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Figure: What Is a Proxy War? How Great Powers Fight Indirectly

Powerful states often have deep rivalries yet avoid fighting each other directly — the
risks are simply too great. Instead, they sometimes wage their contests through others:
local actors, smaller states, or armed groups they back. This is the proxy war, a

defining feature of great-power competition.

This explainer covers what proxy wars are, why states fight them, and the serious risks

they carry.
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What a proxy war is

A proxy war is a conflict in which opposing major powers don't fight each other directly
but instead support opposing sides within a smaller conflict. The powers supply
resources — and the actual fighting is done by local forces, smaller states, or armed

groups acting as their ‘proxies’. It's a way of waging a rivalry at arm's length.

How backing works

Rather than sending their own armies, backing powers typically provide weapons,
funding, training, intelligence and diplomatic support to their chosen side. This
assistance can be decisive, shaping who wins or how long a conflict lasts, while allowing

the backers to keep their direct involvement limited and often deniable.

Why states fight this way

The appeal is straightforward: proxy wars let rivals pursue their goals while
avoiding the enormous costs and dangers of fighting each other directly. Direct war
between major powers can be catastrophic, so competing through proxies offers a
lower-risk, lower-cost way to weaken a rival, gain influence, or contest a region without

the full consequences of open war.

The cost to the host country

While the backing powers stay at arm's length, the country where the proxy war is
fought often pays a terrible price. These conflicts can be prolonged and devastating,
because outside support keeps both sides supplied and fighting far longer than they
could alone. Local populations bear the human cost of a struggle that is partly driven by

outsiders' agendas.

The danger of escalation

Proxy wars carry a constant, serious risk: escalation into direct conflict. Because
major powers are deeply invested in opposite sides, an incident, miscalculation, or one
side's collapse can draw the backers in more directly. What began as an indirect contest

can spiral toward the very great-power war the proxy approach was meant to avoid.

Reading proxy conflicts

Understanding the proxy dynamic helps make sense of many conflicts that seem local
but are shaped by outside powers. When you notice major states backing opposing sides
of a smaller war, you're likely looking at a proxy contest — with all its patterns of
prolonged fighting, arm's-length involvement, and escalation risk. It's a recurring

structure in geopolitics worth recognising.

Proxy war vs direct war

A proxy war differs from open conflict in important ways. This contrast clarifies the

concept:



Direct war Proxy war

Who fights The major powers themselves Local or third-party forces

Backers' role Openly at war Support from behind the scenes
Risk to backers Very high, direct Lower, more deniable

Typical tools Own armed forces Arms, funding, training, intelligence

The defining feature is that major powers pursue their rivalry through intermediaries,

keeping their own forces out of direct confrontation.

Why powers use proxies

Fighting through proxies offers backers particular advantages, which is why the tactic

recurs:

e It avoids the enormous risks and costs of direct war between major powers.

It offers a degree of deniability, since involvement is indirect.

It lets a power pursue its interests in a region without full commitment.

It can be scaled up or down more easily than open warfare.

It shifts much of the human cost onto local forces rather than the backer.

The hidden costs of proxy conflicts

Proxy wars can look, from the perspective of the powers that wage them, like a shrewd
way to pursue rivalry while avoiding the catastrophic risk of direct confrontation, but a
fuller view reveals serious costs and dangers that make them far less clean than they
appear, and understanding these is essential to reading such conflicts accurately. For
the populations of the countries where proxy wars are fought, the consequences are
often devastating, as local forces and civilians bear the brunt of violence that is partly
driven by the agendas of distant powers, and such conflicts tend to be prolonged
precisely because outside backing keeps combatants supplied long after they might
otherwise have exhausted themselves. The deniability that makes proxies attractive also
makes these wars harder to resolve, since the true parties to the conflict are not openly
at the negotiating table and may have little incentive to end a struggle that is imposing
costs on their rival at limited cost to themselves. There is also the persistent danger of
escalation: what begins as indirect competition can spiral toward direct confrontation if
a proxy conflict draws its backers in more deeply than intended, or if an incident is
misread. Furthermore, the local forces that powers arm and support have their own
interests, which may diverge from those of their backers, so weapons and influence can
end up serving purposes their providers never wanted, sometimes for years afterward.
Recognising these hidden costs guards against viewing proxy wars as a tidy strategic
tool; they are instead a form of conflict that displaces risk onto others, tends to
entrench and prolong violence, carries a real threat of wider escalation, and often
produces consequences that outlast and exceed the intentions of those who set them in

motion.
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Summary

A proxy war is a conflict where major powers support opposing sides — through
weapons, money, training or intelligence — rather than fighting each other directly. It
lets rivals pursue their aims while avoiding the costs and dangers of direct
confrontation. But proxy wars can be prolonged and devastating for the countries

where they're fought, and they carry a constant risk of escalating into direct conflict.

Key Takeaways

e A proxy war is a conflict fought through intermediaries backed by major powers.
e Support can include weapons, funding, training and intelligence rather than direct

troops.

It lets rivals compete while avoiding the costs and risks of direct war.

¢ Proxy wars are often prolonged and devastating for the host country.

They carry a persistent danger of escalating into direct great-power conflict.
Frequently Asked Questions

How is a proxy war different from a regular war?

In a proxy war, major powers support opposing sides — with weapons, money or
training — rather than fighting each other directly. The actual combat is carried out by

local forces or groups acting on the powers' behalf.

Why do powers fight through proxies instead of directly?

To pursue their goals while avoiding the huge costs and dangers of direct war between
major powers. Proxy wars offer a lower-risk, often deniable way to compete for

influence or weaken a rival.

What's the biggest risk of a proxy war?



Escalation. Because the backing powers are heavily invested in opposite sides, a
miscalculation or crisis can draw them into direct conflict — the very outcome the proxy
approach was meant to avoid.
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