governance from the Haisna regime to the Interim 

Government and ultimately the Tarique Rahman-led BNP cabinet; secondly, Bangladesh being a 

relatively small state, its assorted relations (bilateral and multilateral) with formidable states are 

examined within the scope of this renewed governance. This method underscores how a small state 

navigates the ‘big power rivalries' in an exceedingly engrossing region like the Indo-Pacific. Lastly, the 

traditional theoretical perspective provides the analytical rigor to comprehensively bind the research 

objectives and produce a thoughtful, evidence-based body of work.  

In principle, this study addresses the following research question: How does Bangladesh navigate 

strategic competition between China and the QUAD in the post-July 2024 political context, and what 
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implications does this have for its strategic autonomy in the Indo-Pacific? The study argues that 

Bangladesh is progressively adopting a strategic hedging approach in the Indo-Pacific, recalibrated after 

the July 2024 political transition to balance competing pressures from China and the QUAD. While 

doing so, the BNP government preserves public support, ensures economic stability, and strategic 

autonomy. The study extensively prescribes adaptable foreign policies for the current government to 

navigate immediate regional uncertainties and uphold the status quo. 

 

2. ANALYZING FRAMEWORKS 
2.1 Methodological Framework 
The study employs a qualitative, interpretive framework based on secondary data and narrative analysis 

(Figure 1). It incorporates peer-reviewed journal articles, policy papers, think-tank reports, newspaper 

articles, and scholars’ commentary to examine the evolving political landscape of Bangladesh leading 

up to the July Uprising and to dwell on the events afterward.  

While scholarly and think-tank sources were used to lay the conceptual groundwork for strategic 

autonomy and power competition in the region, media sources provided contemporary evidence to assess 

recent diplomatic developments, trade agreements, and policy narratives across the timeline of interest. 

The timeframe encompasses events that tie the QUAD members and China together. Imperatively, 

Bangladesh’s relations with Japan and Australia, given their shared incentives in the region and QUAD 

fraternity, were discussed to address their respective interests; however, significant attention was devoted 

to Bangladesh’s diplomatic trends with the US, India, and China. 

 

Figure 1: Data Analysis Framework  

 
Source: Developed by the Authors, 2026 

The article draws on an inductive theoretical concept, merging traditional International Relations 

vernaculars and mechanisms to account for the temporal shift in governance, foreign policy 

recalibrations, and regional-global political divergence. It sustains neutrality in assessing the narratives 

and leverages analytical freedom throughout the paper. Given the recency of the events, the analysis 
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relies partly on contemporary reporting; however, claims are cross-checked across multiple credible 

sources to reduce bias and strengthen reliability.  

2.2 Theoretical Framework 
This study draws on neoclassical realism in International Relations to interpret Bangladesh’s strategic 

behaviour in the evolving Indo-Pacific geopolitical environment (Hata! Başvuru kaynağı 

bulunamadı.). Realism, for instance, delineates that states pursue survival, security, and national 

interests within an anarchic international system characterized by competition among major powers 

(Guzzini, 2004). In such a system, smaller or middle powers often adopt strategic behaviours such as 

balancing, bandwagoning, or hedging in response to rival power blocs (Vandenbosch, 1964). In the 

current Indo-Pacific context, the strategic rivalry between China and the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 

(QUAD) showcases a classic example of great-power competition (Verma & S, 2024).  

Smaller states in geopolitically sensitive regions often seek to maximize economic and security 

benefits by maintaining flexible relations with competing powers rather than fully aligning with a single 

bloc. This trend has been described in literature as strategic hedging or multi-alignment diplomacy. 

Bangladesh’s progressive foreign policy is susceptible to this model. Positioned at the gateway to the 

BoB, Bangladesh is simultaneously integral to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and to the 

QUAD’s Indo-Pacific agenda. Rather than pursuing strict alliance formation, Bangladesh has 

historically attempted to maintain strategic autonomy while maximizing economic opportunities across 

multiple partners.  

However, Bangladesh’s domestic power transitions are vital for discussing regional political 

dynamics; hence, the neoclassical lens aligns closely with contextual empiricism. Neoclassical realists 

accept that the anarchic world structure and states relative powers trace the foreign policy boundaries, 

but ultimately it is up to the state leader to organize the policies and dictate actions (Sørensen et al., 

2021). Neoclassical realism has significance because Bangladesh’s foreign policy is affected not just by 

the allocation of power in the Indo-Pacific but also by internal political transitions, leadership 

perceptions, party–regime legitimacy, and developmental focus. Therefore, this study employs a realism-

informed analysis to steadily connect ‘balancing and hedging’ strategies to understand Bangladesh’s 

evolving diplomatic approach after July 2024. This process clarifies how Bangladesh navigates 

competing geopolitical influences while protecting national interests, promoting economic growth, and 

maintaining regional stability. 

 

3. DISCUSSION 
The discussion section is organized around a multi-layered analysis of Bangladesh’s foreign policy 

environment in the Indo-Pacific region both before and after the July Uprising timeline. At the outset, it 

defines Bangladesh’s current bilateral links with the QUAD member states (Japan, Australia, India, and 

the US) rather than presenting the QUAD as a single, cohesive actor. Parallelly, the Sino-Bangladesh 

ties are brought under the microscope. 

The analyses cement the factual foundation for assessing how successive post-July Uprising 

administrations understand Bangladesh’s external potential and limitations. The Yunus-led Interim 

Government falls within a period of diplomatic recalibration during which Bangladesh had to confront 

the internal political turmoil whilst balancing positive ties with other nations. 

Building on this, the article evaluates the BNP government’s early foreign policy orientation 

spearheaded by Tarique Rahman. The projects expected policies and potential alternatives in shifting 

Bangladesh’s Indo-Pacific strategy. The study provides a succinct prospective evaluation rather than a 

definite conclusion considering the BNP administration’s infancy. 
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3.1 The Fundamental Agendas of QUAD 
The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, widely recognized as the QUAD, is a strategic forum consisting of 

four countries, namely the US, Japan, Australia, and India (Lee, 2020), primarily focused on promoting 

a free, open, and rules-based Indo-Pacific region fostering strategic cooperation among these democratic 

nations (Kliem, 2020). Since its establishment in 2007, the alignment has been driven by mutual 

concerns over various geopolitical and security challenges in the region, particularly in response to 

China's increasing assertiveness (Deb & Wilson, 2021a; Lee, 2020). However, QUAD’s agenda has 

expanded to include non-military cooperation, such as economic partnerships, climate diplomacy, 

technological collaboration, and infrastructure development to challenge BRI (Paik & Park, 2021). One 

of the foremost objectives of QUAD is to enhance regional security and counter China’s growing 

influence in the Indo-Pacific (Yang & Ren, 2022). This is evident from QUAD’s strategic focus on 

maritime security, which includes ensuring freedom of navigation and flight, along with safeguarding 

energy resources and trade routes (Sharma, 2024; Tahir & Amin, 2023). The QUAD aims to present a 

united front against China’s assertive behaviours and to shape a favourable power balance in the region 

(Tarapore, 2023).  

