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ABSTRACT. Bangladesh serves as a
vital nexus between South and Southeast
Asia, holding considerable strategic im-
portance for all major regional and global
players. This article aims to analyze Bangla-
desh’s future within the context of complex
regional dynamics and its foreign policy
responses. The author investigates how the
rising geopolitical competition and rivalries
among major powers, along with their sig-
nificant impacts on Bangladesh, generate
notable challenges for the nation. To under-
stand Dhaka’s strategies towards these po-
wers, the study has involved a detailed re-
view of recent scholarly literature, fieldwork,
and in-depth interviews. The analysis posits
that Bangladesh adopts a moderate foreign
policy to sustain hedging relations with all
key regional and extra-regional powers.
Nevertheless, Dhaka’s capacity to implement
its foreign policies effectively is hampered by
its inability to establish leverage over domi-
nant powers. The article concludes that the
influences of key powers in Bangladesh’s po-
litical landscape could lead the country to
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align with a specific power bloc or maintain
neutrality in the near future, contingent
upon the evolving regional and global polit-
ical dynamics. Thus, the study suggests that
by devising its short and long-term plans
and strategies, Bangladesh can create lever-
age and remain on the right track without
falling into the trap of geopolitics.

KEYWORDS: Bangladesh, South Asia,
hedging foreign relations, geopolitics, rival-

ries, Non-Aligned movement.

Introduction

Bangladesh’s emergence as a significant
player in South Asia has attracted consi-
derable attention both regionally and glo-
bally. Strategically located at the crossroads
of South and Southeast Asia, Bangladesh
has become an important hub for regional
and extra-regional powers [ Hussain, 2019].
Recognizing its strategic importance, po-
werful states and organizations have ac-
tively engaged with Bangladesh, extend-
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ing their influence in various internal and
external affairs. Following its territorial
gains in the Bay of Bengal [Faruque, 2018;
Yasmin, 2019], Bangladesh has established
itself as a key regional hub for political and
economic activities, demonstrated by the
increasing involvement of major powers
[Hossain, Islam, 2021].

Geographically, Bangladesh is bor-
dered by India on three sides but occupies
a crucial position in the Bay of Bengal, en-
suring vital connectivity with other coun-
tries and key powers [Rahman, 2016].
With the exception of a narrow land cor-
ridor, Bangladesh encloses India’s Nor-
theastern states, compelling New Delhi to
maintain a robust relationship with Dha-
ka [Chaudhury, 2020]. Conversely, China
views Bangladesh as a substantial oppor-
tunity for trade and commerce, leading to
its incorporation into the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) [Anwar, 2020]. China
has made the largest investments in this
project thus far [Saimun, 2020]. Amid
the intensified Sino-Indian rivalry, the
United States, Bangladesh’s largest trade
partner, has increasingly focused on the
country due to its broader national inte-
rests in the Indo-Pacific region [Chakma,
2019]. While Russia’s historical influence
on Bangladesh’s domestic and foreign af-
fairs has been limited [Riaz, 2022], recent
significant collaborations, such as the
nuclear power plant project, have gained
attention [Ahmed, Kabir, Jyoti, 2022; Abul
Hasan, 2024].

Bangladesh’s foreign policy is driven
by the desire to maintain regional peace,
stability, security, integration, and glo-
bal stability [Yasmin, 2022]. The country’s
growing significance brings with it both
opportunities and challenges. It is widely
believed that sustained economic growth
is essential for Bangladesh to ensure re-
gional and global peace, contingent upon

the implementation of effective strategies
by Dhaka'. However, Bangladesh faces
complexities due to China’s expanding in-
fluence in the region and counteractions
by India, the United States, and their allies
to limit Beijing’s sway. If the geopolitical
landscape shifts back to a bipolar struc-
ture, with the U. S. and China as opposing
poles, Bangladesh must consider whether
to align with a specific bloc or maintain
neutrality. These considerations are crucial
for the country’s future trajectory.

While previous studies have not tho-
roughly addressed this issue, and some
experts argue it is premature to do so,
this study emphasizes the need for long-
term planning and strategies to anticipate
potential risks or threats. Bangladeshi
authorities must proactively address these
issues to ensure continued progress. This
study aims to enrich the existing literature
on these topics, contributing to the broa-
der discourse.

The purpose of this study is to examine
Bangladesh’s future within the framework
of complex South Asian regional dyna-
mics and geopolitical competition among
major powers. It is important to note that
this study focuses primarily on regional
perspectives and does not address domes-
tic issues such as political instability or
corruption. Additionally, the article does
not advocate for any specific policy stance,
such as alignment or non-alignment, that
Bangladesh should adopt. Instead, it an-
alytically explores the advantages and di-
sadvantages of various potential actions
the country may undertake. This research
is intended to prompt policymakers to en-
gage in deep reflection and assist them in
policy formulation.

