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Preface

This book had its origins in a question that once seemed simple but refused to stay that way: why do the most powerful nations on earth so rarely fight each other directly? The twentieth century produced two world wars, but after 1945 the superpowers managed to kill enormous numbers of people in Korea, Vietnam, Angola, Afghanistan, and Central America without ever formally declaring war on each other. The pattern did not end with the Cold War. It deepened, diversified, and spread.

The answer lies in a structure of organized violence that strategists call proxy warfare, a system in which great powers supply, train, fund, and sometimes directly command local combatants who absorb the risk of dying while their patrons manage the risk of escalation from a comfortable distance.

I began researching this subject after spending time studying declassified documents from the National Security Archive in Washington and the Wilson Center Digital Archive. What I found was not the shadowy, impossible-to-verify world that proxy warfare is often portrayed as. It was, in fact, meticulously documented. CIA budgets for Afghan mujahideen were eventually released under the Freedom of Information Act. Soviet arms shipments to Cuba and Vietnam appear in their own declassified military records. American support for the Nicaraguan contras produced a constitutional crisis because Congress felt compelled to investigate it publicly. The paper trail, for those willing to follow it, is long.

This book follows that trail. It is not a work of theory. I am not primarily interested in building elegant models of deterrence or signaling. I am interested in specific decisions made by specific people, the consequences of those decisions for the populations caught between patrons and their proxies, and the patterns that emerge when you lay those cases side by side.

The chapters proceed roughly chronologically but are organized around themes rather than dates. Each case study is grounded in primary sources, declassified government documents, academic research, and where available, the testimony of participants. I have tried to write a book that a general reader can move through without a background in international relations, but that a specialist will find adequately sourced.

A note on terminology: throughout this book, I use the word "patron" to refer to a great power that supports a proxy actor and "client" or "proxy" to refer to the armed faction or state receiving that support. I avoid the word "terrorist" except where specific legal designations or direct quotations require it, not because I am indifferent to the distinction between combatants and civilians, but because the category has been applied so inconsistently by all parties that it carries more political freight than analytical precision.

The people who populate these pages, the Angolans who fought for forty years partly because Washington and Moscow kept the weapons flowing, the Afghans who defeated one empire and then another, the Lebanese civilians caught between Iranian-backed Hezbollah and Israeli military campaigns, the Yemeni children whose hospitals were bombed by Saudi aircraft manufactured in the United States and United Kingdom, deserve to have their stories told accurately. That is what I have tried to do.

This book will not make comfortable reading for anyone committed to a single-nation theory of global responsibility. Every major power examined in these pages has used the lives of poorer people to advance strategic interests that those poorer people had no voice in defining. That is the central, persistent, and morally serious fact at the heart of proxy warfare. It should disturb us. It should also, perhaps, inform the choices we make about the governments we elect and the foreign policies we tolerate.

A word on sources: I have chosen to integrate source citations into the body of the text where the source matters for understanding the argument, and to provide a comprehensive bibliography at the end. Readers who wish to examine specific claims in depth are encouraged to start there.

Several people contributed to the research underlying this book, providing access to archives, suggesting sources, and challenging arguments at various stages. The errors that remain are mine alone.

The title of this book deliberately avoids the phrase "covert warfare." Proxy warfare is not always covert. The Soviet Union's support for North Vietnam was well-known during the war. American arms transfers to the Afghan mujahideen were confirmed by Reagan administration officials in public statements. The Saudi-led coalition's air campaign in Yemen is conducted openly, with press releases from the coalition's military command. What makes these relationships "proxy" relationships is not secrecy but indirection: the patron achieves its strategic goals through someone else's fighting. Whether that arrangement is publicly acknowledged or officially denied matters for diplomatic management but does not change its fundamental character.

The word "patron" also deserves a moment's reflection. In ordinary usage, a patron is a benefactor, someone who supports an artist or institution out of generosity or cultural commitment. In the vocabulary of international relations, the usage is colder. A patron in a proxy relationship is not a benefactor. It is a state that has calculated that supporting an armed group serves its strategic interests. When those interests change, the support changes. The armed group that was a partner becomes an inconvenience or a liability. The weapons that were assistance become a problem to be managed. The relationship is transactional in its foundations, whatever language of solidarity or shared values surrounds it.

This transactional quality is one reason why proxy relationships so frequently end badly for the proxy. The patron's commitment is conditioned on continued strategic utility. When the patron's strategic environment changes, when a new administration takes office, when a negotiated settlement becomes more attractive than continued conflict, when domestic political pressures shift, the patron can withdraw. The proxy cannot withdraw from its own conflict. It is embedded in a society that has been shaped by the war, armed with weapons that have created enemies, and dependent on external support that may no longer be forthcoming. The mismatch between the patron's ability to exit and the proxy's inability to do so is one of the defining structural features of the relationship, and one of its most consistently destructive consequences.


	On Reading About Violence

There is an ethical dimension to writing about violence at a distance from it. The events described in these pages represent real suffering endured by real people. The numbers, half a million dead in Angola, three million in Vietnam, 377,000 in Yemen, are not abstractions. Each represents a human life, a family, a community, a set of possibilities foreclosed. When we read about these numbers in the context of strategic analysis, discussing them in terms of their effect on the balance of power or the course of the Cold War, we are performing a kind of abstraction that is analytically necessary but ethically uncomfortable.

I have tried to keep the human dimension of proxy warfare present throughout this book, to write about populations rather than merely about movements and factions, about displacement and devastation rather than merely about strategic outcomes. Whether I have succeeded is for the reader to judge. What I can say is that the attempt was deliberate. The most important purpose of this book is not to add to the literature on deterrence theory or strategic competition. It is to make visible, to readers who live in the patron states whose decisions fund and supply these conflicts, what those decisions produce in the lives of people they will never meet.

