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Klingberg’s Model and the Future of Israeli–Pakistani–Iranian Relations

Prof. Dr. Walid ‘Abd al-Hay1

Introduction

F. L. Klingberg’s Method of Triads is among the earliest quantitative models developed 
to measure levels of cooperation and conflict among states. The model converts 
interstate relations into measurable indicators by coding international behavior along two 
dimensions, cooperation and conflict between the parties involved, while also accounting 
for the role of third parties, such as major powers, in shaping these relationships. It then 
traces changes in interaction patterns over time to provide a basis for forecasting future 
relations among the states under study. The model relies on the quantitative analysis of 
two dimensions: the geopolitical and the psychometric.2

First: The Structure of Pakistan–Iran–Israel Relations

Since Pakistan’s independence in 1947, its 
diplomacy has been shaped by comparisons drawn 
in United Nations (UN) debates and among experts 
and political circles regarding the emergence of 
Pakistan and Israel as “states.” These comparisons 
were often seen as relevant to Pakistan’s position on 
the Palestine issue, particularly because the partition 
of Palestine took place about two months after 
Pakistan’s admission to the UN, while Israel was 
admitted approximately two years later. The comparison was based on the “partition 
of the Indian subcontinent between Muslims and Hindus and the partition of Palestine 
between Muslims and Jews.”3 However, it overlooked the substantial differences in 
[historical] circumstances, demographic realities, and legal foundations, most notably 
India’s acceptance of partition, in contrast to the Palestinian, Arab, and Islamic rejection 
of the partition of Palestine. Accordingly, Pakistan’s representative to the UN rejected 
these superficial parallels between Pakistan and Israel. This position was, in turn, reflected 
in Pakistan’s decision, alongside 12 other states, to vote against Israel’s admission to the 
UN.4

Arab–Pakistani relations experienced some strain, particularly between 1955 and 1970, 
due to Pakistan’s membership in Western-oriented alliances, including the Southeast Asia 
Treaty Organization (SEATO), established in 1954, and the Central Treaty Organization 
(CENTO), established in 1955 as a development of the Baghdad Pact. Pakistan’s 
participation in both alliances was viewed with deep suspicion by the Arab nationalist 
movement, which affected Arab–Pakistani relations. At the same time, the policies of 
Indian leaders, particularly following the 1955 Non-Aligned Conference, contributed to 
the strengthening of Arab–Indian relations.
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For more than half a century, Pakistan has consistently supported a two-state solution, 
advocating the establishment of a Palestinian state on all territories occupied in 1967, 
with East Jerusalem as its capital. This position has remained a cornerstone of Pakistani 
diplomacy to the present day.5

Second: Determinants of Pakistan–Israel Relations

Pakistan–Israel relations have been characterized by fluctuations; however, their overall 
trajectory has remained closer to Palestinian and Arab positions. The main determinants 
of Pakistan’s policy toward Israel are as follows:

1. The Influence of Islamic Forces in Pakistan’s Political Landscape:6 Pakistan 
emerged as an independent state in 1947 on the basis of an Islamic identity distinct 
from India’s Hindu identity. However, the analytical model of pyramidal segmentarism 
was reflected7 in tensions between Bengali and Punjabi nationalism, culminating in 
the secession of Bangladesh in 1971. Located about 1,600 kilometers from Pakistan, 
Bangladesh subsequently emerged as another Muslim-majority state, with India having 
supported Bengali separatism. Historically and today, Islamic forces in Pakistan have 
been among the strongest opponents of any form of relations with Israel. These include 
Jamaat-e-Islami (JI), founded in 1941, Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI), Majlis Wahdat-e-
Muslimeen (MWM), and Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP). The position of these and 
other Islamic movements was reflected in the statement issued by the Pakistan National 
Alliance (PNA) rejecting the “Deal of the Century” announced by US President Donald 
Trump during his first term in January 2020. 