Qualitative research methods were em-
ployed in this study to gain an in-depth
understanding of the recent literature on
smaller and weaker states in South Asia,

1 Ahmad M. Bangladesh and the China-India Conflict // The Diplomat. — 2020. — July 8. — Available at: https://thediplomat.
com/2020/07/bangladesh-and-the-china-india-conflict/, accessed 05.05.2024.
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with a particular focus on Bangladesh. It
conducts a comparative analysis of major
power politics in South Asia vis-a-vis these
weaker states. The study aims to investi-
gate the foreign policy strategies employed
by regional powers (China, India, and
Pakistan) and extra-regional powers (the
United States and Russia) concerning Ban-
gladesh. Qualitative analysis techniques
were utilized to analyze the complex South
Asian political landscape and international
relations, and their impact on Bangladesh.
A triangulating qualitative approach was
adopted, consisting of content analysis, li-
terature review, and in-depth interviews, to
rigorously examine and evaluate key issues
and fundamental questions. Additionally,
primary data were gathered through in-
terviews during a one-and-a-half-month
fieldwork trip in Bangladesh.

The article is structured as follows: first,
it provides a concise overview of the histor-
ical background of Bangladesh’s geograph-
ical situation in South Asia. Next, it inves-
tigates the geopolitical landscape within
South Asia and elucidates how Bangladesh
manages the rivalries among major powers.
It then examines the current challenges fac-
ing Bangladesh and potential future obsta-
cles. Finally, the article concludes with a de-
tailed presentation of the key findings from
this study and their possible implications.

Among the eight nation-states in South
Asia, Bangladesh historically belonged to
greater India and subsequently East Pa-
kistan before achieving independence in
1971. Tt stands out as the only country
born during the Cold War era, serving as

a unique battleground for political maneu-
verings [Yasmin, 2019]. Despite its mod-
est geographic size, Bangladesh boasts a
substantial population, exceeding those of
many medium- and large-sized countries. It
shares borders with India to the west, north,
and east — the world’s fifth longest land bor-
der — while Myanmar lies to the southeast
and the Bay of Bengal to the south. Ban-
gladesh’s strategic position and recent eco-
nomic growth have drawn significant atten-
tion from foreign investors eager to engage
in its development projects [Ogden, 2022].

Contrary to its early characterization
as a ‘bottomless basket”, Bangladesh is now
recognized as a ‘South Asian Miracle’ [Hos-
sain, 2021]. If the country maintains its
current trajectory, it is projected to become
one of the world’s top 25 largest economies
by 2035°. Achieving this goal will require
strong foreign policies and strategies [ Yas-
min, 2016, 2022]. Guided by the principle
of “friendship towards all and malice to-
wards none,” Bangladesh has committed
itself to adopting a neutral stance in its for-
eign relations and decision-making pro-
cesses; however, it often struggles to do so
[Hasan, 2024].

As geopolitical and economic compe-
tition heightens in the South Asia region,
Bangladesh is determined to maintain a
moderate stance in its foreign relations and
decision-making processes; however, it often
struggles to do so [Hasan, 2024]. The prima-
ry aims of Bangladesh’s foreign policy are to
maintain regional peace, stability, security,
integration, and cooperation, while also pro-
moting global peace and stability. The coun-
try strives to foster regional integration and
economic cooperation through various ini-
tiatives, including the formation of SAARC
[Chakma, 2020]. Nevertheless, Bangladesh

2 Rahman Z. Bangladesh’s geopolitical position provides for unique opportunities // The Daily Star. — 2021. — November 4. -
Available at: https//www.thedailystar.net/views/opinion/news/bangladeshs-geopolitical-position-provides-unique-opportuni-

ties-2221461, accessed 22.03.2024.

3 AliM.Bangladesh’s economy to be 25th largest by 2035 // The Business Standard. — 2020. - December 27. - Available at: https://
www.tbsnews.net/economy/bangladeshs-economy-be-25th-largest-2035-177334, accessed 22.03.2024.
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faces several challenges, such as trade barri-
ers, security threats, and the Rohingya crisis.
Additionally, geopolitical rivalries between
major powers like India, China, the USA,
and Russia significantly impact Bangladesh’s
internal and external policies. Despite these
challenges, Bangladesh remains committed
to its foreign policy objectives through affili-
ations with regional and extra-regional insti-
tutions, agreements, treaties, and dialogues
with other countries and organizations
[Houda, 2020].

Kishore Mahbubani, a distinguished
21st-century Asian diplomat and Singa-
porean policymaker, and author of the
highly regarded book Has China Won?,
argues that “Geo-politics is a cruel business;
nothing to do with values, sentiment, love,
or ideology; only interest matters.” He fur-
ther explains that nations with substantial
economies and powerful militaries typ-
ically wield the most influence globally,
including in the Indo-Pacific region. On-
going rivalries between nuclear-armed In-
dia and Pakistan have stalled South Asia’s
progress in regional security, stability, in-
tegration, and cooperation [Shankar, 2022;
Ogden, 2022]. As Islamabad’s influence di-
minishes, Beijing’s assertive presence has
significantly reshaped the regional land-
scape [The Routledge Handbook..., 2024].
Consequently, India, Japan, and Western
powers have coalesced to counter China’s
extensive influence in the region.

To grasp the geopolitical competition
in South Asia, it is essential to consider
four key aspects: first, India’s perception of
China’s encirclement strategy; second, the
impact of Beijings Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI) on the region’s power dynamics;
third, the strengthening Indo-U. S. security
partnership and the formation of QUAD;
and fourth, Dhaka’s position on the geopo-
litical competition among major powers.

