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ABSTRACT

The rapid expansion of the proxy wars literature invites an examination of its
advances and developments. This article’s aims are three-fold. First, to assess
proxy war literature with a view to understand how it has progressed knowledge.
Second, to map the field’s effort to cumulate knowledge. Third, to think creatively
about the future directions of this research agenda as it addresses a problem no
longer at the periphery of contemporary security debates. This article proposes a
novel categorization of the evolution of our thinking about proxy wars across

three "generations": founders, framers, and reformers. Following on from this, it
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provides an assessment of the literature’s assumptions in order to show what
remains, or not, under-studied. In doing so, it makes a case for a historiography of

the idea of "proxy war,” and one for embedding strategy in analyses of wars by

proxy.
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Proxy war research has matured over the last decade in recognition of the multiple
problems proxy wars pose to the international system. To paraphrase Christopher
Mitchell’s remark about conflict research in the early 1990s, proxy wars have "arrived"
at the centre of academic and political attention (1994). As | argue in this article, we are
witnessing the "end of the beginning"” of the study of proxy wars. In short, while the
rapid expansion of the literature has covered the ground usually associated with the first
stages of a new research agenda, the debate is now in a position to address more refined
and complex puzzles. This presents a threefold opportunity. First, it is an invitation to
assess proxy war literature with a view to understand how it has progressed knowledge.
Second, it presents an opening to map the field’s effort to cumulate knowledge and see
what still remains under-researched. Third, it is a call to think creatively about the future
directions of this research agenda. In addressing these considerations, this article
presents the first attempt at taking stock of the proxy war debate in order to understand
its past, present, and future. It does so in reference to two key questions.

First, how has proxy war literature evolved? The expansion of the literature
parallels the transformation of contemporary civil wars into multifaceted proxy wars
(Marshall, 2016). More specifically, the growing intellectual interest in proxy wars
coincided with the transformation of the Arab Spring protests into fully-fledged civil
wars, rapidly shaped by local, regional, and international dimensions. No wonder that
"proxy war" has become synonymous with the dynamics of violence in Syria (Grant &
Kaussler, 2020; Hinnebusch & Saouli, 2020; Dukhan 2019; Phillips & Valbjern, 2018;
Hughes, 2014), Libya (Stark, 2020; Harchaoui & Lazib, 2019), and Yemen (Junean
2016). At first glance, the factors accounting for its emergence parallel those accounting
for the “growing business of civil war research” in which the internal dynamics of the
discipline gave voice to the contemporary events (Armitage, 2009, p. 18). Yet, even
when accounting for trends and fashions, a closer inspection reveals multiple barriers of
entry into the debate, across fields and disciplines, each with conceptual, theoretical,
and methodological preferences. As previously remarked, these include Cold War
historiography, covert action and secrecy, and conflict and terrorism research (Rauta,
2018). Moreover, proxy war literature pushed through by ignoring some of this
research, and by being ignored by others in return,! in such a way that it emerged and
evolved in and from relative anarchy with multidisciplinarity disguised as
interdisciplinarity (Barkawi, 2011, p. 707).



In this article, I first propose a novel categorization of the evolution of our
thinking about proxy wars across three "generations™: (1) founders, (2) framers, and (3)
reformers. | argue that each generation produced innovative research and provided
transformative contributions to the wider proxy war debate. Second, the article focuses
on how proxy war literature has cumulated. The starting point is that it has become
common to refer to proxy wars as "under-analyzed" (Mumford, 2013) or "under-
conceptualized” (Tamm, 2014). On the one hand, this contrasts with the exceptional
growth of the literature which has moved from big picture analyses (Groh, 2019;
Borghard, 2014; Mumford, 2013; Hughes 2012), to in-depth case studies of particular
proxy wars, from Cold War staples like Angola and Nicaragua (Hoekstra, 2018, 2019),
to contemporary ones such as Afghanistan (Akbarzadeh & Ibrahimi, 2020), India-
Pakistan (Biberman, 2019), and Iran’s Middle East proxy adventurism (Ahmadian &
Mohseni, 2019; Ostovar, 2018). On the other hand, it ignores the fact that scholars have
come to agree on a set of core features for proxy wars: the role of the proxy as a third
party fighting a war using support provided by a state or a non-state actor; the latter’s
provision of support as an indirect intervention; and an essentially relational interaction
between parties (Groh, 2019, p. 29; Rauta, 2018, p. 457; Sozer, 2016, p. 643; Mumford,
2013, p. 11; Hughes, 2012, p. 11).

To assess the tension between framing the debate as "under-researched” and its
actual advancements, I propose an assessment of the literature’s assumptions. I combine
two methodologies of evaluation of cumulation developed in security and strategic
studies: a corrective assessment of the intellectual scaffolding of the literature’s
claims/counterclaims (Vennesson, 2017), and their reframing as premises for a
reinvigoration of the field of inquiry (Duyvesteyn & Worrall, 2017). | point to two
assumptions needing investigation: (1) the enhancement and expansion of the historical
basis of proxy wars research, and (2) the development of theoretically rich accounts of
the strategic interactions behind proxy relationships. | interrogate these assumptions at
debate level to show how perceived differences are actually the result of their under-
specification (resulting in their answering of the same questions or identifying the same
gaps in our knowledge of proxy wars).