However, some reports indicate the existence of limited, covert, and temporary 
Pakistani–Israeli cooperation during the period of the Soviet military presence in 
Afghanistan. This cooperation included the establishment of liaison channels among 
US, Israeli and Pakistani intelligence agencies, as well as Israeli assistance in supplying 
weapons to Afghan fighters. According to these reports, the cooperation took place under 
the direct guidance of Pakistani President Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq, who approved contacts 
among Pakistani intelligence, Mossad and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), while 
also welcoming financial support from certain Arab states, particularly Saudi Arabia. This 
effort became known as Operation Cyclone.8 Nevertheless, the cooperation remained 
limited and discreet because of concerns over strong opposition from Islamic movements 
that rejected any relationship with Israel.9

2. The Influence of the Pakistani Military Establishment in Decision-Making: From 
independence in 1947 to the present, roughly 80 years, the military has ruled directly for 
about 42% of the period. Even under civilian governments, its influence has remained 
deeply embedded across state institutions.10 This is reflected in Pakistan’s ranking of 
139th on the Democracy Index in 2025, with a score of 2.44. Moreover, the overall trend 
over the past two decades indicates a steady decline in democratic performance.11
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3. The Impact of India–Pakistan Relations on 
Pakistan–Israel Relations: As noted in the introduction 
and other studies,12 India–Israel relations remained 
largely “unfriendly,” particularly during periods of 
Indian National Congress (INC) rule, despite limited 
Israeli arms sales to India during its wars with China 
in 1962 and with Pakistan in 1965 and 1971.13

Following the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between India and Israel in 1992 and their subsequent gradual development, 
particularly with the rise of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in the late 
twentieth century and its continued hold on power since 2014,14 alongside the expansion 
of Arab normalization with Israel, both Pakistani Islamic movements and the Pakistani 
government found themselves in an increasingly difficult position. This was especially 
the case after the PLO signed the Oslo Accords and Arab recognition of Israel continued 
to expand, particularly following the Abraham Accords.

4. Israeli Concerns Regarding the Khan Nuclear Network:15 Both before and after 
Pakistan’s nuclear test in 1998, Israeli diplomacy and intelligence agencies closely 
monitored Pakistan’s nuclear efforts. Particular attention was initially directed toward 
the activities of the Pakistani nuclear scientist ‘Abdul Qadeer Khan, who played a central 
role in making Pakistan the first Muslim-majority state to acquire nuclear weapons. 
This development became a major source of Israeli concern. Israeli apprehensions 
subsequently intensified amid reports of links between the Khan network and several 
Arab states, including Libya, Syria, and Saudi Arabia, as well as other Muslim countries, 
particularly Iran.

Numerous reports also referred to an Israeli plan proposed in the 1980s to strike 
Pakistani nuclear facilities in order to prevent Pakistan from developing a nuclear bomb. 
The plan reportedly envisioned Israeli aircraft operating from bases in India; however, 
India’s lack of enthusiasm for the proposal ultimately led to its abandonment.16

5. Public Opinion in Pakistan: Pakistan’s population is estimated at 259 million, of 
whom more than 96% are Muslims, including 10–15% Shi‘ah. Following the outbreak of 
Operation al-Aqsa Flood in 2023, opinion polls were conducted to assess Pakistani public 
attitudes toward the conflict. The results showed that:17

a.	 91% of Pakistanis, drawn from all provinces of the country, align their sympathies 
with the Palestinians of Gaza, while only 2% report sympathizing with Israel.

b.	66% remain hopeful that Palestinians have a greater chance of success in this war 
between Israel and Palestine.

c.	 67% expressed dissatisfaction with the US role, viewing it as negative.

d.	31% of Pakistanis do not look favorably upon the policy of their own country regarding 
the ongoing Israel-Palestine war, while 29% viewed it as good. Another 23% regarded 
it as neither good nor bad, and 18% were unsure.
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e.	 55% of Pakistanis “strongly” supported the deployment of Pakistani military units 
to Gaza as part of peacekeeping forces, while 18% expressed “slight” support. By 
contrast, 6% opposed the idea, and 16% were undecided.18

However, reports on public mobilization in Pakistan indicate that popular activism has 
remained limited, whether among citizens or political groups. Between October 2023 and 
May 2026, only 18 demonstrations were held in support of Palestine, averaging about 0.6 
demonstrations per month. Moreover, participation levels did not match the degree of 
public sympathy reflected in opinion polls.19

Third: Pakistan’s Position on the Iranian–US–Israeli War

Why has mediation between the US and Israel, on the one hand, and Iran, on the other, 
shifted from Omani diplomacy to Pakistani diplomacy?