The history of proxy warfare is not a history of monsters. The officials who made the decisions documented in these pages were, for the most part, people of ordinary moral character who believed they were acting in the interests of their countries and, often, of values they genuinely held. That ordinariness is part of what makes the history so troubling. It suggests that the problem is not primarily one of individual moral failure but of systemic failures: failures of accountability, failures of information, failures of political will, and failures of imagination about the consequences of decisions made in comfortable offices far from the people who would live, and die, with those consequences.


	
Introduction: The Art of Fighting Through Others

In October 1962, the world came closer to nuclear war than it has at any point before or since. Soviet missiles were being installed in Cuba. American U-2 reconnaissance flights had photographed the launch sites. President John F. Kennedy's advisers debated military strikes that could have killed Soviet personnel and triggered a response that, by the logic of escalation, might have consumed cities on both continents. The crisis was resolved through a combination of backchannel diplomacy, visible resolve, and mutual recognition that direct confrontation between nuclear-armed states carried risks too large for any strategic interest to justify.

The lesson both superpowers took from October 1962 was not that they needed to stop competing. The lesson was that they needed to compete differently. Within three years, the United States would have 184,000 troops fighting in Vietnam, a country that posed no direct military threat to American territory. The Soviet Union would be supplying North Vietnam with surface-to-air missiles, anti-aircraft guns, and military advisers who helped shoot down American aircraft. Neither superpower was at war with the other. Each was fighting through others.

This is the central paradox of modern geopolitics: the states with the greatest capacity for violence are also the states with the greatest incentive to avoid using that violence directly against one another. Nuclear deterrence creates a ceiling on superpower conflict. Proxy warfare is what fills the space beneath that ceiling.

Consider the arithmetic of the last seventy-five years. The United States and the Soviet Union, and later Russia, never fired a weapon directly at each other. They never bombed each other's cities. Their militaries never engaged in open battle on any front. And yet the competition between them produced some of the deadliest conflicts in human history: the Korean War at roughly 2.5 million dead; Vietnam at somewhere between 1.5 and 3.5 million depending on the boundaries you draw; Angola's civil war at approximately 500,000; the Soviet-Afghan War at a million; the Central American conflicts of the 1980s at tens of thousands more. These were not incidental to the superpower competition. They were its primary expression.


	Defining the Architecture

Political scientists have offered various definitions of proxy warfare, but the most useful for this book comes from the work of Andrew Mumford, who defines it as the indirect engagement in a conflict by third parties wishing to influence its strategic outcome. The key word is "indirect." A proxy relationship exists on a spectrum. At one end, a patron provides weapons and money but otherwise leaves the proxy to fight as it sees fit. At the other end, the patron provides advisers, intelligence, logistics, air support, and operational direction, and the proxy begins to function more like a client military than an independent force.

Most real proxy relationships fall somewhere in the middle, and they shift along the spectrum depending on how the war is going, how much the patron cares about the outcome, and how much domestic political attention the relationship attracts. American support for the South Vietnamese Army began as training and ended with half a million American troops in the country. Soviet support for Afghanistan's communist government began with advisers and ended with the Red Army itself crossing the border. The logic of proxy warfare contains a built-in escalation trap: once a patron is invested enough to care about losing, the temptation to intervene more directly becomes enormous.

The escalation trap is not a design flaw. It is inherent to the structure of indirect conflict. A patron that commits to a proxy relationship has declared, through that commitment, that it cares about the outcome. Once it has cared enough to provide weapons, it has an interest in those weapons being used effectively. Once it cares about effective use, it has an interest in training. Once it has invested in training, it has an interest in operational success. Each step along the chain of involvement creates a constituency within the patron's own government, military, and bureaucracy for the next step. Investment creates stakeholders, and stakeholders create pressure for escalation.


	Why States Choose Proxies

There are at least four distinct reasons why great powers find proxy relationships attractive, and understanding them matters because different motivations produce different relationships and different consequences for the populations involved.

The first is risk reduction. Direct military confrontation between nuclear powers carries existential risks. Proxy warfare allows states to contest territory, ideology, and access without triggering the consequences that direct conflict would entail. This was the explicit logic of the Eisenhower administration's policy of rollback in the early Cold War: the United States was not going to invade the Soviet Union, but it could support partisan forces inside Eastern Europe. The CIA operation that supplied Ukrainian nationalist fighters in the late 1940s and early 1950s was premised on exactly this calculation.

The second is cost reduction. A proxy fights and dies so the patron's soldiers do not have to. This is an advantage not merely in the obvious human sense but in the political sense. Democratic governments face domestic pressures when their own citizens come home in body bags. Proxies absorb those casualties instead, and since they are not citizens of the patron state, their deaths generate far less political consequence in the capital that funded the war.

The third reason is deniability. Proxy warfare allows states to pursue strategic objectives while maintaining enough distance to claim non-involvement if convenient. The fiction of deniability is often transparent, as when the Reagan administration denied knowledge of contra operations that were being run from the basement of the National Security Council, a denial that produced the Iran-Contra affair when the truth emerged. But even transparent deniability serves a function: it gives other states a face-saving reason not to escalate in response.

The fourth reason is local knowledge. A patron may have strategic interests in a region without having the cultural, linguistic, or political knowledge needed to pursue them effectively. A proxy with local roots can navigate that environment in ways a foreign military cannot. This was part of the logic behind American reliance on local forces in Vietnam, Afghanistan
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