Taken together, the article’s aims contribute to an assessment of the growth of
the proxy war research enterprise, just as we start observing a rise in proxy wars
empirically. Given that they offer “a superficially seductive policy option to any state
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that is (to quote Alexander Pope) ‘[willing] to wound, and yet afraid to strike



(Hughes, 2014, p. 523), it comes as no surprise that proxy war is now seen as “the most
successful kind of political war being waged of our generation” (General Sir Richard
Barrons as cited in Roberts, 2019, p. 11). As proxy wars move beyond being a
buzzword or a shorthand for shadow wars and dirty foreign policies (Brown, 2016), a
more robust future understanding of the phenomenon is warranted, and a useful starting
point is understanding how we have been thinking about it. As such, the article’s
contributions speak to a broad audience of academics, practitioners, and policymakers
concerned with the promises and pitfalls of waging or countering wars by proxy in the
ever expanding spectrum of contemporary war. By doing so, the article echoes recent
cumulative efforts such as the Proxy Wars Initiative, aimed at convening high-level
decision makers and influencers, the private sector, scholars, and practitioners to find
lasting solutions to indirect conflict.?

For proxy wars scholars, an evaluation of the state of the debate will set a much
needed benchmark that helps understand where we are and where we are going by
looking at what has been done. For policymakers, the article serves to bridge the gap
between the growing literature and the policy debate. While this article is not concerned
with informing pro-con analyses on the viability of the proxy policy option and the
suitability of calls to "arm rebels," it contextualizes the rise of contemporary proxy wars
in decades of research findings about the causes and consequences of supporting
proxies. The fact that this article articulates a generational assessment of how we have
been explaining proxy wars is hugely relevant today as recent decisions to support (or
not) rebels have been taken through a distinctive lesson learning lens (Rhodes, 2018, pp.
197-198). Finally, the article speaks to a more general, security-focused audience
because it links the presence and appeal of proxy wars with a demand to engage with
their intricacies in a comprehensive fashion, from their inclusion in the curricula of
professional military education (Jones, 2018) to understanding their contribution to
determining “a realistic conception of the sorts of wars” countries are likely to fight in
the twenty-first century (Strachan, 2020). To this end, the article discusses the two
problems of evolution and cumulation in turn, and concludes with an overview of
argument’s implications. Specifically, the article attempts to look beyond the proxy
wars literature into the broader international security debate by underlining the research
implications of the many links between proxy wars and other forms of conflict, as well

as a wide range of security challenges.



Three generations of proxy war literature

The story of the emergence of proxy wars literature weaves trends, tropes, and tensions
into a complex debate that has long been denied a narrative in the study of international
security, strategic studies, and conflict research. Trends refer to the coming into fashion
of the study of proxy wars just as we observed their rise empirically. Tropes speak to
the conceptual and definitional morass that engulfs emerging research areas. Finally,
tensions translate field fragmentation and its effects, be it a question of plurality of

disciplines, paradigms, theories, or methods.

The story of the evolution of proxy war literature can be told by conceptualizing
it into three "generations™: founders, framers, and reformers (see table 1.1). These
generations take into account research orientation (gaps v puzzles), the stability of the
organizing concept (autonomous v contested), and thematic outlook (general v specific).
This generational assessment breaks down the literature productively with an emphasis
on each generation’s knowledge advancements, as opposed to its shortcomings. More
importantly, the founder-framers-reformers framework maps the evolution of the
literature in reference to the socio-political context against which its object of study
rose. As Crenshaw (2019, p. 707) recently remarked about the evolution of terrorism
scholarship, it is important to recognize the historical context in which questions arise.

Table 1.1 Generations of Proxy War Research

Generations Research Orientation Organizing Concept Thematic Outlook
Gap Puzzle Autonomous Contested General Specific
Founders N N \
Framers N N N
Reformers N N} J J

To this end, the three generations aptly describe the back and forth of the
relatively young proxy war literature. The founders refers to a generation of scholarship
emerging during the Cold War and its immediate aftermath. By talking about this
research, | identify the pioneering work on proxy wars as a point of reference to
theoretical and conceptual accounts emerging in the distinct socio-political context of
the Cold War and its aftermath, to which research today owes, rather paradoxically, its

source of internal disagreements, but also a debt of intellectual gratitude. The framers




contributed to the scholarship emerging in the aftermath of 9/11 and around the time of
the Arab Spring. Not only did they register the absence of a debate on proxy wars, but
they set out the trajectory for their future study in a programmatic shift that drew on
creativity, intuition, and intellectual vigor. Reformers captured the rise of proxy wars as
the Syrian, Yemeni, and Libyan civil wars collapsed under the external pressures of
proxy dynamics. The Russian annexation of Crimea, the ensuing proxy war in the
South-East of Ukraine, and the transformation of the so-called Obama Doctrine into a
set of strategic responses through proxies added empirical weight (Farrow, 2018). These
impressed a demand for taking this form of conflict seriously and providing a set of
immediate answers. In taking up this task, reformers refined the debate and redrew
existing benchmarks in a thoroughly integrative way: Broad causal accounts of interest-
risk-deniability became embedded in relational arguments; concepts were replaced by
conceptual typologies; and case study analyses were mirrored by efforts to see big
picture trends in proxy wars. Each generation’s contributions are discussed next with a

view to see how the debate has advanced.