Moreover, QUAD attempts to strengthen economic cooperation among member countries while 

reducing dependencies on non-democratic nations. The member states have pledged to create a free, 

open, and inclusive economic environment that encourages trade and investment (Jaishankar, 2024). The 

QUAD also accentuates the importance of technological collaboration among member states to enhance 

their economic resilience and competitiveness in response to China’s technological advancements 

(Shekhar, 2022). Furthermore, the QUAD alliance seeks to establish the Indo-Pacific region and align 

with a rules-based international order (Mishra & Pandey, 2023). This includes promoting democratic 

values, human rights, and adherence to international law among member states and regional partners 

(Singh, 2023). By fostering a shared understanding of acceptable conduct, the QUAD seeks to create a 

more stable and predictable regional order seen as a countermeasure to authoritarian influences. 

Each QUAD member has individual interests and strategic roles within the coalition. The US views 

the QUAD as a strategic instrument in its Indo-Pacific policy, aiming mainly to counter the dominance 

of China in the region (Badri, 2022). India shares a similar concern, especially regarding maritime 

security in the Indian Ocean (Jaishankar, 2024), where China has made considerable progress through 

the BRI. For Japan, maintaining an open Indo-Pacific remains crucial for securing trade routes and 

enhancing its defence posture against potential Chinese threats (Keerthiraj & Sekiyama, 2023). 

Australia, sharing proximity and strategic interests in the Indo-Pacific, values the stability that QUAD 

offers against any form of coercive regional power dynamics (A & Lobo, 2024). Thus, the QUAD is a 

key platform for strategic cooperation among its member states aimed at countering China’s influence. 

The diverse agendas of the Quad, encompassing security, economic, technological, and environmental 

dimensions, underscore its importance in influencing the future trajectory of the Indo-Pacific region. 

 

3.2 Bangladesh’s Bilateralism with the QUAD Countries 
The booming RMG sector and low labor costs bolstered Bangladesh’s economy. Built on that, the 

country garnered a positive reputation among its neighbours. Assessing Bangladesh’s standing rapport 

with the four QUAD members and China is a vital step to draw further analysis.   

Bangladesh maintains varying levels and dimensions of engagement with China and the QUAD 

members in the Indo-Pacific (Table 1). Bangladesh has strong engagement with China and India due to 

their strategic, economic, and geographic significance, while the United States plays an important role 

in trade, governance, and security cooperation. Japan and Australia remain comparatively moderate and 

low-level partners, primarily contributing through infrastructure investment, development cooperation, 

and education. Overall, the table demonstrates Bangladesh’s multidimensional foreign policy, which 

aims to balance economic interests and strategic considerations among competing regional actors. 
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Table 1: Bangladesh’s Engagement with China and QUAD Members 

Country Level of Engagement Primary Areas of Engagement 

USA Moderate to High Trade, Security Cooperation, Governance 

China High Infrastructure Projects, Trade, Strategic Investment 

India High Trade, Connectivity, Energy, Security Dialogue 

Japan Moderate Infrastructure Development, Investment 

Australia Low Trade, Development Cooperation, Education 

Source: Developed by the Authors, 2026 

3.2.1 Japan: Ports, Policies, and Posture 

Japan’s internal politics operated under an oligarchic structure, whereas its foreign policy pursued 

expansionism. Japan’s relations with India, Pakistan, and especially Bangladesh, were generally friendly 

with minor fallouts here and there (Khan, 1975). Bangladesh received sustained aid from Japan that 

planned to support the development of war-stricken Bangladesh in the post-1971 period. In fact, Japan’s 

infrastructure and economic support began in Pakistan before Bangladesh’s independence. The Japanese 

investors felt the need to counter India in the Asian market. To keep the competition under control, Japan 

found good grounds in Pakistan. Moreover, Japan was keen to establish prosperous relations with 

Pakistan due to its pro-American agenda in the 1970s. The outcome of the 1971 liberation war 

reinvigorated Japan’s commitment to providing rehabilitation assistance to Dhaka, and at this point, both 

countries' citizens had developed a mutual understanding of each other. Aside from fostering 

environments for soft-power diplomacy, Japan-Bangladesh relations have principally pursued 

infrastructure and regional trade deals that continue to this day.  

Japan’s contemporary involvement in the Indo-Pacific lends credence to its long-standing 

developmental relations with Bangladesh. To which Yasmin (2022) underlined that the Matarbari deep-

sea sea-port project is being funded by Japan for construction. It immediately highlights Japan’s modern 

expansionist principle of having a free-and-open Indo-Pacific. On Bangladesh’s part, it is smart enough 

to leverage its access to the BoB, serving as a vital geopolitical hub for other Asian nations. Bangladesh’s 

landlocked nature has persistently prevented extensive land-trade reach; thus, the BoB gateway is no 

less than a blessing at this hour.  

Continuing the trend, Nath and Hussain (2023) emphasized the Japan-Bangladesh Economic 

Partnership Agreement (EPA) 2022, under the Hasina regime, to strengthen the two countries’ 

commercial and investment relations. The concluding hours of the Hasina era witnessed the most 

significant expression of Japan-Bangladesh affinity, during which Japan invested over USD 100 million 

in infrastructure. Besides the already booming clothing export sector, there is a high possibility of 

diversifying and developing human resources for Bangladesh in collaboration with Japan. Japan’s 

strategic and geopolitical interests should also entice it. 

Bangladesh’s pro-Japan initiatives earned the country goodwill from European states, built on anti-

China narratives. Chowdhury (2023) asserted that in diplomatic terms, Japan is adamant about swaying 

Chinese influence away from Bangladesh. Japan-Bangladesh ties have also seen substantial growth in 

cultural spheres over the years. Furthermore, the BIG-B policy was extended between the former 

Japanese Prime Minister and Bangladesh’s Sheikh Hasina, who vowed to ensure consistent industrial 

and economic supply chains among the nations across the Indo-Pacific. Japan is a QUAD member, and 

Bangladesh supports certain noteworthy Japanese narratives from anti-China and anti-Russian 

perspectives, thereby strengthening trust between the two states. Going forward, Bangladesh expects 

Japanese backing in exploring the BoB for potential maritime resource extraction and territorial 

oversight.  
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3.2.2 Australia: Trade, Education, Diaspora, and Strategic Opportunity 

Bangladesh has received foreign aid from countries across continents, paving the way for future 

economic and strategic relations; Australia is among them. Besides the US and Japan, Australia swiftly 

sent relief to Bangladesh in the tumultuous hour of 1971 (Hasan, 1983). Australian interest in Bangladesh 

is similar to Japan’s. However, more Bangladeshis have found a home in Australia recently than ever 

before. Whether for academic pursuits or permanent settlement. In this context, Islam (2024) mentioned 

the opportunities available to Bangladesh students and skilled migrants in Australia, accounting for about 

100,000 Bangladeshis. The post-liberation war period welcomed then Prime Minister of Australia, 

Gough Whitlam to Bangladesh with a strong sense of expanding bilateral ties. The Australian market 

has been importing Bangladeshi ready-made garments for a long time now. Previously, their bilateral 

relations hovered at the commercial level, gradually transitioning into a tangible Bangladeshi diaspora. 

