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A Reset, Not a Rupture: Reading Tarique
Rahman's First Foreign Tour

=/ The Indian Express 28 July 2026 @

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"Bangladesh's new leadership has diversified its diplomatic engagement away from India. Is this
primarily a strategic hedge, a domestic political signal, or a natural correction after years of
asymmetric closeness? How would you distinguish between these explanations?"

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

A neighbour who visits other capitals first has not necessarily stopped needing you. It has started reminding
you, and itself, that it has other options. The correct response is to compete for the relationship, not to resent

that it now has to be competed for.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

India’s neighbourhood-first policy and its periodic strains are a standing GS2 theme, and Bangladesh’s 2024

transition is the most current case study of how India recalibrates ties after a change of government next door.

GS Paper 2: India and its neighbourhood relations; effect of policies and politics of neighbouring countries

on India’s interests; bilateral, regional and global groupings and agreements involving India.

For Prelims, fix the sequence of Bangladesh’s 2024 political transition and the specific bilateral agenda
items, Ganga Treaty renewal, trade, connectivity, that make the relationship consequential regardless of

diplomatic symbolism.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY UPSC TESTS IT
Neighbourhood First India’s stated foreign-policy priority of Frequently tested as a named doctrine
policy privileged engagement with its alongside Act East and SAGAR

immediate neighbours

Multi-alignment / A state balancing ties across multiple Tests whether students read foreign-policy
diversification powers rather than depending on one shifts as binary (for/against) or as normal
strategic behaviour
Transboundary Structural ties, rivers, trade, migration, The analytical basis for why India-
interdependence that persist regardless of which Bangladesh ties cannot simply “end” even
government is in power amid political cooling

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

DATE DEVELOPMENT

2009-2024 Awami League government under Sheikh Hasina in power, marked by close India-

Bangladesh alignment on security, connectivity and trade

8 August 2024 Sheikh Hasina departs office amid mass protests; an interim government led by Nobel

laureate Muhammad Yunus takes charge

8 August 2024 - 17 Yunus-led interim government administers Bangladesh pending fresh elections
February 2026
12 February 2026 Bangladesh general election held; the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) wins a

landslide, securing 209 seats
17 February 2026 Tarique Rahman assumes office as Prime Minister of Bangladesh

22-26 June 2026 Rahman’s first overseas tour as Prime Minister, to Malaysia and China, notably not

including India

2026 Ganga Waters Treaty renewal negotiations pending; India extends an invitation to
Rahman for the 18th BRICS Summit in New Delhi (September 2026)

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Reading the signal correctly

Diplomatic protocol assigns real but limited meaning to the sequence of a leader’s early foreign visits; it
signals priority and comfort level, not the entirety of a government’s foreign policy. A first tour that bypasses
India is a meaningful data point, particularly given the depth of the prior relationship, but treating it as

decisive evidence of hostility overreads a single signal.
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Why diversification is not intrinsically anti-India

Bangladesh’s economy and security landscape genuinely involve multiple major partners: Chinese
infrastructure financing, Gulf labour-migration and remittance ties, and Western development and trade
relationships all predate the 2024 transition. A new leadership visibly engaging these partners early is, in part,
simply acknowledging existing interest plurality that the previous government’s India-centric posture had, in

domestic Bangladeshi political discourse, been criticised for underweighting.

The domestic-signalling dimension

Part of the diversification is aimed at a domestic audience within Bangladesh rather than at India.
Demonstrating independence from the prior government’s foreign-policy posture is itself a political asset for a
new leadership seeking to distinguish itself, which means some of the signal is about differentiating from the

previous regime, not primarily about India.

Why India should still take it seriously

The counter-argument is not that India should ignore the signal, but that alarm is the wrong register. With the
Ganga Waters Treaty renewal pending and deep transboundary interdependence, river systems, trade
corridors, border management, unaffected by diplomatic symbolism, India’s interests require the technical

and economic relationship to function well regardless of the tone of leadership visits.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Separate the symbolic register from the substantive register. Diplomatic symbolism, visit
sequencing, joint statement language, state dinners, operates on a different track from substantive
negotiation, treaty terms, trade volumes, security cooperation protocols. A neighbour can cool the symbolic
register while the substantive register remains intact, or vice versa. When assessing any bilateral relationship’s
trajectory, always ask which register a given signal belongs to before drawing conclusions about the
relationship’s overall direction, because conflating the two produces either unwarranted alarm or unwarranted

complacency.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Picture the India-Bangladesh relationship as two parallel tracks running side by side: an upper track carrying
symbolism, visit order, public statements, and a lower track carrying substance, river-water shares, trade
volumes, border cooperation. The upper track has visibly bent away from India in recent months. The lower
track, so far, has not, the Ganga Treaty talks continue, trade flows continue, security cooperation on cross-
border issues continues. The risk for India is mistaking a bend in the upper track for a bend in the lower one,
and responding to a symbolic signal with a substantive concession, or worse, a substantive retreat, that the

lower track’s actual trajectory does not yet justify.
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WAY FORWARD

0 Engage the substantive agenda on its own timeline, keeping the Ganga Treaty renewal, trade

and connectivity talks insulated from symbolic diplomatic fluctuations.