Founders

Of the many dangerous myths accompanying proxy wars (Beehner, 2015), none have
been more pervasive than the links between the bipolarity of the Cold War and the
balancing role of proxy wars: The term itself now “conjures images of the Cold War”
(Beehner, 2015); memoirs by Cold War warriors describe proxy wars as struggles for
political influence in the Third World as “an area where direct military confrontation —
and the associated risk of global conflagration — could be avoided” (Gates, 1995, p.
533); finally, quantitative data on armed conflict has come to appreciate the Cold War
as a type of global proxy war resulting “in wars on a scale that has not been seen since”

(Melander et al., 2016, p. 734).

| group the proxy war scholarship produced during the Cold War and its
immediate aftermath under the rubric of "founders” and assign to it the rather heavy
status of "canon." I argue that the founders’ scholarship should act as a canon “whose
quality and relevance were thought to be timeless and universally relevant” (Booth,
2019, p. 361), while being open to change and inviting its critical reading “as part of a
conversation” (2019, p. 362). More specifically, the founders’ canon status is introduced

to show that the current debate has not emerged out of a vacuum and that its intellectual



roots are varied and valuable. To this end, this is a macro-category that aggregates
multiple organizing concepts, a focus on gaps in the knowledge on the Cold War, and a
specific theme: its hot wars. When referring to this scholarship, 1 include a wide set of
literatures written about the Cold War competition and intervention, both in general and
with a regional focus. To this end, founders make up a vast literature which took on the
challenge of understanding superpower competition as “proxy wars,” "third world
conflicts,” or "low-intensity conflicts” (Feste, 1992; Ayoob, 1991; David 1991).

These accounts of proxy dynamics contributed significantly to the re-discovery
of the topic two decades later, with most of the debate using as a starting point

Deutsch’s (1964) now famous definition of proxy wars as

an international conflict between two foreign powers, fought out on the soil of a
third country; disguised as conflict over an internal issue of that country; and
using some or all of that country’s manpower, resources, and territory as means

for achieving preponderantly foreign goals and foreign strategies. (p. 102)

Dunér’s (1981) significant work drew on this and provided the definitional structure for
proxy wars as an indirect military intervention in which an external power tried to
influence the outcome of a civil war. This then allowed the founders to expand analyses
of Cold War proxy wars to include a range of actors, breaking away from the supposed
state-centrism behind proxy wars. For example, McCormick (1984) proposed a
repertoire of proxies including terrorist organizations and guerrillas. This explains some
attempts made by the founders to distinguish between “proxy as a classification of
interstate relationships” and proxy wars as modes of strategic maneuvers involving state
and non-state actors (Lamb, 1982, p. 169).

Perhaps the most important contribution of the founders was their discussion of
causal concerns. Here, the literature emphasized interest, power, and control, while
proposing complex relationships of cooperation or collusion (Bar-Siman Tov, 1984,
Towle, 1981; Gross Stein, 1980; Bissell, 1978). Dunér (1981) explains proxy wars as
manifestations of interest and as relationships based on the exercise of power, where the
level of coercion determines the degree to which third parties are allied partners or
proxies. Next to this, Bar-Siman-Tov (1984) introduced risk acceptance/aversion,
arguing that “a war by proxy is by definition one in which the proxy undertakes the

heavier risk” (p. 271). What adds weight to the founders’ contributions is that these



causal accounts are carefully traced across a wide set of strategic contexts, all
acknowledging the strategic interaction of several actors: the patron, the proxy, the
target, and also those intermediary states managing the delivery of support to the proxy.

Taken together, the founders’ pioneering work provides a strong theoretical
legacy which most of the current literature embraced. Moreover, the founders’
relevance is enhanced by the richness gained from in depth analyses of numerous proxy
wars such as Angola, Laos, and Nicaragua, which are still used today as key case
studies used to compare today’s proxy wars in the Middle East and Central or the Horn
of Africa. There is no doubt that the scholarship of the founders speaks to Cold War
anxieties. This might explain, even if only partly, why proxy wars have been so slow at
overcoming reputational losses, with today’s Syrian and Yemeni civil wars being
framed pejoratively as proxy wars. Yet, as will be discussed in the next section, the
founders have undeniably contributed to the more recent the rediscovery of the
phenomenon, pushing and pulling the development of today’s research on proxy wars in
a way only a canon does: consensus and contestation, rejection and reification, loss and

discovery of knowledge.

