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Deep Dive

India To Chart Independent Course Within Blocs
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China’s weight, Pakistan’s chair

India’s real test to come
after SCO'summit at Bis
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The SCO remains a critical theater
where geopolitical rivalry, region-
al cooperation, and competing
ambitions intersect. For India, the
Bishkek summit offered import-
ant diplomatic gains while high-
lighting the growing challenge of
China’s influence and the need to
prepare for Pakistan’s upcoming
presidency.

This year, the SCO summit took
place in Bishkek, the capital of
Kyrgyzstan, under the theme “25
Years of the SCO: Together for
Sustainable Peace, Development
and Prosperity”

The theme reflected the summit’s
focus and priorities and was also
significant because 2026 marked
the SCO’s 25th anniversary,
formed in 2001.

The summit was also the 26th
Meeting of the Council of Heads of
State of the SCO and was chaired
by Kyrgyz President Sadyr Jap-
arov. It also marked the end of
Kyrgyzstan’s 2025-26 chairman-
ship, with Pakistan taking over for
the next year.

Amid global turbulence and
geopolitical uncertainty
This summit came at an import-
ant time, amid considerable tur-
bulence in the global geopolitical
landscape.

The world is engulfed in different
wars, from the Middle East to Eu-
rope, while tensions in many oth-
er regions remain high, with the
possibility that new theatres of
conflict could open up at any time.
Countries have been exposed to
dependencies and vulnerabilities,
with supply chains facing increas-
ing challenges. Energy and food
security have become increasing-
ly important, and countries are
now seeking greater resilience.
They are focusing on reducing
vulnerabilities and strengthening
security.

Central Asia itself is at an import-
ant geopolitical crossroads. The
Middle East crisis and the war in
Ukraine are relatively close to the
region, and Central Asian coun-
tries need to protect themselves
from possible spillover and en-
gulfment by these conflicts.

This was an important summit
because it was attended by major
global leaders such as Chinese
President Xi Jinping, Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin, and Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
among others.

It was also different because of
the visible bonhomie and cordial
atmosphere among the three
leaders and the way they inter-
acted with each other. Modi and
Xi also interacted, shaking hands
and speaking briefly during the
summit. This was particularly
significant given the recent re-
duction in tensions between India
and China and the agreements re-
cently reached between the two
countries.

The Bishkek Declaration was

adopted, which focused on the
peaceful settlement of disputes.
It also condemned the US attacks
on Iran and, importantly, called
for avoiding double standards
on terrorism. India strongly put
forward its position that there
should be the complete elimina-
tion of the terrorism ecosystem,
from recruitment to financing and
everything in between. Besides,
India did not endorse China’s BRI
as it considers it unsustainable,
non-transparent, and believes
that it compromises sovereignty
and territorial integrity.

India also adopted strong lan-
guage on terrorism. This is a big
win for India. Before this summit,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
visited Uzbekistan, an important
Central Asian country, where sev-
eral agreements were reached.
One key development was Uz-
bekistan’s endorsement of India’s
strong language on cross-border
terrorism. Similarly, at the SCO
summit, India once again pushed
for strong language on terrorism.

China’s strategic ambitions
in Central Asia

In the SCO, China has greater in-
fluence, reflected even in the or-
ganization’s name, which is based
in Shanghai, a Chinese city. China’s
predominance in this organiza-
tion is substantial, allowing it to
influence the agenda and other

important aspects of the organi-
zation.

China is now also aggressively ex-
panding its influence in the Cen-
tral Asian countries. These coun-
tries were traditionally part of the
Soviet Union and remained under
Moscow’s sphere of influence for
decades. However, China’s influ-
ence in the region has been ex-
panding, especially after the war
in Ukraine, which has left Russia
facing increasing problems and
retreating from many strategic ar-
eas because of a lack of resources
and the pressure of the war.

This also relates to Xi Jinping and
his ambition to make China a
great power and achieve the ob-
jectives associated with the Chi-
nese Dream. After Xi became the
General Secretary of the Chinese
Communist Party in 2012 and
later became China’s president in
2013, China increasingly expand-
ed its influence in Central Asian
countries through various global
initiatives, dual-use infrastructure
projects, and, especially, the BRL
The BRI is not simply an eco-
nomic or infrastructure initiative.
It is also a geostrategic project
through which China seeks to
shape the global strategic envi-
ronment around its interests. It
was also launched in Kazakhstan,
a Central Asian country, in 2013,
highlighting the importance China
attaches to the region.

Beijing sees this region through
the prism of great-power rivalry
and understands Central Asia’s
strategic significance. The region
provides China with avenues for
expanding its influence into other
regions because of its geostrategic
location. Central Asia has often
been described as a geopolitical
heartland, and controlling or in-
fluencing it can have implications
for adjoining areas.