The evidence and developments discussed above suggest that political pragmatism 
has been a consistent feature of Pakistan’s foreign policy. Broadly speaking, this policy 
seeks to reconcile “an internal Islamic orientation” with “an international environment” 
characterized by the “direct and indirect” interdependence of interests. Consequently, a 
non-zero-sum perspective has increasingly taken precedence over a zero-sum approach. 
As a result, external variables in the political decision-making environment have gained 
greater weight relative to domestic considerations. This pattern is evident in Pakistan’s 
positions toward Israel at different stages. It is also reflected in the absence of a broad 
popular Pakistani movement supporting the government’s official position on the Palestine 
issue, as noted in the preceding sections.

Given the close connection between the US–Israeli war against Iran and the Palestine 
issue, it is necessary to understand the determinants of Pakistan–Iran relations, as follows:

Geopolitical and Geostrategic Variables: The 
Pakistan–Iran border extends for 959 kilometers. 
Geographic factors intersect with demographic 
realities: although both countries have Muslim-
majority populations, Iran is predominantly Shi‘i, 
whereas Pakistan is predominantly Sunni. Moreover, 
separatist tendencies among the Baloch minority 
concentrated along the shared border have served as 
a factor encouraging coordination between the two 
states. The issue of Balochistan, which straddles the Pakistan–Iran border, remains a 
politically sensitive aspect of bilateral relations. The Baloch population is distributed 
across Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan. Balochistan was incorporated into Pakistan 
following its separation from India in 1947, a development that some Baloch continue to 
reject. At the same time, certain Baloch groups in Iran have expressed dissatisfaction with 
what they perceive as policies of “Persianization” and demographic change in favor of 
Persians. Furthermore, the predominantly Sunni Baloch population, in contrast to Iran’s 
Shi‘ah majority, receives support from certain actors, including India and Israel.20
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The significance of Balochistan lies in its role as a strategic corridor linking the Middle 
East with South and Central Asia. Pakistan and Iran share the region’s coastline, with 
about 1,100 kilometers belonging to Pakistan and approximately 400 kilometers to Iran. 
This coastline overlooks the maritime route to the Strait of Hormuz through Pakistan’s 
Gwadar Port and Iran’s Chabahar Port, further enhancing its geostrategic importance in 
regional and international competition. This was evident in Pakistan’s decision to contract 
a Chinese company to operate Gwadar Port.21

As a result of this complex regional structure, Israel has been reported to have 
supported forces opposing both states (Pakistan and Iran), with particular emphasis on 
destabilizing Iran through backing Baloch armed groups on the Pakistani side, such as 
the Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) and the Baloch Nationalist Army (BNA), and 
on the Iranian side through organizations such as Jaish al-Adl (formerly Jundallah). This 
situation has generated mutual suspicions and accusations between Pakistan and Iran 
regarding each side’s support for Baloch opposition groups operating in the other country, 
at times leading to limited and brief cross-border clashes.22 Against this backdrop, Israel’s 
role in this context warrants examination, as allegations regarding its involvement have 
frequently been raised as follows:23

1.	Promoting digital wallets affiliated with Jaish al-Adl and soliciting financial support 
for the group in exchange for activities directed against the Iranian regime. In addition, 
the Mossad was accused of supporting attacks carried out by the group in 2024.

2.	Pakistan has accused Israel of supporting BLA by providing funding, training and 
arms. There have also been reports of the establishment of a Baloch government-in-
exile, temporarily based in Jerusalem since 2006.