The 2021 Trade and Investment Framework Arrangement (TIFA) consolidated the trade liberalization 

between the two states. Bangladesh’s eventual graduation from the Least Developed Countries (LDC) 

status should not hamper the flow. However, changing geopolitical incentives in Asia and security 

concerns from China provide further reasons for Australia to deepen its socioeconomic ties with 

Bangladesh into a more strategic relationship.  

Alom (2024) addressed the emerging scope of building security and the development of strategic 

mutual policies between Bangladesh and Australia, highlighting that they share common agendas on 

issues such as climate change, natural disasters, and maritime security. Common interests are strong 

catalysts for nurturing a stable Indo-Pacific that enables commercial partnerships to the forefront. 

Canberra sent its defence advisor to Dhaka to reconvene on its 2023 Defence Strategic Review across 

the northeastern Indian Ocean area and outline its enhanced policies, taking into account socio-political 

and economic factors. Australia’s newfound motive to be more proactive in the Indo-Pacific is 

compelling. Exemplified by QUAD’s combined naval drills and responsive humanitarian and disaster 

management initiatives. 

 

3.2.3 India: History, Hegemony, and Hydropolitics 

India-Bangladesh relations are marked by several notable milestones that have shaped the modern 

landscape not just of Bangladesh but also, to a larger extent, of South Asia. India is a constant 

determinant of Bangladesh’s national and foreign policy. Pattanaik (2010) recalled that in 2010 (the 

infancy stage of AL’s third reign), BNP had less affinity towards India due to perceived differences in 

political vision. This period in Bangladesh was marred by transnational crime and even mutinies, making 

the early phase difficult for AL. The India-Bangladesh bilateral ties underwent another formal overhaul 

when the Border Guard Bangladesh (BDR) handed over high-ranking United Liberation Front of Asom 

(ULFA) personnel to the Border Security Force (BSF) of India. The significant interaction kick-started 

Sheikh Hasina’s multifaceted rapport with India traversing deep into the next many years. For instance, 

energy needs were met as New Delhi gradually agreed to transfer power from its central grid. AL’s 

landslide election victory coaxed India’s hunch to patronize Bangladesh.  

However, there is a discernible disparity in the India-Bangladesh rapport. Dutta (2010) pinpointed the 

1972 Treaty of Friendship between Indira Gandhi and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman about the joint 

management and sharing of water that led to the construction of the Farakka Barrage in 1974, which in 

more recent times gives way to India’s alleged inconsiderate regulation of the dam in the monsoon 

season. The Indian administration has been anything but smooth about flood control and irrigation 

easement despite the extension of the 1972 treaty in 1998 between Sheikh Hasina and H.D. Deve Gowda. 

Experts have long underpinned the hydropolitics between India and Bangladesh. The prevailing 

conundrum: India recognized the need for considerably more water to operationalize the port of Kolkata 

and the National Power Corporation at Farakka, but in response, Bangladesh tolerates low water flows 

https://doi.org/10.65826/IJPIR.1.2.2026.27


doi.org/10.65826/IJPIR.1.2.2026.27 
Vol. 01, Issue 02, pp. 131-154, 2026          International Journal of Politics and International Relations (IJPIR) 
  

139 

 

that eventually have adverse effects on the riparian territories. Other beliefs construe that Bangladesh is 

necessarily a weak neighbor before powerful India. This perception on India’s part intentionally 

trivialized the Bangladesh-related policy issues. However, despite long-term water disputes India-

Bangladesh trade and commercial relations have boomed.  

Suhag (2024) underscored the defense partnership between India and Bangladesh, noting that India 

granted Bangladesh approximately USD 500 million in a line of credit to purchase newer maritime 

equipment. Understandably, it highlights India’s growing concern about the Chinese presence in its 

backyard and calls for surveillance support from a longstanding ally. The two nations jointly took part 

in counterterrorism exercises named ‘Sampriti’ in 2017 to commemorate the ‘golden era’ of the post-

2009 Indo-Bangla bilateral relations. Infrastructural projects have not gone untouched either. India 

acknowledges Bangladesh’s strategic position at every step. The already operational Akhaura-Agartala 

rail linkage and a keen eye on the Matarbari deep-seaport in Chattogram solidify India’s embedded 

foreign policy of countering Chinese influence.  Bangladesh’s trade deficits are often overlooked due to 

the swift land-trade routes to India. India offers preferential trade agreements, such as the South Asian 

Free Trade Area (SAFTA), and Special Economic Zones (SEZs) to Bangladesh, to maintain 

uninterrupted trade (Islam & Nath, 2023). Moreover, in 2022, India and Bangladesh signed the 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA), and they reevaluated the existing 

Bangladesh-Bhutan-India-Nepal (BBIN) Motor Vehicle Agreement that would advance their trade, 

investment, and regional movement capacities.  

 

3.2.4 USA: Sanctions, Security, and Strategic Leverage 

From the inception of Bangladesh, the premonition about US-Bangladesh relations was not the most 

hopeful. Former US Security Advisor Henry Kissinger did not envision a prosperous future for 

Bangladesh’s breakaway from the original Pakistan. The US found a favourable admirer in ‘West’ 

Pakistan. Islam (2023) argued that it took only about four months for the US to appraise Bangladesh’s 

potential and subsequently change its perception. Decades have passed, and the US has encountered its 

fair share of ups and downs in its quest for global hegemony. The external policy subtleties have shifted 

too. As of 2012, the US Relations Fact Sheet highlighted Bangladesh as an essential strategic entity due 

to its geostrategic location; previously, the 2010 US Congressional Research Service showcased 

Bangladesh’s political and developmental offerings in line with American interests. The piece of 

information highlighted a shift in US foreign policy, necessitating consideration of Bangladesh’s 

prospective role in countering Chinese influence in Asia and the Pacific. A few other indispensable 

variables are propitious trade and commerce between the US and Bangladesh. Bangladesh’s democratic 

traits and humanitarian outlook towards the Rohingyas are chief determinants. These characteristics are 

compatible with the American ethos. Additionally, Bangladesh’s Muslim population is the largest in the 

world, and the American vision in the post-9/11 era favoured extending an amicable tie that could 

potentially become viable enough to counter transnational terrorism in Asia. The present regional 

geopolitical itinerary entitles Bangladesh to offer the US more than ever before.  

However, the latter stage of the Hasina regime fell out of favour with the US. Bose (2023) stressed 

the questionable democratic environment in Bangladesh at the time. The high-ranking RAB officials’ 

human rights violations in 2021 forced the Biden administration to confront Bangladesh's undemocratic 

internal practices. The US eventually imposed sanctions on seven RAB officials for extrajudicial killings 

and enforced disappearances. It was not surreptitious on the US’s part to overlook Bangladesh in 

extending cooperation going forward. The Democratic Summit repeatedly declined to invite Bangladesh 

while Biden stressed the importance of upholding free and fair referendums.  