2 Compete rather than resent, offering Bangladesh concrete value, investment, connectivity,

market access, that makes close India ties an attractive choice rather than an assumed default.

3 Maintain working-level continuity through bureaucratic and technical channels even where
leadership-level engagement is less frequent, since technical relationships are more resilient to

political mood swings.

D Avoid public overreaction to diplomatic symbolism, since visible Indian anxiety about being
bypassed can itself become a domestic Bangladeshi talking point reinforcing the narrative of prior

over-dependence.

© 1nvest in track-two and people-to-people ties, trade, education, cultural exchange, that
persist across changes of government and provide ballast against purely government-to-government

fluctuations.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly tested India’s neighbourhood policy, the effect of political change in neighbouring states

on India’s interests, and specific bilateral relationships including Bangladesh; this episode offers a current,

dated case for the recurring “recalibration after political transition” theme.

Practice question: “A neighbour’s diplomatic diversification should not automatically be read as a strategic
loss for India.” Discuss with reference to India-Bangladesh relations since 2024 and suggest how India should

calibrate its response. (250 words, 15 marks)

Interview angle: Bangladesh’s new leadership has diversified its diplomatic engagement away from India. Is
this primarily a strategic hedge, a domestic political signal, or a natural correction after years of asymmetric

closeness? How would you distinguish between these explanations?

Sources: Indian Express, Ministry of External Affairs

Source: A Reset, Not a Rupture: Reading Tarique Rahman's First Foreign Tour — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State
PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

The choice of early foreign destinations by Bangladesh’s post-
2024 leadership signals a deliberate diversification of ties away
from India-centric dependence, a recalibration that India should

read as strategic rebalancing, not hostility, and respond to

accordingly.
(
v SUPPORTING

» Bangladesh’s foreign-policy posture under the Awami League government was widely seen
domestically as excessively India-aligned, and diversification is, in part, a response to that
domestic political critique.

* Bangladesh’'s economic and security interests genuinely span multiple partners, China, the
Gulf states, and Western donors among them, so diversification reflects real interest
plurality, not only a reaction to India.

* Reading every diplomatic choice by a neighbour through an India-versus-not-India binary
risks India overreacting to routine multi-alignment and pushing a hedging neighbour
further away.

\
(
A COUNTER

Given India’s deep economic, riverine and security interdependence with Bangladesh, a

leadership that visibly deprioritises India in its earliest diplomatic signalling may indicate a

genuine cooling that India cannot afford to underestimate, particularly with the Ganga Treaty

renewal pending.
\
(
— WAY FORWARD

Engage substantively on the concrete, high-stakes bilateral agenda, water-sharing, trade,

connectivity, and border management, while accepting Bangladesh’s diversification as a

normal exercise of sovereign choice rather than treating it as a zero-sum loss.

\
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-g_é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
India’s relations with Bangladesh have entered a recalibration phase since 2024. Discuss the drivers of

this shift and suggest how India should adapt its neighbourhood policy in response. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The composition of a new government'’s earliest foreign engagements is conventionally read as a signal of
its diplomatic priorities. Bangladesh’s post-2024 leadership under Tarique Rahman has drawn attention for
a first tour that did not prioritise India, prompting debate over whether this marks a strategic reset or

merely a natural diversification.

BODY

India-Bangladesh relations under the previous Awami League government were characterised by close
alignment on connectivity, security cooperation against cross-border insurgency, and trade, but also drew
domestic criticism within Bangladesh as excessively deferential to New Delhi. The 2024 political transition
brought a leadership more attentive to that domestic critique, and diversifying early diplomatic
engagement away from India serves both a genuine multi-alignment interest, given Bangladesh’s
economic ties with China, the Gulf and Western partners, and a domestic signalling purpose,
demonstrating independence from the previous government's India-centric posture.

This coincides with the pending 2026 renewal of the Ganga Waters Treaty, raising the stakes of correctly

reading Dhaka’s intent.

CONCLUSION

India’s appropriate response is neither alarm nor indifference, but substantive engagement on the concrete
bilateral agenda where interdependence is real and unavoidable, water sharing, trade, connectivity and
border security, treating diversification as Bangladesh'’s sovereign prerogative while ensuring the high-

stakes technical negotiations proceed on their own merits regardless of the symbolic diplomatic calendar.
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