India regards Chinese commercial ac-
tivities within its sphere of influence as a
significant threat to its strategic objectives
[Kuchhal, 2022]. The potential use of these
infrastructures by the Chinese military to
enhance their blue-water capabilities in
the future is a particular concern. Chinese
investments in South Asian countries,
especially in port construction projects
in Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka -
regions close to India — could position
China advantageously within the strategic
framework of the Bay of Bengal and Indi-
an Ocean [China and South Asia..., 2022].
Additionally, such investments might al-
low Beijing to influence the foreign poli-
cies of these recipient countries, aligning
them with Chinese interests [Saimun,
2020; Saimun, Talukder, 2022].

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is
a Chinese trillion-dollar project designed
to closely interweave Asian countries and
their economies with China [Saimun,
2020]. As Beijing effectively collaborates
with smaller nations in the region, New
Delhi recognizes its economic and mili-
tary limitations but has abstained from di-
rectly opposing the project and refrained
from pressuring its neighboring countries.
Instead, India seeks to forge new econo-
mic alliances, invest in socioeconomic
projects, and enhance military coopera-
tion with smaller nations. Unfortunately,
India has lost its unique hegemonic power
in the region, as it has been unable to meet
the economic and military demands of its
neighbors, according to Md. Touhid Hos-
sain, former Foreign Secretary and current
advisor to the foreign ministry of the in-
terim government of Bangladesh.

The growing Chinese bilateral trade
and investment in smaller countries in the
Indo-Pacific region have raised significant
concerns for not only India but also the
USA [Khan, 2021] and its allies in the In-
dian Ocean Region. As a response, India
has sought cooperation with other domi-
nant powers, such as the USA, Japan, and
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Australia, through the formation of the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD),
aimed at limiting Beijing’s influence in the
region [Paul, 2019]. Recently, regular joint
military exercises and frequent dialogues
between top officials have strengthened
the Indo-U. S. partnership in maritime
security and cooperation. Moreover, New
Delhi has been actively attempting to dis-
rupt and counter Beijing-backed projects
in South Asia.

The Bay of Bengal and Bangladesh have
emerged as pivotal areas of strategic inte-
rest for major powers, including Washing-
ton, New Delhi, Beijing, and Moscow. With
China’s growing and assertive presence in
the maritime domain, India has sought to
strengthen its ties with neighboring coun-
tries to pursue its Indo-Pacific objectives
[Bose, 2023]. In this endeavor, Bangladesh,
located north of the Bay of Bengal and In-
dia’s immediate eastern neighbor, plays a
crucial role. China’s efforts to expand its
influence in the Bay region by penetrating
Bangladesh have spurred India to further
develop its relationship with the country.

In recent years, the Bangladesh-India
relationship has deepened significantly,
with Dhaka granting India the right to use
its territory for the transportation of goods
between the northeastern provinces and
mainland India. Meanwhile, China has
emerged as Bangladesh’s highest bilateral
trading partner since 2005 [Sahoo, 2013],
far surpassing other powerful nations such
as India, the USA, and Russia, and be-
coming a key contributor to the country’s
development initiatives®. The Bangladesh
Navy’s acquisition of two Chinese subma-
rines has raised concerns in India, further
highlighting Bangladesh’s strategic signifi-
cance in the region®.

Bangladesh is of great importance to
the United States due to its large market
for garment products. Historically, the
U. S. strategy towards South Asia has pri-
marily focused on India and Pakistan. Ho-
wever, Ambassador Kelly Keiderling, the
U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State
for South and Central Asia, has confirmed
that the Biden administration has shifted
its foreign policy to emphasize individual
countries within South Asia®. High-level
visits to Bangladesh illustrate this change
in U. S. foreign policy. Washington remains
cautious of Beijing’s and Moscow’s growing
influence in Bangladesh and actively seeks
to undermine their presence [Rajagopalan,
2022]. One approach includes pressuring
Dhaka to join the QUAD alliance, thereby
enhancing military and economic coope-
ration to counteract the influence of China
and Russia in South Asia.

Considering its strategic importance
and the geopolitical competition in South
Asia, Bangladesh takes a balanced approach
to addressing rivalries among major pow-
ers [Riaz, 2022]. Comprehensive analysis of
Bangladeshss foreign policy indicates that
Dhaka engages with various regional and
extra-regional military and economic pow-
ers and organizations to secure its strategic
interests, territorial integrity, and economic
prosperity while also reducing India’s sub-
stantial influence in its internal and exter-
nal affairs. Bangladesh’s geographic signifi-
cance, particularly its three ports — Chatto-
gram, Mongla, and Payra — among 12 in the
Bay of Bengal, which account for over 90%
of trade through this Bay, plays a crucial role
in this geopolitical and geoeconomic land-
scape [Hossain, Islam, 2021]. As a result, In-
dia, China, the U. S., and Russia are increa-
singly attentive to Dhakas strategies and

4 Imam S.H. Closer China-Bangladesh ties shouldn't worry India // The Daily Star. — 2017. — December 1. — Available at: https.//
www.thedailystar.net/opinion/pleasure-all-mine/closer-china-bangladesh-ties-shouldnt-worry-india-1498687, accessed 05.05.2024.

5 MishraV.Chinals Moving into the Indian Ocean // The National Interest. — 2018. - April 14.— Available at: https://nationalinterest.
org/feature/china-moving-the-indian-ocean-25380, accessed 05.05.2024.