Sheikh Hasina’s demeanour did not help either. She counter blamed the US for implying a regime 

change in Bangladesh that would see her alleged undemocratic rulership reign supreme and become 

susceptible to the US’s interest in preferring an actual change in governance. However, the US 
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maintained immediate forbearance in shaping its Indo-Pacific policies, perhaps assessing the full range 

of the US’s geopolitical incentives in Bangladesh. 

Mahmud (2024) marked that Joe Biden desired a fresh start after AL’s latest contentious election win. 

The belief reinforces the view that Washington’s main incentives are commercial and geopolitical, but 

in doing so, it overlooks the discrepancies in the Bangladeshi government. American foreign policy is 

embedded in global influence. Sanctioning law enforcement personnel and even military generals, i.e., 

Aziz Ahmed, for corruption indicated the US’s rigidity. However, striking justice on inconsequential 

entities like RAB kept the negotiation window open for much grander stimuli. Overt political 

interventions in Bangladesh are a far cry from the US’s behalf, and the Biden administration was aware 

of that. Their interest lay in securing the future of the Indo-Pacific. The Hasina regime was cognizant of 

the country’s value and dared not muddy the waters too much to vex the pro-democratic American 

coterie. 

 

3.3 The Chinese Angle 
China’s apparent strategic manoeuvring in 1971 welcomed Pakistan, only to recognize Bangladesh in 

1975. Sino-Bangladesh relations have evolved significantly over the last few decades. The multipronged 

ties have expanded from economic, infrastructure, and military cooperation to geopolitical dimensions 

(Yasmin, 2024). China considers Bangladesh an important country for its global assertion and future 

vision in the BoB and the South Asian region.  

 

3.3.1 Chinese Development Footprint and Strategic Calculus 

Bangladesh’s lateral access to the BoB is an alternative route for China to bypass the Malacca Strait 

should an emergency blockade occur (Ahamed, 2021). Jahan and Hossain (2024) opined that 

Bangladesh’s strategic positioning in the BoB, aligned with China’s current strategic ambitions, has 

motivated the BRI’s infrastructure projects and commercial investments. The BRI aims to expand 

financial and energy-related connectivity and cooperation across Asia, Europe, and Africa. While Sino-

India relations have competing interests, Bangladesh’s critical geographic position is inviting to both 

countries prompting them to recalibrate regional policy decisions without challenging the status quo. 

Consequently, both India and China want to influence Bangladesh to extract strategic leverage over each 

other.  

Chinese incentives include Indo-Pacific multimodal connectivity and maritime access, and they track 

the India-US imperious strategies to block its presence in the BoB. For many other purposes, Sino-

Bangladesh relations have prospered; evidently, 26 treaties and memoranda of understanding (MoUs) 

were signed during Xi Jinping’s visit to Bangladesh in 2016 (Finnigan, 2019). The Chinese President 

promised $20 billion in funding for 27 projects, of which 10 are ongoing, and the remaining 17 are at 

the preliminary stage. Three of the ten projects are completed: the Karnaphuli River Tunnels, a sewage 

treatment plant in Dhaka, and a four-tier national data center. The other projects include the Padma 

Bridge rail link (operational), the single-point mooring in Chattogram, the Dhaka-Ashulia elevated 

expressway, the development of the power supply line under PGCB, the power supply system under 

DPDC, the extension of the national information technology network, and the surface water supply 

project of Rajshahi WASA. China’s development partnerships and investments in Bangladesh are 

indispensable and perennial.  

Apart from the priority projects over the last decade, China released $4.45 billion through the BRI 

and expanded its footprint in Bangladesh more than in any other country. China provides technical 

expertise to Bangladesh, as seen in the Padma Bridge and the Ashulia-Dhaka Elevated Expressway. 

China’s involvement in the Chattogram deep-sea port draws another win for the String of Pearls strategy, 

like coalescing with the ports in Pakistan (Gwadar Port), Myanmar (Kyaukpyu), and Sri Lanka 

(Hambantota Port), and complementing multimodal regional initiatives, i.e., Bangladesh-China-
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Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCM-EC) and BRI (Akram & Fareed, 2019). The BRI is transformative 

in modernizing Bangladesh, sustained Chinese investments are needed to keep Bangladesh economically 

independent enough when the time is right, and perpetual trust in the Sino-Bangladesh bilateral ties 

(Mashrafy & Ullah, 2024).   

 

3.3.2 Debt or development? Evaluating the Chinese Edge 

China is Bangladesh’s largest trading partner. In 2023, the bilateral trade reached $24 billion. Bangladesh 

exported $677 million worth of goods and imported $22.90 billion from China in the 2022-23 fiscal year 

alone (Chakma & Mirdha, 2024). Despite the enormous tangible trade deficits, China leverages 100% 

duty-free access to Bangladeshi products in its market. China’s foreign direct investment (FDI) has also 

increased significantly, reaching up to $260 million in 2023. Chinese commercial interest in Bangladesh 

grew as Chinese entrepreneurs explored factory relocation, joint ventures, and new investments to reduce 

exposure to Trump-era tariff pressures. Bangladeshi exports to the US faced an average duty of 15.62%, 

compared to 25% on Chinese goods and a possible rise to 60%; however, subsequent US tariff moves 

against Bangladesh indicate that this tariff advantage was not assured (Mirdha, 2025b). Furthermore, 

China is also helping Bangladesh with military equipment; Bangladesh’s only two submarines are from 

China, and it sources approximately 80% of its weapons from Beijing. Beyond these infrastructural, 

economic, and military aspects, China is Bangladesh’s fourth-largest lender, increasing lending by 40% 

over the last four fiscal years (Shah, 2023). China assured the Interim Government that it would continue 

financial support; however, it may increase Bangladesh’s debt to China during a vulnerable phase.  

 

4. QUAD’S EVOLVING PROSPECTUS FROM BIDEN TO TRUMP 2.0 
Donald Trump’s second presidential term affects Indo-Pacific geopolitics in several ways. In 2017, the 

first term of Donald Trump promised to ensure the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ directive to ensure the 

region’s collective security, economic reciprocity, and good governance under a commonly valued 

umbrella of anti-China doctrine (Ford, 2020). It was headlined to promote collective security, in which 

sovereign entities can foster an interconnected network of economic prosperity underpinned by good 

governance and a shared ethos. However, in practice, Trump’s individualistic approach took precedence 

over allied efforts such as the US withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (Solís, 2017). There 

was a tangible disconnect between Trump’s Indo-Pacific vision and the actions belonging to QUAD’s 

agendas (Ford, 2020). Interestingly, the Trump administration never deemphasized Asia’s strategic depth 

either. Perhaps the ill-fated attempt to merge America First policies with the US strategic foothold on 

foreign soil was not nearly as convenient as the administration had hoped.    

