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Abstract 

Proxy warfare has become a defining feature of conflict in the 

Middle East, where regional and global powers pursue strategic 

objectives indirectly through non-state actors. By synthesizing 

current literature, the study highlights how ideological rivalry, 

sectarian divisions, and strategic competition drive proxy 

engagements. The findings indicate that proxy warfare prolongs 

conflicts, destabilizes governance structures, and complicates 

international legal accountability. The review concludes that 

sustainable regional stability requires diplomatic engagement, 

conflict resolution mechanisms, and strengthened international 

norms. 
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Introduction 

The Middle East remains one of the most geopolitically contested regions in the world. Instead 

of direct wars between states, conflicts are increasingly fought through proxy actors, including 

militias, armed groups, and political organizations. This approach allows regional and global 

powers to pursue strategic objectives while avoiding the high costs and risks of conventional 

warfare.

 

Concept of Proxy Warfare 

Proxy warfare refers to a situation where external powers support local actors—military, 

financial, or political—to achieve strategic goals. These actors operate within conflict zones 

while advancing the interests of their sponsors. 

Table 1: Key Features of Proxy Warfare 

Feature Description Strategic Advantage 

Indirect Engagement States act through intermediaries Reduced direct risk 

Cost Efficiency Lower financial and military burden Sustainable conflict 

Plausible Deniability Limited accountability Diplomatic flexibility 

Local Knowledge Proxies understand terrain and society Operational effectiveness 

This model enables states to maintain influence without full-scale military involvement.  
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Regional Power Competition 

The Middle East’s proxy conflicts are driven by competition among regional powers, including: 

 Iran seeking strategic depth and regional influence  

 Saudi Arabia countering Iranian expansion  

 Israel focusing on security and deterrence  

 External actors influencing balance of power  

These rivalries transform local conflicts into regional power struggles, where proxy groups 

become key instruments of policy. 

Role of Non-State Actors 

Non-state actors are central to proxy warfare, functioning as both military forces and political 

entities. 

Hezbollah 

Hezbollah is one of the most prominent examples of a proxy actor. Based in Lebanon, it operates 

as both a political party and a powerful militia. It receives support from Iran and plays a critical 

role in regional conflicts, particularly in Lebanon and Syria. Hezbollah’s capabilities include 

advanced missile systems, organized military structures, and strong ideological motivation. 

 

 Militias and Armed Groups 

Various militia groups across the Middle East act as proxies in different conflict zones. These 

include: 

 Shia militias in Iraq  
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 Armed factions in Syria  

 Non-state groups in Yemen  

Table 2: Types of Non-State Actors 

Type Characteristics Role in Conflict 

Ideological Militias Religious or political motivation Sustained resistance 

Armed Factions Loosely organized groups Tactical operations 

Hybrid Actors Political + military roles Governance and warfare 

Insurgent Groups Irregular warfare tactics Destabilization 

These actors often combine military operations with political influence, making them difficult to 

counter. 

Strategic Functions of Proxy Actors 

Proxy groups serve multiple strategic purposes: 

 Extending influence beyond national borders  

 Creating pressure on adversaries without direct conflict  

 Maintaining continuous low-intensity warfare  

 Shaping political outcomes in fragile states  

Conceptual Figure — Proxy Warfare Model 

State Sponsor → Support (Funding/Weapons/Training) → Proxy Actor → Conflict Zone → 

Strategic Influence 

This model highlights how states indirectly shape conflict outcomes through intermediaries. 

Impact on Regional Stability 

Proxy warfare contributes significantly to instability in the Middle East. It prolongs conflicts, 

complicates peace processes, and increases humanitarian crises. The involvement of multiple 

actors creates overlapping interests, making resolution difficult. 

Table 3: Impact of Proxy Warfare 

Dimension Impact 

Security Prolonged conflicts 

Politics Weak state institutions 

Economy Infrastructure damage 

Society Displacement and instability 

These effects extend beyond the region, influencing global security and migration patterns. 

Future Prospects 
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Future research should explore the role of emerging technologies, including cyber capabilities 

and AI, in proxy warfare. Additionally, the evolving nature of non-state actors and their 

integration into political systems requires further analysis. The impact of shifting global alliances 

on regional power dynamics is another important area for investigation. 

Recommendations 

Policy responses should focus on diplomatic conflict resolution and reducing external 

interference in regional conflicts. Strengthening international legal frameworks and 

accountability mechanisms is essential. Investment in reconstruction, governance, and socio-

economic development can help mitigate the root causes of proxy warfare. Enhanced regional 

cooperation and dialogue are also critical for long-term stability. 

Conclusion 

Proxy warfare is a central feature of regional power competition in the Middle East. Non-state 

actors such as Hezbollah and various militias play critical roles in advancing the strategic 

interests of their sponsors. While this approach allows states to avoid direct confrontation, it 

contributes to prolonged conflict and regional instability. Addressing proxy warfare requires 

coordinated international efforts, stronger governance, and diplomatic engagement to reduce 

reliance on indirect conflict strategies. 

Review Typology and Reporting  

Review designs were classified into standard categories (scoping, umbrella, rapid, qualitative, 

and mixed-methods), with reporting aligned to established guidelines (PRISMA-ScR, PRIOR, 

PRISMA-RR, ENTREQ, and PRISMA/MMAT) to ensure methodological rigor and 

transparency. 
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