6 Molla M. AI-M. US, India, and the election in Bangladesh // The Daily Star. — 2023. — February 25. — Available at: https://
www.thedailystar.net/opinion/views/news/us-india-and-the-election-bangladesh-3256391, accessed 06.05.2024.
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policies. It is important to recognize that
Bangladesh faces several challenges, in-
cluding power rivalries, trade barriers, and
security concerns, which it must navigate in
the near future.

Bangladesh is in between
major powers

Bangladesh’s strategic location has
garnered significant attention from both
regional and extra-regional powers, vie-
wing the country as a vital hub for trade,
investment, and strategic interests [Karim,
Uddin, 2016]. The longstanding rivalry
between China and India has contributed
to an environment of volatility, instabili-
ty, and mistrust in the South Asia region
[Ansari, Baghernia, 2021]. In this context,
China’s growing influence in the region
has intensified power competition among
key players. Professor Ali Riaz notes that
China’s substantial trade and investment
in Bangladesh, surpassing that of India and
the United States, has alarmed these major
powers. They perceive Bangladeshs de-
epening engagement with Beijing as a
threat to their trade and security interests
in the Bay of Bengal. Conversely, China
views Bangladesh as a key partner in se-
curing access to vital import routes and
achieving full-scale blue water capability
to protect its cargo ships and tankers from
potential U.S. Navy disruptions [Saimun,
Talukder, 2022]. In addition, Bangladesh’s
active role in China’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI), which has attracted upwards
of $ 22 billion in Chinese investments
through various bilateral agreements, in-
dicates a low probability of Dhaka opting
to disengage from the initiative.

The intense competition among great
powers for Bangladesh underscores the
country’s strategic significance. The growing
concern of the United States and India to-

wards China’s strong presence in Bangladesh
and the region presents a major challenge
for Bangladesh. These powers closely mon-
itor China’s activities in Bangladesh, viewing
them as threats to their security, influence,
and power. Whenever there is an agreement
between Bangladesh and China, Indian
policymakers and media express concern,
prompting Delhi to counteract by forging
an agreement or treaty with Dhaka [Chak-
ma, 2019]. However, Indias apprehension
towards Chinas engagement with friendly
neighboring countries like Bangladesh and
Nepal is contradictory. Singh [Singh, 2012]
highlights concerns about the shifting stance
of China and its traditional allies, such as
Pakistan, towards Indias smaller neighbors,
previously considered Indias steadfast allies
(p. 55). He also contends that Beijing’s sup-
ply of ‘conventional weapons’ and other ‘sen-
sitive technologies’ to Dhaka is not a positive
development for New Delhi. Consequently,
Indian literature suggests that Indian policy-
makers are discontent with Bangladesh’s in-
creasing engagement with China. Similarly,
the United States seeks to limit Bangladesh’s
engagement with China, as evidenced by the
frequent visits of its top officials to Bangla-
desh in the last two years. Additionally, Mos-
cow’s first summons to Bangladesh’'s Ambas-
sador in Russia for refusing to allow Russia’s
materials for the Rooppur nuclear power
plant to enter its port has created an unfavor-
able environment. Thus, it is undeniable that
Bangladesh is caught in the complex web of
great power competition.

Bangladesh’s trade with SAARC
member countries

The promotion of intra-regional trade
was a key objective of the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARCQ), initially perceived as the first
step towards establishing a South Asian
Free Trade Area (SAFTA) in 1993 [Paul,
2020]. However, intra-regional trade in
South Asia represents a mere 5 percent of
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the region’s total trade, compared to near-
ly 50 percent in the East Asia and Pacific
region and 22 percent in the Sub-Saharan
African region. The lack of progress on
SAFTA [Hossain, 2013], trade liberaliza-
tion [The Routledge Handbook..., 2024,
p. 326-338], and mutual distrust and sus-
picion” have made South Asia one of the
least economically integrated regions.
Bangladesh’s initiatives led to the es-
tablishment of SAARC, with the aim of
enhancing economic cooperation among
South Asian countries [Saleem, 2012].
Despite some progress over the years, the
desired outcomes have yet to be realized.
While ASEAN member countries engage
in intra-regional trade at rates exceeding
25 percent, SAARC members have a trade
volume of less than 5 percent [Nayak,
2024]. Although Bangladesh has a substan-
tial bilateral trade relationship with India,
there remains a significant trade imbalance
between imports and exports. According
to the Export Promotion Bureau Bangla-
desh report of 2022, Bangladesh’s total ex-
port earnings from goods and services in
FY 2021-22 amounted to US$ 60,971.26
million, while total import payments were
US$ 91,932.20 for the same period. The
report also indicates that among the top
20 exporting countries, only India, as a
South Asian nation, imports the highest
value of goods from Bangladesh, while
Bangladesh’s exports to Asian countries
amounted to US$ 5,938.13 million, with
ASEAN member countries accounting for
US$ 841.95 million and SAARC nations
contributing US$ 2,281.33 million. De-
spite this narrow margin, India alone has
received an overwhelming 87.29 percent
of Bangladesh’s exports. According to Ali
Riaz, Bangladesh has consistently sought
to enhance trade among SAARC countries
by strengthening the association. Howe-

ver, the resistance of India, the dominant
power in South Asia, and the longstand-
ing animosity between India and Pakistan
have hindered these efforts. It is evident
that small nations in South Asia are unable
to achieve regional economic cooperation
and success without robust Indian partici-
pation and leadership in specific initiatives
[Singh, 2012]. Consequently, Bangladesh’s
success in trading with other South Asian
states is largely contingent on India’s coop-
eration.