The Biden administration’s multilateral policies retained the common goal of ensuring peace in South 

Asia, particularly in the South China Sea, against Chinese influence but fell short of mitigating national 

nuisances. Despite liberal identity and democratic absolutism, the Biden administration gained the 

ignominy of substandard patronage of the Sheikh Hasina regime. A public poll under the Biden 

administration revealed a meagre 18% Americans believed promoting democracy in other countries 

should be a top priority (Poushter & Clancy, 2024). On the other hand, Donald Trump’s rhetoric focused 

on immigration, the Paris Climate deal, and reevaluating US involvement in proxy wars. However, that 

does not diminish Trump’s conventionally hardline approach to China on the economic front. The 

reciprocal tariffs imposed on countries exporting goods to the US are a part of his novel (yet 

unsurprising) policy framework. To put words into action, Trump busied himself in signing a record 

number of executive orders on his first office day, one of which outlined American interest above all 

regarding foreign policy decision-making and reestablished the ‘America First’ paradigm (Roth, 2025).  

QUAD’s eventual tenor in the Asia-Pacific is not out of context just yet. QUAD’s future impetus 

depends significantly on India and how it approaches China. Since 2020, the traditional Malabar 

maritime exercise has included all four QUAD members, showing harmony, as previously India had an 
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iffy view of Australia’s stance against China, given the significant Chinese investments in Australia 

(Bagchi, 2017). Beijing’s presence in the South China Sea, the titled ‘debt-trap’ policies, the BRI, and 

the alleged ‘String-of-Pearls’ strategy are ominous scourges for QUAD (Ashraf, 2017). If QUAD’s 

qualms with China are dissected country-specifically: Australia has concern about the global political 

influence of China; the Senkaku or Diaoyu Islands dispute between Japan and China, with subsequent 

anti-Japanese protest and boycott of Japanese products in China; Sino-India border tensions at the Line 

of Actual Control (LAC), the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)-Chinese settlement at Gwadar 

port and China’s veto on Indian membership of the Nuclear Supplies Group (NSG) for India; the alleged 

Chinese espionage in US’ homeland security and Chinese blue water navy (PLAN) across the Indo-

Pacific have provided credence to QUAD’s agenda over almost the last two decades (Aneja, 2017; 

Madan, 2017; McCurry, 2013). 

QUAD’s agendas are under the microscope as of late, as both India and the US have experienced 

political instability or electoral changes. The two preeminent members of QUAD have often given 

precedence to individual needs, supplanting the collective notion of QUAD. China clearly sees QUAD’s 

growth as incredibly intrusive in the Asia-Pacific, even calling the alliance ‘Asian NATO.’ (Mohan, 

2025). It grew out of China’s cautious stance toward India’s regional austerity. Whilst history suggests 

that China compromised US-led alliances in Asia.  

However, China’s disposition is duplicitous in this line of argument. It often paid little attention to 

previous US-Pakistan military collaborations. Recent events have rekindled US-Pakistan relations, with 

the latter’s mediating role in the US-Iran war. The Indo-US coalition takes lessons from the 1970s 

strategic settlement between India and the USSR, which, too, Mao Zedong was not too keen to support 

(Mohan, 2025). Modern China is smart to capitalize on persistent anti-American sentiments in Indian 

politics. Xi Jinping escalated diplomatic pressure on the QUAD after Trump took office in 2017. 

Bangladesh might be gaining a little breathing room to reassess its regional diplomacy, but it does not 

have the luxury of undervaluing the QUAD, especially India and the US.  

QUAD’s plan of action to preserve the regional status quo against Chinese imperialism. American 

foreign policy is adamant to perpetuate a rule-based world order. Despite explicit rhetorical antics and 

nationalistic fervour under Trump’s previous and current presidential tenure, it is likely to continue. 

Trump’s foreign policy against adversaries is militaristic, additionally involving rigorous sanctions and 

tariffs. Trump owns commendable views on Indo-Pacific geopolitics, tracing back to his first presidential 

term and referencing the region as the most consequential part of the world for America’s future 

(Mahmud & Hossain, 2024). The US stance against excessive maritime claims against Chinese presence 

in the South China Sea falls under the Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs), where ‘operational 

assertions’ is a core resolving approach and one that Trump could exacerbate through the US naval and 

air forces to ensure maritime navigation rights across international waters (Freund & Facini, 2017). 

QUAD is a readymade platform for Trump to accelerate the very foreign policies the US prescribes today 

as exhibited by the US-China trade war and the Middle East skirmishes.  

 

5. BANGLADESH’S POST-JULY UPRISING POLITICAL DYNAMICS 

The Yunus-led Interim Government and Tarique Rahman-led BNP express fundamental contrasts in 

governance. For the latter, it is shaped by both political ideology and prevailing conditions. For the 

former, strictly speaking, the internal political environment influenced most. On the one hand, the 

Interim Government pursued diplomatic balancing to follow through on damage-control efforts during 

a largely transitional phase in Bangladesh’s politics. It is not to say the Interim Government was overly 

neutral, but rather that it aligned itself with political stabilization acts: Bangladesh’s reputation and 

image repair. It avoided premature commitments in the sensitive sociopolitical landscape of the post-

July timeframe.  
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By contrast, BNP’s landslide victory was the answer sheet of its popular election mandate: Tarique 

Rahman’s repatriation, the Ziaur Rahman-Khaleda Zia political dynasty, and firm commitments with a 

proposed ‘plan.’ BNP’s long absence from rulership organically set it against the vast expectations of 

the people. The party’s priorities are economic recovery, developmental progress, resolving visa issues, 

generating employment, and achieving political legitimacy. Ensuring sovereignty is paramount, unlike 

the previous Hasina regime. Right before the exile of Sheikh Hasina, AL was still the prime political 

party in Bangladesh. BNP was the quintessential opposition party. BNP and AL have similar party 

structures and political lineages, which they have shared across Bangladesh’s history. That all changed 

when the Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami (BJI), the newly formed National Citizen Party (NCP), and the 

Liberal Democratic Party (LD) alliance entered parliament with tangible seats, forming the ‘new’ 

opposition (Mostofa, 2026).  

The rapid overhaul in Bangladesh’s high politics redefined BNP’s image before the public.  The 

public is now consolidated by a proportionately large (and proactively engaged) ‘Generation Z’ (Gen-Z) 

cohort. Bangladesh’s current state minister of foreign affairs explicitly addressed the BNP-led 

administration’s vision of a ‘Bangladesh First’ policy framework, seconded by experts, ensuring 

confidence of the people to cross the uncertain foreign policy waters (Noor, 2026). The government’s 

stance is to continue the original election manifesto, putting Bangladesh’s interests above all else. The 

proposed National Security Council (NSC) and national defence policy are immediate manifestations of 

efforts to confront the evolved transgressional activities and uphold domestic security from the spillovers 

of external threats (Qader, 2026).  