This shows China’s interests in
the region and how it sees itself
and its role there. Russia’s en-
trenchment in Ukraine has made
it easier for China to expand into
areas that were traditionally part
of Russia’s strategic space. If the
Russia-Ukraine war continues,
China could eventually become
the sole dominant power in the
region.

India, Russia and the SCO

In this context, in 2017, and large-
ly because of Russia’s support, In-
dia became a member of the SCO.
Russia wanted to dilute China’s
expanding influence in the SCO
and in the Central Asian region,
and India’s entry provided Mos-
cow with an important strategic
counterbalance. Similarly, China
pushed for Pakistan’s entry into
the organization to dilute India’s
influence.

Importantly, India and Russia
have common interests in Central
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In2017,andlargely
because of Russia’s
support, Indiabecame
amember ofthe SCO.
Russiawantedtodilute
China’sexpanding
influenceinthe SCO
andintheCentral
Asianregion,and
India’sentry provided
Moscow withan
importantstrategic
counterbalance.
Similarly, China pushed
forPakistan’sentryinto
theorganizationto
diluteIndia’sinfluence.
Rightnow, the Russia-
Chinarelationship
mayappeartobea
“no-limits partnership,”
butthisislargely
because of Western
pressureandsanctions,
which have made
Russiaincreasingly
dependenton China.

Thesummitwasalso
different because
Modi, Xi,and Putin
appeared muchmore
comfortable with each
other.ModiandXi,in
particular,appeared
moreateasethan

in previousyears,
especially afterthe 2020
Galwancrisis, which
had engulfedIndia-
Chinarelations.This
improved atmosphere
isalsolinkedtorecent
agreements between
Indiaand Chinaaimed
atreducingtensions
andstabilizing the
relationship.Chinahas
alsorecentlyremoved
orchangedsome
ofitsseniormilitary
leadership.

Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi (r) shakes hands with Chinese
President Xi Jinping (2nd-R) and
Russian President Vladimir Putin
at the 26th Shanghai Cooperation

Organisation (sco) Si it in Bishkek
Kyrgyzstan, on September 1, 2026.
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Asian countries, including Afghan-
istan. Right now, the Russia-China
relationship may appear to be a
“no-limits partnership,” but this
is largely because of Western
pressure and sanctions, which
have made Russia increasingly
dependent on China. Deep inside,
Russia and its intelligence agen-
cies remain suspicious of China
and are concerned about China’s
expanding influence around Rus-
sia’s periphery, from the Arctic to
Central Asia and along Russia’s
borders.

In this context, India also be-
comes important for Russia as a
counterweight to China. India can
help dilute China’s overwhelming
role around Russia’s old strategic
periphery, which has become in-
creasingly difficult for Moscow to
manage because of the Ukraine
war. If the existing war continues,
Russia will gradually lose strategic
space and could eventually reach
a point of no return.

Sharif’s summit optics and
the search for visibility

This summit also drew atten-
tion for the moments and optics
surrounding the leaders. There
were many interesting moments.
Shehbaz Sharif appeared to make
considerable efforts to get the at-
tention of Russian President Vlad-
imir Putin. After the official group
photograph, when Putin began
walking away from the podium,
Sharif was seen quickly following
him and appearing to stop him by
holding his hand before starting a
brief conversation, which became
an awkward moment and was
widely noticed.

Importantly, while most of the
leaders wore black or dark suits,
Shehbaz Sharif wore a white suit.
He appeared to be trying to draw
attention and project the image
that Pakistan is a different and
global peacemaker, particularly
because Pakistan had recently
tried to portray itself as having
played a role in facilitating a
cease-fire between Iran and the
United States

However, the joint statement and
the major leaders showed little
appreciation for this role. On the
contrary, Iranian President Ma-
soud Pezeshkian, who met Prime
Minister Modi on the sidelines of
the summit, was seen interact-
ing with Modi with smiles and
warmth, which also generated
considerable discussion in Paki-
stan.

Shehbaz Sharif also tried to at-
tract attention through pho-
tographs. His office shared a
cropped version of the SCO lead-
ers’ group photograph in which
several leaders, including Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and Ira-
nian President Masoud Pezeshki-
an, were removed, making Sharif
appear prominently at the center
alongside Chinese President Xi
Jinping and Russian President
Vladimir Putin.

The original photograph, howev-
er, showed Sharif standing fourth
from the right. After the cropped
photograph attracted criticism
and controversy, Sharif subse-
quently shared the full, original
photograph on his X account.