Rohingya crisis and
major powers’ roles

Myanmars military crackdown on
Rohingya Muslims, followed by their sub-
sequent displacement from the Rakhine
province to Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh, has
severely strained the relationship between
the two neighboring countries [Khanam,
Ali, 2022; Trapa, 2023]. Furthermore, the
roles played by the most influential po-
wers, both regional and extra-regional,
in the Rohingya issue are questionable
and unprecedented for Bangladesh [Fair,
2018]. Despite the International Crimi-
nal Court’s (ICC) verdict that Myanmar
must repatriate the Rohingyas as citizens,
Naypyidaw has yet to show any positive
response. While Rohingya Muslims have
faced similar circumstances in the past,
international pressure previously com-
pelled Myanmar to take many of them
back. However, the current question is
how Myanmar authorities can ignore the
ICC’s verdict. According to Nasir Uddin, a
professor in the Anthropology department
at Chittagong University, Bangladesh, and
an expert in international migration and
refugee issues, “There are primarily two
reasons: the contradictory behavior of key
powers and the anti-Muslim attitude of

7 Balachandran PK. BIMSTEC shows the way to regional cooperation // The New India Express. — 2015. — June 27. — Available
at:  https//www.newindianexpress.com/world/2015/Jun/27/bimstec-shows-the-way-to-regional-cooperation-775471.html, ac-

cessed 05.05.2024.
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Myanmar’s military and its religious leaders
towards the Rohingya population.”

The refugee crisis resulting from the
military’s brutality against Rohingyas in
Myanmar has political, religious, ethnic,
and geo-strategic dimensions [Saimun,
Talukder, 2022]. Adding to the complex-
ity is the geopolitical competition among
Sino-Indian and China-USA-Russia in
Myanmar and the region, which exacer-
bates the Rohingya crisis [Datta, 2021].
According to Hossain and Islam [Hossain,
Islam, 2021], the conflicting interests of
India and China in the Rakhine state have
made it challenging to find a peaceful res-
olution to the Rohingya problems [ Nuruz-
zaman, 2023]. Chinas support for Myan-
mar is critical due to its energy security,
geostrategic considerations, and economic
development in the southeastern region.
Myanmar’s strategic location in the Bay
of Bengal makes it an essential economic
connecting hub and a potential military
launching pad for China, which is why it
plays a crucial role in China’s ambitious
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) [Shahriar,
Luong, 2023]. According to Professor Na-
sir Uddin, while China’s interest in Bangla-
desh is less significant than in Myanmar,
its policy towards Bangladesh is intrinsi-
cally linked to its Myanmar policy because
both countries are part of Chinas grand
design.

Four factors account for Indias sub-
dued approach to the Rohingya issue: first,
concerns about China’s growing influence
in Myanmar; second, political and ethnic
upheavals in India’s Northeast; third, ac-
cess to the Bay of Bengal and Southeast
Asia; and fourth, India’s energy interests in
Myanmar. Indian policymakers view the
China-Myanmar trade corridor as a threat
to the stability of India’s troubled Nor-
theast, where numerous ethnic reb-
el groups actively engage in hostilities
against Indian security forces. Conse-
quently, India requires strong bilateral re-
lations with Myanmar to serve its interests.

Yasmin [Yasmin, 2019] notes that Bangla-
desh, whose foreign policy is often charac-
terized as proactive rather than grounded
in sound calculations, was surprised by the
Indian Prime Minister’s visit to Myanmar
during the peak of the Myanmar military’s
brutalities against the Rohingya refugees.

Bangladesh’s long-standing ally, the
Russian Federation, has shown limited in-
terest in actively assisting the country or
exerting pressure on Myanmar. In a per-
sonal communication, Dr. Tareq Arefin,
Assistant Professor at the Department of
Economics at Jagannath University, Dha-
ka, stated that Russia has several interests
in Myanmar, including the supply of weap-
ons and military equipment. Moreover,
Naypyidaw remains silent in the United
Nations regarding the Russia-Ukraine
conflict. To date, the only positive out-
come for Bangladesh has been receiving
support from Western powers, particularly
the United States. Bangladesh and Myan-
mar officials have held multiple meetings
with U. S. representatives present and have
received pledges from Myanmar’s authori-
ties to address the issue for future progress.
However, these efforts have thus far yiel-
ded minimal results.

Currently, the presence of Rohingyas
in Bangladesh is considered an economic,
social, demographic, and security problem
[Halim, 2023]. They have also been impli-
cated in various crimes in recent times,
including killings, abductions, and drug
and human trafficking [Mallick, 2020].
The profitable drug trafficking business
often uses refugees as ‘carriers’ and ‘in-
termediaries. Additionally, Rohingya mi-
litant groups are attempting to establish
their presence in Rohingya refugee camps.
Consequently, Bangladesh now finds itself
in a more critical situation than ever be-
fore. Moreover, Bangladesh has been un-
able to secure a diplomatic solution to the
crisis, primarily due to the international
community’s failure to pressure Myan-
mar into repatriating the refugees. This
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was evident during the Rohingya influx of
August 2017, when Bangladesh found it-
self friendless’ despite the key powers’ ac-
tive interest in Bangladesh [ Yasmin, 2019].
Ultimately, it has become evident that these
major powers prioritize their own interests
over resolving the Rohingya crisis.