Overall, BNP’s principles reflect the conventional neoclassical ideologue: first, national interests are 

of utmost priority; second, external partnerships are weighed against variables of sovereignty, the 

internal sociopolitical milieu, and development needs. Compared to that, the Yunus-led Interim 

Government's brief mandate called for diplomatic reconciliation, avoidance of hard alignment, and 

cautious engagement with all major parties underlining a period of strategic-defensive balancing. 

 

5.1 The Transitional Balancing of the Interim Government 

India-Bangladesh relations fell into a quagmire straightaway after Sheikh Hasina’s dethronement. India's 

sheltering of Sheikh Hasina did not construct the best initial gestures between the Interim Government 

and New Delhi. However, the Interim Government was not particularly forceful in its public statements 

or policies about India. The advisory committee carefully evaluated the diplomatic grounds. In January 

2025, the Indo-Bangla international border across Bangladesh’s Chapainawabganj district, facing West 

Bengal’s Malda district, witnessed a skirmish between Indian and Bangladeshi farmers (Thakur & Lama, 

2025). The Indian Border Security Forces (BSF) were alleged to have accompanied the Indian farmers 

with tear gas and rubber bullets intensifying the clash. Ultimately, it led to a flag meeting between the 

BSF and Border Guard Bangladesh (BGB) to calm the situation. The Foreign Ministry of Bangladesh 

reported in the same month about India’s attempt to construct barbed-wire fences across several India-

Bangladesh frontiers notably at Cumilla, Kushtia, and Feni. These public responses from the Interim 

Government were formulaic without disturbing the immediate India-Bangladesh status quo.  

The Yunus-led administration was broadly successful in upholding Bangladesh’s amicable image 

before the countries of interest in the region; consequently, Bangladesh received courteous boons from 

both the QUAD and China (Table 1). China reassessed probable diplomatic ventures in Bangladesh to 

virtually maximize trade and commerce (Palma, 2025). Chinese Ambassador to Bangladesh Yao Wen 

met with the dignitaries of the Interim Government in September 2024 to discuss strategic priorities 

between the countries, reflect on the region’s geopolitical circumstances, and propose meeting with other 

political entities, i.e., BNP and BJI (Rejwan & Romaniuk, 2024). The US-based Argent LNG and 

Bangladesh agreed on a landmark energy deal that enables Bangladesh to buy close to 5 million tons of 

LNG annually for 20 years (Washington, 2025), marking the first significant energy supply agreement 
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since Donald Trump took office for a second term. It indicated Trump’s initial perception of the Yunus-

led regime. Bangladesh maintained a stable diplomatic posture during the interval. It attracted immediate 

support from China and on several occasions courtesy visits from Indian dignitaries leading to the official 

swearing-in ceremony of the BNP-led cabinet. Bangladesh approached China for several J-10Cs after 

India vetoed Bangladesh’s initial attempt to purchase F-16 jets from the US (Siddiqui, 2024), while the 

Interim Government also nurtured an affinity with Pakistan. Despite the Indian media portraying the 

Interim Government’s political principles as a threat to the Indian public. Top Indian military officials 

submitted their combat readiness for a war against Bangladesh, under the assumption that the Interim 

Government could even rescind existing India-Bangladesh security pacts (Rejwan & Romaniuk, 2024). 

The principles of strategic balancing are applicable to South Asia’s geopolitical dynamics as they were 

evident in the Interim Government’s political discourse. Theoretically, balancing persuades countries to 

form alliances with one or more states sharing common motives against a principal opposing threat 

(Walt, 1985). Unilateral balancing is an anticipatory behaviour that fosters an environment for structural 

realism (Mowle & Sacko, 2007). The transition in Bangladesh’s politics from Hasina’s ultra-reliance on 

India’s patronage to the strategically balanced approach of the Interim Government advocates the 

universal essence of structural realism.  

 

5.2 The BNP’s Prospective Indo-Pacific Doctrine 

BNP’s political spirit captures the neoclassical outlook, preliminarily shaped by the ‘Bangladesh First’ 

policy (Figure 2). It is still very much development-oriented. Addressing Bangladesh's longstanding 

demand for a ‘fairly’ elected government was the first call of the hour. Policy-wise BNP is challenged 

on multiple fronts: sovereignty, economy, employment, constitution, infrastructure, and global image. 

However, in practice, the approach preserves multifaceted traits, i.e., strategic hedging and materialism. 

Hedging is a risk-management strategy used by states to counter great-power competition without 

aligning with either power. A multipronged technique that combines extensive economic engagement 

with low-level emergency security preparedness to preserve strategic autonomy and minimize the 

vulnerabilities of a multipolar order (Ciorciari & Haacke, 2019; Kuik, 2021) Minilateralism is a more 

modern approach in governance where purpose-centric, flexible, and smaller coalitions are emphasized 

to circumvent the deadlocks of bureaucratic red tape of leviathan institutional bodies (Markovitz & 

Whiting, 2026). Middle-power minilateralism and ‘nested’ arrangements like the Colombo Security 

Conclave that frequently arise to fill functional gaps left by bigger, paralyzed multilateral entities are 

rapidly defining the Indo-Pacific’s security architecture (Biba, 2026).  Tarique Rahman considered 

rejuvenating the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and voiced interest in 

joining the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) (Bakht, 2026) endorsing the minilateral 

approximation.  

One of the main tenets of BNP’s election manifesto was to advocate regional integrity. The ‘North-

West Dhaka South-East Economic Corridor’ economic corridor, following the Asian Development 

Bank’s (ADB) two-decade-long investment plan subscribes to BNP’s election manifesto exaggerating 

multisectoral development, transportation easement, and employment creation for densely populated 

zones (Byron, 2026). Bangladesh is a central player in ADB’s recent initiative to accelerate South Asia’s 

transborder energy trade through connected power grids thereby improving digital connectivity across 

broadband services (Parvez, 2026). Also, Tarique Rahman acknowledged SAARC’s inactivity and 

promised to arrange member discussions to reevaluate the organization’s prospects. Priority actors like 

China and India, and SAARC and BIMSTEC are venues to promote regional harmony. The first 

‘goodwill gesture’ was to extend invitations to dignitaries from SAARC member countries to the 

swearing-in ceremony. Bangladesh’s exclusion from the 2023 BRICS expansion was less a 

developmental failure and more a consequence of the group’s internal heterogeneity and the intricate 

competition between India and China (Khatun, 2023). However, QUAD is a unique institution that varies 

from previous US-led multilateral groups because it includes India, a non-ally that also participates in 
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the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). Regional actors prefer the QUAD’s focus on non-

traditional security, health, naval, and climate over AUKUS’s hard-security focus.  

Source: Developed by the Authors, 2026 
The domestic determinant shaping the neoclassical lens is further underpinned by the ‘Gonovote’ or 

‘referendum’ conundrum held side by side the legislative election. The BNP government has experienced 

significant barriers in integrating the Gonovote results into the constitution. The Bangladesh-Myanmar 

border is unstable due to the unrest in Myanmar’s Rakhine state. The Arakan Army’s (AA) grip across 

the border affects Bangladesh’s internal security, refugee inflows, and the potential humanitarian support 

demands (Hasan, 2024). Skirmishes between the AA and the Myanmar military could be addressed 

through high-level political dialogue under ASEAN’s accommodation between Dhaka and Naypyidaw. 