3.	The intelligence-linked Israeli think tank, the Middle East Media Research Institute 
(MEMRI), has adopted an initiative that aligns with promoting Baloch separatist 
aspirations in both Pakistan and Iran. In June 2025, MEMRI launched a new project 
dedicated to the study of Balochistan, allocating resources to the systematic research 
and documentation of the Baloch issue. Given the institute’s close ties to Israeli 
intelligence circles, its increasing focus on translating and analyzing Urdu, Balochi, 
Persian and Pashto sources suggests that some Israeli policymakers now view 
Balochistan not merely as a peripheral and unstable region, but as an area of growing 
strategic and geopolitical significance. This perception has become more pronounced 
amid escalating tensions with Iran and Pakistan’s expanding regional role. The strategic 
logic underlying this approach was further reflected in Netanyahu’s February 2026 
speech, in which he characterized the Baloch as an “oppressed nation,” a position 
subsequently echoed by the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

4.	Israeli–Indian coordination against Pakistan: On 312011/3/, in an interview with Israeli 
journalist Dana Weiss, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, referring to Iran and 
Pakistan, stated that “preventing a militant Islamic government from acquiring nuclear 
weapons—or nuclear weapons joining such a government—was the greatest mission, 
referring to Iran and Pakistan.” A key indicator of this alignment is Israel’s provision 
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to India of advanced military technologies during the Indo-Pakistani wars, particularly 
the 1999 Kargil War, including airborne early-warning systems, air-defense systems, 
and other advanced combat capabilities targeting sensitive installations in Pakistan. At 
the same time, cooperation between India’s intelligence agency (RAW) and Mossad 
continues, aimed at containing Pakistan’s regional role.

Fourth: Implications of These Indicators

Pakistan’s defiance of US pressure to block its entry into the nuclear club offers a 
potentially replicable model for other Islamic states, including Iran. In the 1980s and 
1990s, the ‘Abdul Qadeer Khan network covertly transferred sensitive centrifuge 
technology, designs and components to Iran, significantly contributing to its uranium 
enrichment capabilities. The centrifuge designs used at Iran’s Natanz facility closely 
resembled those developed at Pakistan’s Kahuta facility, which in turn were based on 
earlier European designs. However, this cooperation remained limited due to a range of 
constraints, including:24

1.	US political and economic pressure, alongside pressure from the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) on Pakistan.

2.	Pakistani concerns that Iran’s acquisition of nuclear capabilities could further 
destabilize their shared regional environment.

3.	The “relative” influence of sectarian differences between Sunni-majority Pakistan and 
Shi‘ah-majority Iran.

4.	Given Iran’s accession to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), any assistance 
from Pakistan (a non-signatory), particularly in the aftermath of controversies 
surrounding the ‘Abdul Qadeer Khan network, would place Pakistan in a diplomatically 
sensitive position.

Fifth: Application of the Klingberg Model to the Iran–Pakistan–Israel Triangular 
	     Relationship

Based on the background outlined above on 
Iran–Pakistan–Israel relations, seven indicators 
were selected to assess the relationship among the 
three parties (Iran, Pakistan and Israel), drawing 
on the data presented in the preceding pages as 
well as international models for measuring similar 
indicators. A 3-point Likert scale was used to evaluate 
the relationship in both positive and negative terms, 
as shown in the following table:25
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Table 1: A Modified Application of Klingberg’s Triad Method for Measuring 
Interstate Relations

No. Indicator Iran/ Pakistan Pakistan/ Israel Israel/ Iran

1 Similarity in the level of political 
stability among the three states 2 2 2

2 Similarity in the level of democracy 2 0 0

3 Magnitude of economic relations 1 0 0

4 Similarity in socio-cultural relations 2 0 0

5 Convergence in relations with major 
powers 3 1 0

6 Frequency of conflict/ cooperation 1 1 –3

7 Voting alignment in international 
organizations 2 0 0

8 Total 13 4 –1

The table above indicates the following:

1.	Iran, Pakistan and Israel rank relatively close in terms of political stability, placing 
175th, 187th, and 168th, respectively.

2.	Iran and Pakistan also exhibit comparable levels of democracy, ranking 152nd and 
139th, respectively, whereas Israel ranks significantly higher at 30th.

3.	Economic ties among the three countries remain limited or nonexistent. Bilateral trade 
between Iran and Pakistan is modest, at about $3.129 billion, while Iran has no trade 
relations with Israel, and Pakistan’s trade with Israel is unofficial and estimated at only 
about $4.3 million.

4.	Pakistan and Iran share a common Islamic identity but differ sectarianly, with a Sunni 
majority in Pakistan and a Shi‘ah majority in Iran. Both countries, however, differ 
fundamentally from Israel in both national and religious terms.