Framers

A decade into the post-9/11 security environment, concerns over proxy wars had been
muted in international security and strategic studies. Mumford (2013) tapped into this
absence noting the paradox of being historically ubiquitous, yet “chronically under-
analysed” (p. 1). So did Hughes (2012, pp. 2-5) who drew a line connecting Elizabeth |
and her support of Dutch rebels against the Spanish rule to the more recent implications
of Pakistan’s support of Afghan rebels to American counterinsurgency. Innes (2012)
added an astute observation to the mix, namely that discussions of proxy war had
traditionally been “bogged down in conspiracy theories and scandals of one kind or
another, a sorry state that had muddied already murky waters” (p. xix). Against this
background, the debate embarked on a corrective of this state of affairs and did so
focused on knowledge gaps, by employing a contested concept with a heavy history,
and with a thematic outlook focused on big questions: what, why, and how proxy wars
were fought.

The framers employed "proxy" as a determinant of indirect interventionist
behavior in a broad sense. At maximum, framers circumscribed the scope of

sponsorship of armed non-state actors just as this became more visible. Overlapping war



and warfare as well as the dynamics of terrorist and insurgent violence, the adjective
"proxy" came to delineate a category of thought complicated “by the myriad of forms
that proxy intervention can take” (Loveman, 2002, p. 31). As discussion of definitions
already exist in in the literature (Rauta, 2018), two observations are relevant here
because they link to the search for knowledge gaps and the types of questions the
framers asked. First, what might be regarded as conceptual disarray® is the by-product
of the framers rediscovering a concept with slightly compromised analytical capital-due
to the pioneering, yet hugely diverse Cold War literatures of the founders. As a
consequence, "proxy war" was obscured “by the image of major war and the
‘horizontal’ world of sovereign states it presuppose[d]” (Barkawi, 2016, p. 206).
Second, the porous borders of meaning of "proxy war" did bring the advantage of
allowing for questions to be asked with diverse and creative input and for answers to be
presented to a wide range of audiences.

In asking questions about why and how proxy wars were being fought, the
framers drew attention to the topic by establishing a vantage point from which to
analyze a phenomenon policy-makers saw both as a growing problem and an imperfect
solution. Intuition, imagination, speculation, anecdote, and analogy combined with the
founders’ causal language—interest, power, benefit and cost trade-offs—in a scholarship
that emphasized the process of provision of support, much like Byman et al. (2001) had
earlier observed. Causal accounts emphasized strategic rationales (Hughes, 2012, p. 12)
and the iterative processes of providing and monitoring of support (Borghard, 2014),
while the design of theoretical frameworks was decidedly enthusiastic: “[A]ny
theoretical explanation of the phenomenon must reflect such intricacies by broadening
the horizons of our understanding and acknowledging the relevance of certain tenets
from alternative theoretical schools” (Mumford, 2013, p. 31).

Rich accounts of forgotten Cold War proxy wars provided an intellectual back
and forth to the policy debate on the proxy dilemmas facing the Obama administration
in Syria or Libya. In trying to strike a balance between the weight of history and the pull
of current events, the framers registered a clear security concern deserving
understanding and explanation. In a context dominated by the changing character of
war, framers attempted an anticipatory, programmatic effort by linking proxy wars to
the future of war, namely to cyber and hybrid war. Yet, in so doing, the framers
overlooked some of the intricacies of the causal questions they were asking. In focusing

on deniability and avoidance of direct intervention, early proxy war scholarship
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confused rationales and advantages of waging proxy wars, a matter of fact that can be
traced beyond the immediate political context in which it emerged and the usual
anarchy characterizing research areas at their infancy. Rather, it was a manifestation of
the broader intellectual foundations of the field, as exposed by the scholarship of the
founders with its strengths and limitation. However, the framers were followed by a
third generation, reformers, whose work successfully capitalized on the rediscovery of
the analytical appeal of studying "proxy wars,” in an international security context

heavily shaped by indirect interventions.

Reformers

Where the framers found a solid background in the scholarship of the founders, the
reformers looked for potential. As the most recent generation of scholarship, reformers
have refined conceptual, theoretical, and empirical models of proxy wars. They have
confidently integrated the framers’ progress with the founders’ intellectual insights. The
reformers’ scholarship has expanded exponentially across special issues, think tank
reports (Rondeaux & Sterman, 2019), monographs (Groh, 2019; Jones, 2017), and
roundtable discussions (Wirtz et al., 2020). More importantly, it has linked proxy wars
to a wide range of security issues, and provided more robust discussion of some core
problems: provision of support and control of proxies (Moghadam & Wyss, 2020;
Rauta, 2020), and moral/ethical dilemmas of supporting proxies (Pfaff, 2017; Pattison,
2018). No wonder that this expansion had conflict research ask the question of “how
might we incorporate the idea of proxy war in the study of civil war to broaden the

general understanding of how civil wars occur and end?” (de Soysa, 2017).