China has a proximate interest in the Chattogram port and adjacent areas; thus, BNP could expect 

triangular mediation.  

Bangladesh’s President Mohammed Shahabuddin met the Japanese Ambassador Shinichi Saida in 

January 2025 to build on the longstanding developmental and commercial partnership between the two 

states. Japan is a major source of FDI for Bangladesh and provides a strong foundation to expand 

initiatives. Today, Japan pursues a more proactive foreign policy. The BIG-B Initiative endorses an 

accelerated regional economic development, prioritizing infrastructural support and fostering investment 

feasibility (Nath, 2022). The Big-B framework supports India’s neighbourhood-first policy, and 

Bangladesh is a critical actor in this Japanese initiative. 

Modern geopolitics is more dependent on the economy than military power. Bangladesh and China 

complement each other economically and strategically. Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi iterated the 

Chinese belief in a unipolar Asia where India is indeed a regional superpower, welcoming multilevel 

harmony to ensure a commercially prosperous future (Mohan, 2025). Bangladesh and China have 

formidable incentives to reestablish their economic ties to work towards more pressing matters. The 

Chinese naval fleet became the first to be welcomed by the new Interim Government of Bangladesh at 

Chattogram Port; further discussions focused on establishing solar plants in Bangladesh. Xi Jinping 

requires trustworthy signatories for his Global Development Initiative (GDI) (Palma, 2025) Bangladesh 

is an appropriate candidate with the LDC graduation on the horizon. 

Even though BNP’s policy towards China remains development-oriented and should remain stable, 

Chinese leniency after Hasina’s exit seemed lucrative for Bangladesh’s economy and development 

needs; however, Bangladesh’s external debt to China is $6 billion as of 2022, making it susceptible to 

the Chinese debt trap. BNP’s focus on national development makes it ominous. On paper, China’s 

disposition prevails over the financial and geopolitical interests of its partner without interfering in 
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Figure 2: Policy Shifts Across Recent Administrations in Bangladesh 
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domestic matters but broader lessons from its poorly governed presence in Africa, West Asia, and 

Southeast Asia demand a cautious approach from Bangladesh. On a similar note, the Japan International 

Cooperation Agency (JICA) quoted double the cost for a further extension of the Dhaka Metro Rail 

(MRT) project, in which a Japanese consultancy firm procured Japan-based contractors exclusively 

(Mustafa, 2026). Excessive external control over projects, with almost no competitive bidding, excludes 

Bangladeshi contractors from participating. As a result, the overall construction cost in the country is 

higher compared to similar projects in India and Southeast Asia. 

Bangladesh’s colossal labor force and competitive pricing in the RMG sector are proven grounds for 

American retailers. Draconian tariffs on Chinese and Mexican exports may prove serendipitous for 

Bangladesh, accelerating US-Bangladesh trade relations and fostering dialogue to stabilize duty rates. 

Biman Bangladesh Airlines concluded a significant deal with an American-based corporation to 

purchase its aircraft line as it slowly deviates from the European Airbus. The US Ambassador to 

Bangladesh, Brent T. Christensen, shared an interest in expanding commercial diplomacy with 

Bangladesh. He implied following through on humanitarian aid efforts for the Rohingyas and proposed 

to upgrade the US-Bangladesh security interoperability. News reports ‘before and after’ the national 

election in Bangladesh highlighted Washington’s interest in tightening regional defence (the GSOMIA 

and ACSA-style agreements) and in deepening economic connections by facilitating business 

opportunities for interested US brands.  

The US is not unknown for weighty contributions in Bangladesh’s defence sector. However, 

Bangladesh notably received approximately USD 92.95 million under the US Foreign Military 

Financing (FMF) and International Military Education and Training (IMET) programs, including ground 

armoured vehicles, patrol boats, and two Hamilton-class cutter ships in 2014 ( Mahmud & Hossain, 

2024). However, the US-Bangla trade partnership focuses on improving trade flows in selected 

industries, which some have termed conditional cooperation without seeking to reduce the reciprocal 

tariffs (Rahman, 2026). One key angle to observe is whether the BNP administration pursues deep-seated 

security agreements with the US. Signing such military agreements should ensure a basic level of 

security capability, but it draws Chinese attention prematurely during Tarique Rahman’s tenure. Xi 

Jinping’s multifaceted regional diplomacy, centered on the BRI, in the mid-2010s and onward, propelled 

the US and India to reposition the QUAD as a countermeasure in the Indo-Pacific. BNP has one of the 

most challenging tasks: choosing partners based on the requirements of the development and economic 

sectors, defence and security, humanitarian, and climate sectors. This need-based approach extends 

Bangladesh’s varied gains horizontally without building on vertical, singular relations like those of the 

previous Hasina regime. Under the circumstances, BNP’s political ideology and the current regional 

environment (the US-India (QUAD) and China dyad) preclude traditional balancing acts.  

BNP should consider QUAD as a backdrop of the Indo-Pacific diplomatic framework rather than as 

a cohesive security group. Bangladesh must transcend the simple Sino-QUAD dichotomy. However, 

Bangladesh’s Indo-Pacific foreign policy still needs to remain actor-specific regarding individual QUAD 

members and China. This means maintaining a vast range of diplomatic approaches, including strategic 

hedging and minilateralism where necessary. It is best to read BNP’s interest in the SAARC 

revitalization and broader regional involvement goals as complementary tactics to hedging. Since 

bilaterial partnerships are equally important, Bangladesh may lessen its reliance on any one bilateral 

partnership by reviving regional and minilateral forums. 

BNP needs to adhere to controlled recalibration with India instead of widening the ruptured 

relationship. Following the Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) monumental win in West Bengal in May 2026, 

the road ahead for Dhaka-Kolkata relations could become efficiently pragmatic. Their focus should 

incorporate longstanding issues in border security and water-sharing treaties now that a new regime has 

taken the mantle in Kolkata. Bangladesh’s conventional public sentiment opposes India-centrism; 

however, relevant and practical policies must be filtered through the ‘policy-incentive’ lens first before 

paying attention to colloquialism. The India-Bangladesh tie is geographically entangled. Their economic 
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interdependence has long kept the doors to cooperation on other critical agendas ajar for both states. 

Tarique Rahman may therefore adopt a reciprocal approach to expand dialogue on water-sharing, border 

security, transborder trade, and sovereign equality.  