5.	In their relations with major powers, Pakistan and Iran show a degree of convergence 
in their ties with China and Russia. However, Pakistan’s relationship with the US is 
less adversarial than Iran’s. Israel maintains the strongest relationship with the US, 
while its ties with Russia and China are more variable. Meanwhile, India’s relationship 
with Israel is stronger than its relations with either Iran or Pakistan.

6.	Recurring tensions are most pronounced between Iran and Israel, followed by Pakistan 
and Israel, while Iran–Pakistan tensions remain comparatively limited.

7.	Voting patterns in international organizations reveal a much higher degree of alignment 
between Iran and Pakistan than between either country and Israel.
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The findings indicate that:

1.	Iran–Pakistan relations are positive, with a convergence rate of 61.9%.

2.	Pakistan–Israel relations are negative, with a divergence rate of 80.96%.

3.	Iran–Israel relations are even more negative, with a divergence rate of 90.48%.

4.	Comparative analysis shows that Israel’s relations with the other two states are the 
most adversarial (90.48% with Iran and 80.96% with Pakistan) whereas Iran–Pakistan 
relations appear conducive to greater convergence in opposition to Israeli policies. The 
combined level of opposition to Israel across the two countries stands at 85.72%.

Sixth: Implications of the Triangular Relationship with Major Powers

The US, China and India are the major powers that most significantly shape the 
dynamics of the regional triangle comprising Iran, Pakistan and Israel. This warrants 
examining the future pattern of interactions between these powers and the three states 
through the political distance index, which encompasses indicators such as security 
alliances, economic and trade relations, voting patterns in international organizations 
on initiatives sponsored by major powers, military cooperation, and long-term strategic 
orientations.26

An assessment of Iran’s and Pakistan’s relations with these major powers reveals the 
following:27

1. China: Pakistan’s relationship with China 
is characterized by extensive military and nuclear 
cooperation, in addition to the strategic China–
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which links 
western China to Pakistan’s Gwadar Port through a 
network of roads, railways, ports, energy facilities, 
industrial zones and communication networks. 
The project enhances China’s maritime access 
and influence in the Indian Ocean while providing 
significant economic benefits to western China. The partnership is further strengthened 
by Pakistan’s growing reliance on Chinese military technology to modernize its armed 
forces. Most estimates indicate that about 81% of Pakistan’s arms imports originate from 
China, compared to only a marginal share from the US. As a result, political distance 
between Pakistan and the US has widened, while Pakistan’s alignment with China has 
deepened, a development that offers reassurance to Iran.

This trend is also reflected in growing bilateral trade, which has been estimated 
at $20–23 billion annually since 2020 until 2026, compared to about $6–8 billion in 
Pakistan–US trade.

The Chinese perspective toward Iran, Pakistan and Israel can be outlined as follows:28

a.	 Israel: It is a significant center of technology, innovation and infrastructure for China, 
which remains its second-largest trading partner. Although China has supported the 
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establishment of a Palestinian state at the UN and expressed concern over Israeli 
military operations, economic cooperation continues to be driven by shared pragmatic 
interests. Beijing manages this tension by separating its political positions from its 
trade, technological and investment ties with Israel.

b.	Iran: China serves as Iran’s primary economic lifeline, purchasing an estimated 
80–90% of its oil exports despite Western sanctions. The two countries maintain a 
comprehensive strategic partnership and long-term diplomatic coordination spanning 
more than 25 years in opposition to US influence, with Beijing supporting Iran’s 
accession to BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). China remains 
cautious during regional crises to avoid direct entanglement in Iran’s conflicts, while 
benefiting from discounted energy and investment opportunities. Since 2023, and as a 
result of Western sanctions, particularly those imposed by the US, Iran has reportedly 
sold oil to China at preferential prices, ranging from $5 to $13 below global market 
rates. This differential reflects prevailing international conditions at each stage.

c.	 Pakistan: China and Pakistan describe their relationship as a “comprehensive strategic 
cooperative partnership,” reflecting Pakistan’s central role in the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) through the CPEC. Beijing views Pakistan as a key regional pillar and 
its gateway to the Indian Ocean. Given overlapping security interests that directly 
conflict with those of India and a shared preference for regional stability, China 
prioritizes Pakistan and provides it with extensive military support, while preserving 
its broader relations in the Middle East.