Alignment, non-alignment,
or balance amidst great powers

While both regional and extra-regional
powers compete for influence in Bangla-
desh, Dhaka has endeavored to maintain
a delicate balance with all these powers to
safeguard its sovereignty and national in-
terests. As global power gradually shifts
toward the East, it raises the question of
what would happen if the world reverted
to a bipolar structure, with the U.S. leading
one group (Bloc A) and China (and Russia)
leading the other (Bloc B). In such a sce-
nario, should Bangladesh align itself with
one of the blocs, remain committed to the
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), or con-
tinue balancing relations with all blocs?
For the betterment of Bangladesh’s future,
it is crucial to address the advantages and
disadvantages of each option in detail.

Alignment with a single bloc

Aligning with a power bloc might be
challenging for Bangladesh for multiple
reasons. This predicament arises from the
nations heavy reliance on foreign trade,
investments, loans, and aid. Western
countries, particularly the United States,
are Bangladesh’s largest trade partners.
The U.S. and European countries collec-
tively serve as the primary destinations for
most of Bangladesh’s garment products, re-
sulting in the country’s second most signifi-
cant source of foreign earnings. Conversely,
China has made substantial investments in
Bangladesh, fostering strong bilateral rela-
tions. Similarly, Russia plays a pivotal role
as a major supplier of military weapons and

equipment and serves as a key development
partner in various projects, including the
nuclear power plant initiative.

As Chinese influence continues to
grow in Bangladesh, India, the dominant
regional power and largest trade partner
in South Asia, closely observes the en-
gagement between Beijing and Dhaka on
numerous issues [Jha, 2011]. Moreover,
India exerts a significant influence over
Bangladesh’s domestic and foreign poli-
cy-making processes. Indian policymak-
ers consistently express serious concerns
about Dhaka’s potential over-reliance on
China, citing security concerns related to
its geographically isolated northeastern
states. Consequently, Bangladesh faces
significant challenges in evading Indias
involvement in matters that align with In-
dian regional interests. Given the nation’s
dependence on external resources, there
remains a pressing need for substantial
foreign investments and loans across va-
rious sectors and infrastructure projects.
In this context, only China has expressed
a commitment to fulfilling these needs
through considerable investment, while
other countries, such as India and the
USA, have either shown disinterest or lack
the capacity to support Bangladesh ade-
quately, as noted by Md. Touhid Hossain.

Given these factors, Bangladesh must
diligently analyze its policies, strategies,
and interests in the context of major glo-
bal powers. Before establishing alignment
with any blog, it is crucial for Bangladesh
to perform thorough strategic evaluations
to determine the feasibility and attractive-
ness of potential alliances.

First, the possibility of India joining a
Chinese-led bloc remains uncertain. India
has been actively collaborating with re-
gional and extra-regional partners through
initiatives like the QUAD to counter Bei-
jing’s influence in the Indo-Pacific. Given
this backdrop, a pertinent question arises:
is it possible for Bangladesh to bypass New
Delhi in favor of aligning itself with Chi-
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na? The answer is intricate; Dhaka’s geo-
graphical closeness to India complicates
any efforts to bypass its neighbor, while the
country’s considerable reliance on Chinese
imports and the extensive Chinese invest-
ments in infrastructure projects further
complicate this dynamic.

Second, the ongoing conflict between
Russia and Ukraine has significantly shift-
ed the global order. Despite its active col-
laboration with the United States through
initiatives like the QUAD and other part-
nerships, India has chosen not to im-
pose sanctions on Russia and has instead
strengthened its ties with Moscow. More-
over, India’s key role in BRICS, which in-
cludes China as a major member, adds an-
other layer to this dynamic. Thus, experts
do not rule out the possibility of India
aligning more closely with China, partic-
ularly as both countries work collabora-
tively to contest the dominance of the U. S.
dollar in international trade. In this con-
text, would it be practical for Bangladesh
to align itself with this bloc? The answer
leans towards an affirmative stance; ho-
wever, Bangladesh must identify alterna-
tive export markets for its goods or engage
in negotiations with Western buyers.

Third, Bangladeshi experts are close-
ly analyzing China’s broader policies and
recent initiatives in Myanmar, such as the
construction of a deep-sea port in the Ra-
khine Province. These initiatives may serve
as a strategic counterbalance to the influ-
ence exerted by India and Western nations
in the region. However, if China successful-
ly implements these projects, what conse-
quences might this have for the Rohingya
Muslim population? Furthermore, how
would Dhaka manage its diplomatic rela-
tions with both China and Myanmar if the
prospects for Rohingya repatriation appear
bleak? Would aligning with the U. S. bloc
represent a judicious strategy for Dhaka?
To adequately address these inquiries, it is
essential to evaluate the positions of China,
Russia, and India concerning the Rohing-

yas in the near future before committing to
any geopolitical alignment.