Conceptually, the reformers found themselves at war with an adjective, given
the rise of external support literature and its rejection of the notion of "proxy war." The
challenge was for “all parties involved will need to get real about what a proxy war is —
and what it isn’t” (Beehner, 2015). With the notion gaining significant policy traction,
reformers saw beyond concepts as nominal problems. The debate evaluated the
theoretical implications of labelling parties in proxy wars (Rauta, 2018), and proceeded
to differentiate between proxies, auxiliaries, and surrogates (Scheipers, 2017). This
typological effort provided greater coherence to the debate since explicit
conceptualization is not merely a means of classification but functioned as a way of

fostering dialogue between the many corners from which proxy wars were studied. The
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attainment of some form of conceptual autonomy provided theoretical benefits since a
specification of what proxy wars were (and what they were not), eliminated some
contradictions and presuppositions.

Among the most significant turns was the development of more complex
explanations. Reformers saw relevance in the notion of "strategy,” specifically, its
ability to translate actor behavior in a dynamic way. The strategic lens does not assume
behavior and choice ex ante, but allows for strategic intent to be constructed through
interactions: with ones’ goals and means, with ones’ targets, with the targets’ goals and
means, as well as with the context and operational environment. As employed by
reformers, strategy emphasized relations between actors, and allowed the correlation
between one’s alternatives and choices with those of other actors. Strategic interaction
explanations brought in a focus on goals, their diversity, as well as their divergence.
Reformers showed how focusing on the sponsor’s initial decision to provide support
does not remove proxy agency, with proxies themselves seeking to shape this from
before the start of the war. Evidence of this was provided by different geo-strategic
contexts, but the most glaring example, came from the Yemeni Houthi rebels, often
portrayed as proxies (Ghaffari, 2019). As their fighting ebbed and flowed, partly to the
tune of Iranian sponsorship, it was remarkable to see the rebels reward their nominal
backer, Hezbollah, raising nearly $300,000 for the Lebanese militants (Porter, 2019).

Moreover, reformers also showed how these goals changed throughout the war,
while tracing the degree to which proxies are active pursuers of external support
employing a range of tools from diplomacy to the strategic signaling of their
ability/willingness to wage war on behalf of other states. Beehner (2015) rightly
remarked that proxies “adjust their messages to align with regional heavyweights,
creating a kind of bidding war among rebel factions.” And this could not be more
evident than in the context of the Syrian civil war. As the Syrian opposition morphed
into a rebellion, one of the earliest outlets, the Syrian National Council, coordinated
politically and diplomatically the efforts of differing dissident factions seeking the
overthrow of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in a concerted effort to assume the
mantle of the "right" rebel group to receive support. These advancements in proxy war
research were testimony to the fact that “both the nature of the relationship between
sponsors and proxies, as well as the causes and consequences of the use of surrogates,
have evolved since the Cold War” (Moghadam & Wyss, 2018, 2020).

12



The scholarship of the framers rediscovered proxy wars as having been around
since time immemorial and advanced its study by registering its absence in the debate at
the time. The third generation, reformers, registered the growing urgency to know more
about proxy wars in light of their current ubiquity. As Marshall (2016) pointed out,
proxy wars extended to bigger question on “state-building, capacity building,
counterinsurgency theory, and development assistance, as well as the relationship
between the study of insurgent/irregular actors and wider international relations theory”
(p. 184). The three generations of proxy war research show how its scholarship has
moved forward rather cumulatively. In as much as it has built and updated previous
findings and frameworks, one aspect still puzzles: its insistence that it remains
understudied. In the second section, | expand on this issue by making the case for re-

evaluating two key assumptions in proxy war research.

Why do we say we know so little about proxy wars, when we know so much?

This section complements the previously discussed generational assessment of proxy
war research by providing an assessment of the literature’s assumptions as an answer to
this question on cumulative growth. The relevance of this should not be understated for,
as Mclntosh (2015) argued, gaps in our understanding "may arise from epistemological
assumptions that inform our work — assumptions that can be interrogated, questioned,
and modified" (p. 486). Specifically, | point to two assumptions needing investigation
which | discuss in turn: (1) the enhancement and expansion of the historical basis of
proxy wars research, and (2) the further development of theoretically rich accounts of
the strategic interactions behind proxy relationships. In short, I discuss the role of both
history and strategy for the future development of proxy war research: A focus on
history follows the generational reconstruction of the debate, and that on strategy speaks

to the already-mentioned turn towards presenting strategically informed analyses of war

by proxy.

History and proxy war research

In a recent article on statecraft and the uses of history, Brands and Inboden (2018)
remarked that history “is a vital safeguard against intellectual laziness and error” (p.