2. India: It expresses strong concern over the 
CPEC, as it passes through disputed Kashmir on the 
one hand and strengthens China’s strategic footprint 
near India on the other. Combined with competition 
between the India–Middle East-Europe Economic 
Corridor (IMEC) and China’s BRI, the region’s 
geostrategic complexity and potential for rivalry 
become evident. This is further underscored by 
tensions in the Strait of Hormuz, whose maritime 
routes are closely linked to the coasts of Pakistan

3. United States: Despite a historically deep 
US–Pakistan relationship dating back to the 1950s, 
including Cold War cooperation, the training 
of Pakistani officers in the US, and extensive 
collaboration during the Soviet presence in 
Afghanistan, ties have periodically deteriorated, 
particularly over Afghanistan and US accusations of 
Pakistani support for Afghan armed groups. At the 
same time, the growing US–Israel–India alignment 
has heightened Pakistani concerns, especially as US military assistance to Pakistan has 
significantly declined.
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Overall, these dynamics indicate that China–Pakistan relations have taken on a strategic 
character, while US–Pakistan relations remain largely “functional.” This shift is viewed 
by Israel as weakening the strategic conditions underpinning efforts to contain Iran.

Conclusion

Prospects for future Pakistan–Iran cooperation are likely to expand over time. This 
trajectory may be reinforced by China’s role in linking both countries through their 
importance to its strategic BRI. At the same time, the deepening India–Israel partnership, 
particularly through IMEC, may further incentivize Pakistan–Iran convergence, especially 
with Chinese backing. Given that Iran and Pakistan are both members of SCO, and in 
light of India’s opposition to Pakistan’s BRICS membership, conditions for closer Iran–
Pakistan alignment are likely to strengthen.

As for the implications of future relations among the three actors for the Palestine 
issue, they can be summarized as follows:

1.	Greater coordination between Iran and Pakistan in mobilizing international support for 
the Palestine issue.

2.	A potential escalation of tensions between Pakistan and Israel over maritime navigation 
in the Gulf region and along Pakistan’s Arabian Sea coast, particularly if Iranian 
influence over the Strait of Hormuz increases.

3.	Iran–Pakistan rapprochement may help mitigate sectarian divisions in the Muslim 
world, thereby strengthening Palestinian resistance.

4.	Israel may express concern over potential future nuclear cooperation between Iran and 
Pakistan, or between Pakistan and Arab states.

5.	Although a direct Pakistan–Israel confrontation is unlikely in the short term due 
to the geographical distance of approximately 2,100 km, the possibility of indirect 
confrontation cannot be ruled out. Regional instability would likely affect key 
Pakistani interests, particularly if conflicts in the Middle East escalate—especially 
those involving Iran—or draw in other regional powers. This partly explains Pakistan’s 
active role in diplomatic mediation aimed at regional stabilization, reflecting its 
awareness of how Middle Eastern developments shape its own security environment, 
given its close defense and strategic ties with Gulf states such as Saudi Arabia. Israeli 
strategists continue to express concern over the possibility, however limited, of a 
broader military alignment among Muslim-majority states. In this context, intelligence 
and cyber domains may emerge as key arenas of Pakistani involvement, particularly if 
tensions intensify. Pakistan is therefore more likely to exert indirect pressure on Israel 
through intelligence monitoring, cyber espionage, and diplomatic engagement rather 
than direct military confrontation, especially if Israel advances proposals associated 
with a “Greater Israel,” increasingly referenced in Israeli political discourse, alongside 
perceptions of its growing feasibility.29
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What is notable in Pakistan–Israel relations is the escalation of hostile rhetoric 
between the two sides, particularly since 2023. This is reflected in the growing number 
of statements by Israeli officials, increased Israeli media coverage of Pakistan in relation 
to Israel, and expanding attention from Israeli research centers to Pakistan-related issues. 
It is also evident in Israel’s heightened focus on the implications of the Pakistan–Saudi 
partnership launched in September 2025.30
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