While the US offers access to diverse markets, investment opportunities, democratic oversight, and 

renewed security partnerships, the Trump administration’s tariff volatility, stance on public health aid, 

and climate security pose major risks. Chinese investments are already supporting several cardinal 

infrastructure projects in Bangladesh. They offer port-linked regional connectivity options. Chinese 

firms should feel at home in seeking alternative production bases in Bangladesh, but BNP’s country-

first ethos should prompt a critical assessment of debt terms, port governance, and strategic sovereignty 

along the Southeastern border. From another angle, Russia’s involvement exemplifies the debt 

management component of Bangladesh’s overall policy framework. The Roper Nuclear Power Plant 

delivers long-term energy advantages, albeit its significant Russian debt and deferred payments timetable 

could culminate in future economic hardships. BNP’s assignments uphold energy cooperation with 

Moscow while limiting repayment constraints. 

 

5. Comparative Analysis  

While the preceding sections examined the roles of major actors individually, a comparative perspective 

reveals important patterns in Bangladesh’s strategic environment. China, India, and the QUAD differ 

not only in their strategic objectives but also in the instruments they deploy to influence Bangladesh. 

China primarily leverages economic statecraft and infrastructure investment, whereas India emphasizes 

geopolitical proximity and security interdependence, and the QUAD operates through a broader 

framework of strategic balancing and rule-based regional order. 

These differences create both constraints and opportunities for Bangladesh, necessitating a strategic 

hedging approach that enables it to engage multiple actors without overreliance on any single power. 

At the same time, intensifying regional power competition and growing economic asymmetries 

particularly in Bangladesh’s trade and investment relations with China complicate this balancing act. 

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that Bangladesh’s foreign policy is best understood not through 

isolated bilateral relations, but as a multi-layered strategic response to overlapping geopolitical and 

economic pressures. 

 

Table 2: Comparative Strategic Engagement of Major Indo-Pacific Actors in Bangladesh 

Actor Strategy Instrument Implication for Bangladesh 

China Economic 

expansion 

BRI, loans, ports, infrastructure 

investment 

Dependency risk, economic 

leverage 

India Regional 

dominance 

Security cooperation, trade, 

connectivity, soft power 

Political sensitivity, 

asymmetrical influence 

USA Strategic 

influence 

Security assistance, 

humanitarian aid, trade access 

Governance pressure, strategic 

alignment concerns, and public 

health implications 

Japan Developmental 

partnership 

Infrastructure investment, BIG-B 

initiative, economic partnerships  

Low-risk financing, 

diversification opportunity  

Australia Normative 

engagement 

Development aid, education, 

regional dialogue, climate 

resilience, maritime security 

Limited influence, soft balancing 

support, climate–disaster aid  

Source: Developed by the Authors, 2026 

Table 2 provides a comparative overview of Bangladesh’s engagement with major Indo-Pacific 

actors, highlighting clear variations in their strategic approaches, instruments, and implications. China’s 
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engagement is primarily driven by economic expansion through large-scale infrastructure investments 

and financing mechanisms, which, while beneficial for development, raise concerns regarding long-term 

dependency and strategic leverage. In contrast, India’s approach is shaped by its pursuit of regional 

dominance, relying on geographic proximity, security cooperation, soft power approaches, and trade 

linkages, which often generate political sensitivity and asymmetrical influence in bilateral relations.  

Among the remaining QUAD members, the United States emphasizes strategic influence through 

security assistance and governance-oriented engagement, creating both opportunities and pressures 

related to alignment. The US has broader initiatives in the region, from humanitarian concerns to public 

health aid support through various institutions. Japan adopts a more development-oriented, less intrusive 

role, offering infrastructure investment and economic cooperation that enable Bangladesh to diversify 

its partnerships with lower political risk. Australia, meanwhile, plays a relatively limited but 

complementary role through normative engagement, development assistance, disaster and climate 

resilience, and regional dialogue, contributing to soft-balancing dynamics that emphasize non-traditional 

security. Taken together, this comparative analysis contends that Bangladesh’s foreign policy is shaped 

by a complex interplay of competing external influences, necessitating a flexible, adaptive hedging and 

multi-alignment strategy to maximize strategic autonomy and economic benefit. 

 

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study set out to examine how Bangladesh navigates intensifying strategic competition between 

China and the QUAD amid the post-July 2024 political transition. The analysis demonstrates that 

Bangladesh’s Indo-Pacific strategy is not static, but reflects a dynamic recalibration shaped by both 

domestic political change and external geopolitical pressures. 

Empirically, the findings highlight that under the Hasina regime, Bangladesh exhibited tendencies 

toward India-leaning bandwagoning, while the Yunus-led Interim Government represented a transitional 

phase of strategic balancing, attempting to maintain equidistance amid growing Sino-QUAD rivalry. 

This shift underscores the increasing complexity of Bangladesh’s foreign policy environment, where 

economic interdependence, security concerns, and regime legitimacy interact simultaneously.  

Theoretically, the paper contributes to the literature on small-state behaviour by demonstrating that 

Bangladesh’s foreign policy trajectory cannot be adequately explained through a single strategic lens. 

Instead, it reflects a sequence of transformations from bandwagoning to balancing, with an emerging 

tendency toward hedging. This underpins the importance of viewing small-state strategies as adaptive 

and temporally contingent, rather than fixed or uniform. 

Furthermore, the analysis suggests that Bangladesh is likely to adopt a more interest-driven, flexible 

diplomatic posture, potentially evolving toward a “Bangladesh-first” approach characterized by selective 

engagement and minilateral cooperation. However, this remains a conditional trajectory, dependent on 

future domestic political configurations and the evolving structure of Indo-Pacific geopolitics. 

In conclusion, Bangladesh’s strategic positioning illustrates how small states can exercise agency 

within constrained geopolitical environments by leveraging competing great-power interests. Rather 

than being a passive actor, Bangladesh is actively recalibrating its foreign policy to maximize strategic 

autonomy and economic opportunity. This underscores a broader implication: in an increasingly 

polarized Indo-Pacific, small states are not merely territories of competition, but active navigators of 

geopolitical complexity. 

The study recommends that BNP administration should strictly adhere to a broad multi-alignment 

diplomacy, learning from earlier political predicaments and avoiding overreliance on a single big-power 

state. Policy recommendations call for careful navigation between the India-America-laden QUAD bloc 

and the Chinese pervasive economic foothold. Bangladesh’s traditional maxim of ‘Friendship to All, 

Malice towards None’ is relevant again to advance neoclassical realism interpretations, portraying it as 
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the operational standard for securing national interests under the ‘small state’ label. Bangladesh’s tactful 

exploitation of the Sino-India and Sino-US competition must leverage each bilaterial bilateral 

relationship’s offerings to counterbalance the other's regional supremacy and maintain its strategic 

autonomy without triggering Indo-Pacific hostility. 

Bangladesh sets a benchmark for other small states to uphold ‘impartiality and sovereignty’ while 

maintaining economic stability through non-interference engagement, even amid significant internal 

political upheavals. Future directions for similar studies having policy implications might move beyond 

traditional power dynamics, magnifying theme-based scrutiny. It can be achieved through theoretical 

approaches such as critical theory and securitization to access a deeper examination of constantly 

evolving geopolitical vortexes. In nuanced terms, such methods frame how existential threats and great-

power rivalries shape the perennial self-sufficiency of small- and middle-power nations.  
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