935). As mentioned previously, proxy wars are seen to invite a narrow reading of
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history which locates them at the centre of the Cold War superpower competition next
to arms races and nuclear war. This assumption has encouraged arguments which
reduced the domain of proxy wars to the Cold War by ignoring and dismissing
historical evidence, creating myths, and entrenching poor analogical thinking. By
including the founders as generation of proxy war scholarship in the overall thinking
about the topic, the article partly addressed this issue. In addition, | argue here that the
future progress of proxy war research must overcome what has essentially been a
narrowing of the historical basis in proxy wars research. To do so, | follow Duyvesteyn
and Worrall’s (2017) call for a longue durée perspective in strategic studies.*
Specifically, they point to the need for a long-term perspective including “pre-
nineteenth-century global history, enabling longer-term patterns to come to light in
assisting with the study of today’s challenges” (p. 351). This means that the study of
proxy wars must be placed on a longer timeframe to break the links between proxy wars
and the Cold War.

In short, future research should consider a historiography of the idea of "proxy
war" the likes of which Heuser (2010) provided for "small war," or Scheipers (2015) for
the notion of "unlawful combatant” and "auxiliaries.” A historiography has the capacity
to locate proxy wars as a specific tool of statecraft in a more analytically productive
way. It is a step toward a much needed sociology of knowledge of proxy wars. In fact, a
longue durée perspective invites a re-think beyond the confines of the Cold War to
include the external interventions in the Russian civil war and those surrounding the fall
of the Ottoman Empire to which recent literature has pointed (Oxnevad, 2020; Marshall,
2016). Yet, tracing proxy wars in history is not enough. We should not merely identify
proxy wars as shaping a number of conflicts, such as the Thirty Years” War (1618-
1648), Louis XIV’s North American expansion, or France’s covert involvement in the
American War of Independence (1775-1783). This would only add islands of history
next to our islands of theory.

Rather, we should search for patterns as well as their absence. Patterns show, for
example, the trans-historical character of considerations and constraints over decisions
to go wage war by proxy. United States President Dwight Eisenhower is often quoted
describing proxy wars as “the cheapest insurance in the world” (as cited in Mumford,
2013, p. 34). During the Thirty Years’ War, Cardinal Richelieu fought the Habsburgs by

proxy during the early 1630s precisely because financial obstacles delayed France’s
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entry into the European war. Thus, Richelieu “waged war via a complex constellation of
proxies, while his most able diplomats were dispatched to foment internal divisions
within both Spain and the Holy Roman Empire” (Rehman, 2019). Equally, patterns
provide a window into the complexity of proxy wars, one often reduced to an
interaction between a sponsor, proxy, and target. Again, the Thirty Years’ War provides
a unique picture in which “nearly all the continental powers were drawn into the
struggle, sometimes reluctantly and sometimes enthusiastically, sometimes for religious
reasons and sometimes for geopolitical motives, sometimes in bids for aggrandizements
and sometimes to prevent a feared rival from profiting” (Brands & Edel, 2019, p. 30).
The same complexity engulfed the proxy wars of the 1980s and the 1990s, especially in
Central and the Horn of Africa, while today’s Middle Eastern civil wars have been
qualified as the region’s own Thirty Years’ War (Milton et al., 2018).

Conversely, a historiography of proxy wars helps locate exception and
contingency. The fall of the Ottoman Empire is uniquely relevant here as its last days
saw a campaign to save the empire through proxies and a parallel one of destroying it
through proxy wars: While Sultan Abdul Hamid II’s ultimate goal was to build up
proxies to save the caliphate (Cagaptay, 2014), the Ottoman Empire dissolved as a
result of the British, French, and Russian direct and proxy interventions in its rebellious
frontier in the Balkans and the Middle East (Oxnevad, 2020). This points to the
singularity and context-dependency of the policies of wars by proxy no matter how
much we might try to reduce them to the logic of one enemy’s enemy is one’s friend. It
also highlights the analytical advantage of a historiography of the idea of "proxy war":
The balance between context-dependent and universal claims, or in other words, a
recognition of the potential of “both historical context considered broadly and particular
points in time” (Gray, 2018, p. 108).

This is perhaps even more obvious if we consider Cold War proxy wars
themselves in detail. What is often disregarded as a mechanical infusion of aid to third
parties relevant to onset or termination of war (Kalyvas & Balcells, 2010), is rarely
thought of as a complex policy, with intricate intellectual foundations, shifts, successes,
and failures. In the Cold War context, proxy wars as an idea started out as an outgrowth
of the conservative American political thinking of the 1950s (Scott, 1996), itself a
legacy of the partisan proxy wars waged during World War I1. Not only did Lippmann
introduce Americans to the reality of the Cold War, but his writings prefigured the

United States entrapment in the subsiding and supporting of a network of satellites and
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clients (Burleigh, 2014, pp. 3-4). George Kennan’s containment also favored support for
support for guerrilla and underground movements in Soviet state clients (Burleigh,
2015, p. 54; Andrew, 1996, p. 173), and, thereafter, each presidential administration
"personalized™ proxy war policy either by fully embracing it, or disregarding it entirely.

