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Abstract
Introduction

With the end of the Mao era and the beginning of Deng Xiaoping’s reforms,
China gradually expanded its economic presence in West Asia. Through the
strategy of “hiding capabilities and biding time”, Deng sought to lay the
foundations for China’s long-term influence without becoming entangled in
political tensions. This trajectory continued under Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao
and eventually, during the Xi Jinping era, contributed to the emergence of a
strategy of “strategic balancing”. Within this framework, China faces a
complex situation in the Tehran—Beijing—Tel Aviv triangle. On the one hand,
its strategic relations with Iran in the fields of energy and certain forms of
military cooperation have continued; on the other hand, its technological and
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economic cooperation with Israel has also persisted. However, Operation al-
Agsa Storm and the subsequent 12-day war between Iran and Israel in June
2025 placed this balance under pressure and raised a question in Israel as to
whether China still adheres to the model of strategic balancing or is
redefining Iran as a strategic partner in its competition with the United
States. Accordingly, the central question is whether, in light of recent
developments, China has altered its traditional strategy of strategic
balancing, or whether it remains within its previous framework and has
merely undertaken a tactical readjustment of its behaviour.The authors’
hypothesis is that, in the triangular relationship between China, Israel, and
Iran, Beijing’s previous strategic pattern of ‘“cooperation—conflict” has
shifted after the October war towards a pattern of “conflict-relative
conflict”. Despite certain costs, this shift has created favourable
opportunities for China to increase its synergy with Iran and the Arab world
as major sources of energy.

Method

This study uses game theory, the Prisoner’s Dilemma model, and Gambit
software to analyse the mechanisms of conflict and cooperation among
actors under conditions of uncertainty. By scoring the data and calculating
Nash equilibria, both pure and mixed, strategic scenarios are simulated in
order to explain the consequences of decisions and the prevailing
behavioural patterns with greater precision.

Findings

Relations between China and Israel have historically rested on several
fundamental pillars, understanding which is essential for grasping the current
dynamics between these two actors. The first pillar concerns the historical
ties between Jewish communities and Chinese society. The second relates to
bilateral cooperation in advanced technologies and modernisation. China’s
perception of its historical vulnerability, together with its pursuit of a
strategy of survival and development under the “Made in China 2025”
initiative, pushed Beijing towards using Israel’s capacities in research and
development and advanced technologies. This vital need prepared the
ground for the third pillar: the expansion of bilateral investment. The entry
of major Chinese companies into large-scale infrastructure projects,
alongside investment in the agricultural and start-up sectors, reflects this
connection. In continuation of this economic convergence, the fourth pillar
took shape through a significant increase in scientific and academic
cooperation, with the establishment of joint university campuses in China
and the creation of bilateral research funds among its important
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achievements. However, Beijing’s broader strategy in the Middle East also
includes other dimensions that reproduce its diplomacy in the form of a
“cooperation—conflict” policy. The fifth pillar of these relations is defined in
the shadow of China’s strategic cooperation with Iran. Finally, the sixth
pillar concerns the idea of supporting Palestine within the broader narrative
of the “Global South”. Public opinion data in the Arab world indicate that
this approach has enhanced China’s standing and paved the way for deeper
financial and energy relations with Arab states, enabling China to preserve
its technological ties with Israel while expanding its geopolitical influence
vis-a-vis the West.

Conclusion

After the events of 7 October, Israel’s perception of Beijing’s neutrality was
undermined, and despite China’s diplomatic efforts to preserve economic
relations, relations between the two sides began to cool. Analysis based on
game theory shows that although the “cooperation—cooperation” scenario is
the most desirable outcome for both sides, Israel’s structural dependence on
the United States and the shifting regional balance of power have compelled
China to revise its previous strategy. Consequently, by prioritising its
geoeconomic and strategic interests, Beijing has moved towards
strengthening and consolidating its relations with Iran, a development that is
pushing China—Israel relations towards a “conflict—conflict” situation.

Keywords: Israel, Cooperation and Conflict, Game Theory, China, Iran.
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Table 1. Revenue from Iran's crude oil and condensate exports and sales

nominal billion dollars
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Table 2. Crude oil and condensate exports from Iran, 2018-2024

thousand barrels per day

Data source 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Vortexa Estimate 2,014 704 370 846 992 1,327 1,483
Source: Vortexa Analytics tanker tracker (accessed March 2025).

(U.S. Energy Information Administration, Report on Iranian petroleum
and petroleum products exports, 2025: 2-3 )
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