Fourth, the historical connection be-
tween Bangladesh and Moscow is deeply
embedded in the substantial support of-
fered by the former Soviet Union during
the nation’s fight for independence. In the
contemporary context, Russia has com-
mitted resources to various developmental
and infrastructural projects in Bangladesh,
notably involving a nuclear power plant, in
addition to supplying military equipment.
Should Bangladesh pursue alignment with
a particular geopolitical bloc, it is reason-
able to expect that such a development
would not be welcomed by Moscow, po-
tentially leading to strained diplomatic re-
lations in light of Russia’s connections with
opposing factions to U. S. interests.

Finally, if Dhaka were to join any bloc
while India remains neutral and refrains
from aligning with any power bloc, would
this be a wise decision for Bangladesh? In
this scenario, if Bangladesh avoids policies
that could jeopardize Indian sovereignty
and interests in the region, it may not pose
significant concerns for Bangladeshi poli-
cymakers.

Joining the non-alignment bloc

During the Cold War, Bangladesh
aligned itself with the Non-Aligned Move-
ment (NAM), joining many other Asian
nations and remaining a member of the
movement. However, Riaz [Riaz, 2022]
argues that Dhaka has never been entirely
neutral in its foreign relations. If Bangla-
desh is faced with a decision in the near
future between aligning with a bloc or re-
maining neutral and opts to work under the
NAM, what potential impacts could this
have on the country? In such a scenario,
Bangladesh may experience pressure from
both sides, although this could be alleviated
if more neighboring and developing coun-
tries also align with and work alongside the
movement.
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If Bangladesh and India remain com-
mitted to working under NAM, Dhaka’s
security concerns might be somewhat al-
leviated. Conversely, if New Delhi aligns
with one bloc while Naypyidaw aligns
with another - potentially allowing Chi-
na access to land or ports in the Rakhine
province — what actions might Bangladesh
take? Would maintaining neutrality be
a viable policy when its two neighboring
countries are pursuing divergent paths? In
this context, Dhaka should adopt a robust
foreign policy stance, given its strategic
importance to both nations, and navigate
these challenges effectively.

Another important factor to consid-
er is the potential alignment of all ASEAN
member countries with the Non-Aligned
Movement (NAM), along with all SAARC
nations. In this scenario, it is unlikely that
anyone would oppose Bangladesh’s decision
to work under NAM. However, the influence
of major powers like the USA and China
in South Asian countries such as Pakistan,
Nepal, and Sri Lanka raises questions about
whether these nations will align with or dis-
tance themselves from any bloc. While many
countries in South and Southeast Asia may
express a desire to join NAM, Bangladesh
could face significant challenges due to its
extensive bilateral relationships with major
powers like the US., China, and Russia. If
these powers decide to limit their coopera-
tion with Dhaka, how many viable alterna-
tives would Bangladesh have? In today’s in-
terconnected world, particularly in econom-
ic terms, Bangladesh must seek new markets
globally. Nevertheless, it is assumed that no
single power would completely sever its bi-
lateral relations with Dhaka, as they must
consider their own interests in the region.

Hedging relations with great powers

In recent years, Bangladesh has re-
inforced its balancing foreign policy ap-
proach towards major powers, considering
its multifaceted interests, which include

safeguarding national sovereignty, terri-
torial integrity, and advancing economic
pursuits. Dhaka’s astute decision to warm-
ly embrace key powers, thereby attracting
substantial investments for infrastructur-
al development projects throughout the
country, is widely regarded as a prudent
move for Bangladesh. Furthermore, Ban-
gladesh has skillfully exploited the rival-
ries among major powers to its advantage,
deftly navigating regional competition
and forging balanced relationships with
them. Notably, Professor Nasir Uddian
and many other Bangladeshi experts ad-
vocate for a perpetually balanced stance
towards all powers. However, the sustain-
ability of such a hedging approach for Ban-
gladesh remains in question. Bangladeshi
foreign policy experts, including Riaz Ali
and Shahidul Alam, assert that Dhaka
presently adheres to a pragmatic’ foreign
policy, striving to maintain relations with
all powers. Nonetheless, politicians and
academics like Colonel Oli Ahmed and
Ali Riaz contend that the Awami League
government under Sheikh Hasina’s regime
has significantly tilted Bangladesh towards
India (and China).

Recent developments in Bangladesh,
including the formation of an interim
government following Sheikh Hasinas
resignation amid widespread student pro-
tests, have generated significant scholarly
debate. It appears that the current interim
administration is more likely to align with
Western ideals, such as democracy, human
rights, and freedom of speech. This foreign
policy orientation may persist with future
governments. However, this does not im-
ply that relationships with other powers -
namely India, China, and Russia — will di-
minish, given the region’s shifting geopo-
litical landscape and Bangladesh’s strategic
significance.

There are legitimate concerns that while
hedging relationships may be effective in
the short term, Bangladesh could even-
tually be compelled to choose a definitive
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alignment. This process seems to be under-
way. Therefore, it is crucial for Bangladesh
to navigate these challenges strategically
and work towards enhancing its leverage to
avoid becoming ensnared in the geopoliti-
cal maneuvers of major powers.