As such, by the time proxy wars became the backbone of the Reagan doctrine
(Scott, 1996, pp. 14-15), Taylor (1974) had spoken about economic wars by proxy, and
Rostow had linked them to nuclear weapons and arms control (Johnson, 1983).
Throughout the Cold War their very logic and appeal had changed against a wider
background of evolving ideas and strategies in both Moscow and Washington (Halliday,
1990). The foregrounding of the Cold War as a benchmark, therefore marginalized the
long traditions of proxy wars as statecraft. It created a misplaced locus of origin for
proxy wars inhibiting what should have been their periodization on a wider timeframe.
A reappraisal proxy war against a wider historical background has the potential to
minimize myth-making, errors in analogy, and provide insights serving as more than
sources of data. Moving forward, correcting this assumption yields the benefits of
seeing proxy wars as a foreign policy tool, applied in diverse contexts exerting different
pressures, in the attainment of a range of strategic goals, carefully and iteratively
negotiated between sets of actors.

Strategy and proxy war research

Locating the future of proxy war research through the equally contested notion of
"strategy"” might seem at first glance futile. Strachan (2005, p. 34) famously decried the
loss of meaning of “strategy"” and its ever growing banal use. Yet, the basic intellectual
structure of strategy—ends, ways, means, and assumptions (Gray, 2018, p. 5)-serves
because “strategy is ultimately a question of choice” (Payne, 2018, p. 73), and proxy
wars are a set of choices: over whom, by whom, against whom, to what end, to what
advantage to wage indirect war. As discussed above strategy has already been placed at
the centre of emerging theoretical accounts of proxy dynamics (Hughes, 2012). Strategy
and strategic interaction contribute to the elaboration of rich, detailed, and specified
causal stories. In doing so, it helps correct the second assumption concerning the
development of theoretically rich accounts of the strategic interactions behind proxy

relationships.
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The analytical utility of the concept of "proxy war" rests on its unique ability to
capture the granularity of the decision-making processes “in which military power and
other coercive instruments may be used to achieve political ends in the course of a
dynamic interaction of (at least) two competing wills” (Duyvesteyn & Worrall, 2017, p.
347). In presenting an alternative to direct war, proxy wars answer the essential
Clausewitzian problem: “[HJow to make force a rational instrument of policy rather
than mindless murder? How to integrate politics and war?” (Betts, 1997, p. 8). Strategic
interaction is a productive framework allowing policy and scholarly debate to move
forward by shifting the focus on strategic bargaining between actors. Through this, we
can then appreciate the extent to which proxies are invested in warfighting, how other
states might respond to proxy strategic environment, and how to balance escalation with
inaction or retreat.

Strategic interaction permits the specification of some yet to be explored
dynamics in proxy war. On the one hand, we are yet to fully account for why states or
non-state actors wage war through proxies. Recent progress by reformers has refined the
framers’ initial accounts but we have not specified logics of violence in proxy wars
accounting for their variation. For example, Eritrea’s support of the Somali Islamic
Courts in the early 2000s cannot be explained using the same considerations that
informed the Ethiopian government’s on and off support of the Sudan People's
Liberation Army. Even if following the same proxy logic, Eritrea’s proxy war was
aimed at weakening its regional rival, and Ethiopia’s was more complex: it did so not
just to fight the Sudanese Army as a retaliatory measure for Sudan’s support of some
Ethiopian rebels, but also requested that SPLA open new warfronts against the Gaajak
Nuer militias, the Anuak Gambella People’s Liberation Front, and the Oromo
Liberation Front (Doop, 2013). Equally important, we have not taken into account the
diversity and overlap in the strategic goals underpinning wars by proxy. For example, in
March 2019, Rwanda and Uganda traded accusation of supporting each other’s rebels.
Rwandan foreign minister, Richard Sezibera, blamed Uganda of supporting the Rwanda
National Congress (RNC) and Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR)
(Uwiringiyimana, 2019). While part of an on-going economic stand-off between the two
(Beloft, 2019), the countries’ use of proxies against one another is tied to a long history
of regional status competition (Tamm, 2019).

Strategy and strategic interaction provide a theoretical framework to assess

complexity in a way that provides meaning to the sets of political violence meeting on
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the battlespace: of the delegating state or non-state actor, of the proxy, of the
intermediary facilitating the provision of support between sponsor and proxy, as well as
of the target and their sponsors, if any (Rauta, 2020). This is perhaps even more relevant
given that when we identify a proxy war we often identify a complex of inter-locked
proxy wars. The civil war in Angola, for example, was a complex cycle of action,
reaction, and inaction through direct and indirect interventions involving Zaire (DR
Congo), Cuba, China, South Africa, Namibian, and Zimbabwean rebels and only after
the superpowers (Scott, 1996; Hoekstra 2018). Furthermore, the Angolan experience
also shows how the foreign policy option of waging a proxy war sits neatly into a wider
set of economics and diplomatic policies, concurring to wider political goals. It gives a
powerful insight into how external states negotiate the provision of support with parties
and how this is decidedly not a one-time grant of authority of war, but bargained
endlessly, often being rescinded and reinstated much like the Soviets did for the
Communist-inclined People's Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), or the
Americans with the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). A
search for puzzles on past, present, and future proxy wars must, therefore, require
strategic articulation in its effort to build a foundation and practice of knowledge

capable of understanding and explaining a phenomenon that is not going away too soon.

Conclusion

The article took stock of the proxy wars debate at a crucial point in time, in
which proxy dynamics shape neuralgic points of violence from Syria to Central Africa.
The late Colin Gray (2005) cautioned that there is a “perennial temptation to misread
recent and contemporary trends in warfare as signals of some momentous, radical shift”
(p. 15). The story of proxy war has never been about shifts, rather about constancy. The
article serves to anchor a vantage point from which to see how much we know, how
productive research has been, and where it might be going. Conceptualizing the growth
of our knowledge on proxy wars as "generations™ served three goals: First, to give voice
to productivity and not disagreement; second, to place theoretical development in
distinct intellectual traditions; and third, to coordinate scholarly dialogue in a decidedly

reflective manner. This generational assessment shows the back and forth of growing
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and learning across "ages" of study of proxy wars, and invite future progress with
confidence and creativity.

This article traces a debate that is no longer peripheral to international security.
Out of the list of 10 Conflicts to Watch in 2020 presented annually by the International
Crisis Group (Malley, 2019), seven conflicts are shaped by proxy wars in one way or
another: Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Iran-Israel, Libya, Kashmir, Ukraine, and Yemen. If
Libya raises the “spectre of an escalating proxy battle on the Mediterranean” (Malley,
2019), the renewed prospect of ethnic strife in Ethiopia comes only a year after the
momentous awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to its Prime Minister, Abiy Ahmed Ali.
The award was in recognition of Ahmed’s efforts to normalize its relationship with
neighboring Eritrea, ending a decades-long cycle of proxy wars. That Ethiopia faces the
prospects of proxy wars once more is testimony to the enduring appeal of wars on the
cheap, the frailty of agreements designed to end them, and to the challenge they post to
the international system.

This review of the proxy war debate has, therefore, three implications for the
contemporary security debate. Ucko and Marks (2018) argued in these pages that since
9/11 the West has been conceptually “under-equipped to grasp, let alone counter,
violent political challenges” (p. 208). A focus on proxy wars comes some way to
manage, not necessarily rectify, some of this turmoil. Terminology aside, what proxy
wars capture is the increased reliance on alternative modes of coping with violent
security challenges. Evidence for this is not just the ever-expanding list of conflicts
shaped by proxy interventions, but the range of security issues delegated to proxies or
those intersecting with proxy dynamics (Marshall, 2016). Among the many issues, the
fight against the Islamic State is a case in point: Following an established strategic logic
of working with local forces developed in Afghanistan and later Irag, Operation
Inherent Resolve has combined air power with support to local proxies, chiefly of which
the Syrian Democratic Forces, as a counter-force to the Islamic State and its allies.

Second, proxy wars present a useful window into how we think about
contemporary warfare. Not only to they change how we might think about conflict
trends or shape of great power competition (Fazal & Poast, 2019), but their utility is to
discourage attempts at requalifying the contemporary war/warfare spectrum as entirely
"delegated” (Waldman, 2018), or to suggest models that aggregate its complexity under
new labels (see for example "remote warfare™ or "surrogate warfare"). To this end,

proxy war scholarship has sought to explain the extent to which indirect war runs across
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the strategic terrain of other forms of conflict. In doing so, it traced its links to hybrid
(Rauta, 2019) and cyber warfare (Borghard & Lonergan 2016; Maurer, 2016), renewed
great power competition (Lee, 2019), and, finally, new counterinsurgency paradigms the
likes of the "by-with-through” model (Ayton, 2020; Votel & Keravouri, 2018).

Finally, proxy wars invite a reckoning with their policy utility. Groh (2019)
argued recently that they are the least bad option. However, their transformative effects
and consequences on conflict dynamics more broadly—conflict elongation and
termination, civilian abuse, victimization, fatalities—demand a careful calibration of
short and long term gains, as well as costs and benefits. Frequent calls for arming
rebels, indecisive action over supporting or not rebels, and the willingness of regional
and local actors to step in where great powers do not, add weight to the need to
understand and explain proxy wars by locating them in the complexity of policy
decision making processes and of international security debates. These challenges
present, however, further research opportunities which taken together form a robust
research agenda into a security problem that will define contemporary conflict for

decades to come.

Notes

1. The greatest gulf exists between proxy war literature and conflict research
studying external support to rebels in civil war. Not only has the latter minimally
interacted with the former, but it has unjustifiably invalidated the analytical
utility of the notion itself as a relic of the Cold War. In effect, the two have been
speaking past each other, with their respective bibliographies being almost
entirely different (Berman & Lake, 2019; San-Akca 2016; Salehyan et al., 2011,
Salehyan, 2010; Byman et al., 2001).

2. Available at: https://www.pwinitiative.org/

3. For example, where Borghard (2014) uses "proxy alliances,” Cragin proposes
"semi-proxy wars" (2015).

4. A similar point is advanced by Marshall (2016) for the study of proxy wars.
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