Bangladesh’s emergence as a signif-
icant player in South Asia constitutes a
noteworthy development, primarily due to
its strategic location at the heart of South
and Southeast Asia. This positioning has
rendered the country a focal point for re-
gional and global powers competing for
influence. The nation’s economic growth
and access to the Bay of Bengal have fur-
ther amplified its strategic importance to
major nations. Fortunately, Bangladesh
has managed to maintain favorable rela-
tions with most countries in the region.
However, various factors, including trade
barriers and the Rohingya crisis, have im-
peded progress despite efforts to strength-
en bilateral ties and economic cooperation
with both SAARC and ASEAN countries.

The recent geopolitical competition
and adversarial behavior among major
powers such as India, China, the USA,
and Russia in the region have placed Ban-
gladesh in a precarious position. While
Dhaka continues to pursue a moderate
foreign policy and play a significant role
in regional politics and the economy, there
are doubts about how long it can sustain
such a delicate balance. While maintaining
good relations with all powers may work
in the short term, it may become unsus-
tainable in the long run, potentially neces-
sitating a decision to align with a specific
group of powers or maintain neutrality
while balancing relations with all.

In this context, Indias influence is cru-
cial in shaping Bangladesh’s decision-mak-
ing process due to its geographical prox-
imity and established connections in do-
mestic politics, culture, and the economy.

There is speculation that New Delhi may
collaborate with Washington to counteract
Beijing’s growing influence in the region.
However, the possibility of India aligning
with China through their partnership in
BRICS cannot be dismissed. Recent de-
velopments in Bangladesh raise important
questions about its future foreign policy -
whether it will align with a particular bloc
or maintain a neutral stance through a
strategy of hedging.

In view of these dynamics, Bangladesh
should carefully assess its long-term poli-
cies and strategies to proficiently navigate
the intricacies of regional and global pow-
er rivalries and maintain a positive devel-
opmental trajectory.
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AHHOTAIWA. Banenadews cnyxcum
BAINCHBIM CBA3YIOUsUM 38eHOM Medncdy FOxuc-
Hoti u FOzo-Bocmounoii A3ueil u ume-
em 6axcHoe cmpamezuveckoe 3HaueHuUe
07151 8CeX OCHOBHVIX PEZUOHANILHLIX U 2710-
6anvHoLx uepokos. Llenv 0annoii cmamou -
npoananusuposamo 0ydywee banena-
Oewi 6 KOHMeKCme C/IONHHOU peeUOHAb-
HOU OUHAMUKU U BHEUIHENOMUMUUYECKUX
peakyuti camoti cmpauvl Ha HUX. Aémop
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uccnedyem, Kak pacmyuiyas 2eononumu-
4ecKas KOHKYPEHUUS U CONepHUuectmao
MeH0y KpynHoimu O0epiasamu, HAPAOy ¢
Ux 3HAUUMenvHuIM 6nUsHUEeM Ha Banena-
dews, nopoxoaiom cepve3Hvie npobremvi
onst cmpanvl. Ymobvl noxsmv cmpame-
euro Jlaxku 6 omHoueHuu amux 0epias,
8 uccned08anul nposeder nodPoOHbILi 00-
30p Hoselluell HayuHot 1umepamypol, no-
JIe8bIX UCCTIE008AHUL U YeryONeHHbIX UH-
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mepevio. Ananus noxasvieaem, 4mo ban-
enadews nPosoOOUM yMepeHHY10 BHEULIHION
nonumuKy, umobvl noddepiuusamv om-
HOWEHUS CO 6CeMU KIIIOUeBbIMU DPeeuo-
HATLHLIMU U 6HePe2UOHATIbLHBIMU Oepica-
samu. Tem He menee cnocobHocmov [axku
agppexmusHo NPosoOUMb C6010 BHEULHIOW
NOMUMUKY COEPHUBAEIICS ee HeCnocoOHO-
CMbI0 c030amp pviuazu 8IUSHUS HA 00OMU-
Hupyousue Oepicasvl. B cmamove denaem-
€5 861600 O MOM, UMO BAUAHUE KTTIOHEBDIX
depias Ha nomumuveckuti nanowagpm
Baunenadews moxcem npusecmu x momy,
4mo cmpaHa NPucoeOUHUMmcsi Kk onpede-
JIEHHOMY CUZI060MY ONIOKY UMU COXPAHUM
Helmpanumem 6 6nuxcatiuem 6yoyuem —
8 3ABUCUMOCTU O MEHAIOULelcA peeuio-
HAZMLHOUL U 271006AbHOU  NOUMUHECKOTE
ounamuxu. Takum obpasom, uccredosa-
Hue npednonazaem, 4mo, paspadamviéas
C80U KPamkocpouHvie U 00720CPOUHDIE
nnauvl u cmpameeuu, banenadews moxcem
co30amv porudzu 6IUSHUS U 0CMABAMbCS
Ha NpasunbHOM Nymu, He NONAOAs 6 JIo-
BYUIKY 2€0NONUMUKU.

KIIIOUYEBBIE CJIOBA: Banenadeu,
FOsenas Asus, xedwcuposarue menoyHa-
POOHBIX OMmHOWeH UL, 2e0NONUMUKA, COnep-
Huuecmeo, Jleuicerie HenpucoeOUHeHUs.
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