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  Preface



This book began with a question I could not answer. I was lecturing on the Cuban Missile Crisis to a university seminar in 2019 when a student asked, with genuine confusion in her voice, “But if the superpowers never fought each other directly, why do we call it a war?” The answer I gave at the time something about proxy conflicts and ideological competition felt inadequate even as I spoke it. That inadequacy haunted me because it revealed a fundamental gap in how we discuss the Cold War: we focus on the confrontations that almost happened, the crises that nearly became catastrophes, while largely ignoring the millions who died in the wars that did happen, fought by others, for reasons they often did not understand.




The conventional Cold War narrative emphasizes Berlin, Cuba, and the fall of the wall. These were certainly important moments, but they were not where the dying occurred. The Cold War killed primarily in Vietnam and Afghanistan, in Angola and Mozambique, in El Salvador and Guatemala, in places that appear in history textbooks as footnotes to the “real” story of superpower confrontation. This book attempts to correct that imbalance by placing the proxy wars at the center of the narrative where they belong, because these conflicts were not peripheral to the Cold War they were its primary expression, the way the “cold” war was actually fought, and the source of most of its human costs.




Writing this history required grappling with uncomfortable questions about how we remember wars and who counts as their victims. The 58,000 Americans who died in Vietnam are memorialized on a black granite wall in Washington, D.C. that lists every name. There is no equivalent memorial for the three million Vietnamese who died, no wall with their names, no national day of remembrance. This asymmetry in how we mourn reflects broader patterns in how we remember the Cold War as a competition between superpowers rather than as a series of catastrophes for the peoples who became their battlegrounds.




I have tried to tell this story in a way that honors the complexity without losing sight of the human costs. The Cold War was not simply evil empires against freedom fighters, nor was it amoral power politics devoid of ideological content. It was both and neither a competition driven by genuine ideological commitments and cynical strategic calculations, by legitimate security concerns and paranoid threat inflation, by moral courage and profound moral corruption. Understanding this complexity is essential, but it cannot become an excuse for relativism that treats all sides as equally culpable when the casualties were overwhelmingly borne by populations who had no say in whether their countries became Cold War battlegrounds.




This book is written for general readers rather than specialists, though I hope scholars will find value in the connections drawn between conflicts usually treated separately. I have tried to make the prose accessible without sacrificing analytical rigor, to tell compelling stories while maintaining historical accuracy, and to convey the scope and significance of the Cold War’s global proxy conflicts without losing individuals in statistical abstractions. The endnotes and bibliography provide detailed sourcing for those who wish to explore specific topics more deeply, but the main text is designed to be read straight through as a single narrative.




Many people contributed to this project. I owe particular debts to colleagues who read draft chapters and provided invaluable feedback, to archivists who helped locate documents, to translators who made foreign language sources accessible, and to interview subjects who shared their experiences. Their contributions improved the manuscript substantially, though remaining errors are my responsibility alone. I am grateful to my editor for believing in this project and for pushing me to make the argument sharper and the prose clearer. Most of all, I thank my family for tolerating the years when the Cold War colonized our conversations and when draft chapters covered every available surface.




This book is dedicated to those who paid the Cold War’s highest costs: the proxy soldiers who died fighting for causes that were not their own, the civilians who were killed in wars they did not choose, the refugees who lost homes and homelands, and the generations who grew up in societies traumatized by decades of conflict. Their suffering cannot be undone, but it can be remembered, and in remembering we may learn to do better.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




The Village That Disappeared

The village was called Djakovica, though the name matters less than what happened there, because what happened in Djakovica happened in thousands of villages across the Cold War’s battlegrounds. It was a small place in northern Angola, perhaps two hundred people living in mud-brick houses with corrugated metal roofs, surrounded by fields where manioc and maize grew in the red soil. The villagers were farmers who had lived there for generations, speaking Umbundu and maintaining customs that stretched back before Portuguese colonization. They had little interest in Marxism or capitalism, in Cuba or South Africa, in the ideological disputes that meant so much to people in distant capitals but meant nothing to them.




The war came to Djakovica in 1984. First came the MPLA government soldiers, demanding food and warning that the village was in a combat zone and that anyone helping UNITA rebels would be punished. Then came the UNITA fighters, demanding food and warning that anyone helping the communist government would be punished. The villagers gave food to both sides because refusing either meant death. They tried to maintain neutrality in a war where neutrality was impossible, where geography made them strategically located along supply routes that both sides needed, where their fields provided food that hungry soldiers would take regardless of political allegiance.




The massacre occurred on a Tuesday in March, though the exact date is uncertain because no official records documented it. South African forces supporting UNITA attacked a FAPLA unit supported by Cuban advisors near the village. The battle lasted several hours and produced no clear victor, but in its aftermath, someone decided or perhaps multiple people decided independently that the village had supported the other side. UNITA soldiers accused villagers of providing information to government forces. Government soldiers accused villagers of harboring UNITA guerrillas. What happened next followed a pattern repeated across Angola’s civil war: systematic killing designed to terrorize populations into choosing sides.




The men were separated from women and children and shot. Some women were raped before being killed. Children young enough to be considered non-threatening were spared, though several were killed anyway, perhaps accidentally in the chaos or perhaps because soldiers had learned that leaving survivors meant witnesses. The buildings were burned, the fields were salted, and the survivors perhaps forty people fled into the bush carrying whatever they could grab. The village ceased to exist. The land where it had stood reverted to scrubland, marked only by foundation stones and burnt timbers that weathered away over subsequent decades.




No one in Washington or Moscow knew about Djakovica. No intelligence reports mentioned its destruction. No newspapers carried stories about the massacre. The village’s disappearance did not affect the strategic balance in Angola’s civil war or change any superpower calculations about how much support to provide to proxies. The dead were not counted in casualty statistics because no one counted them. The refugees were not tracked because they merged into the millions of Angolans displaced by war. The village’s destruction was insignificant in strategic terms, irrelevant to the grand narratives of Cold War competition, beneath the notice of historians chronicling the era’s major events.




But Djakovica mattered to the people who had lived there, to the men who were shot, to the women who were raped and killed, to the children who survived and who carried trauma into adulthood, to the community that was destroyed and could never be recreated. Their suffering was as real as that of people killed in famous battles or cities destroyed in well-documented campaigns. Their deaths counted, even if no one counted them. Their village mattered, even if the world never knew its name.




Multiply Djakovica by thousands villages destroyed in Vietnam and Laos, in Mozambique and Afghanistan, in El Salvador and Cambodia and Nicaragua and you begin to comprehend the Cold War’s true human costs. The conflicts that appeared in history books as small paragraphs, the wars described as “limited” because superpowers did not fight directly, the proxy battles treated as sideshows to the main event of superpower confrontation these conflicts were where the dying happened, where the Cold War was hot, where the grand strategies conceived in Moscow and Washington were implemented through bullets and bombs and burned villages.




This book tells the story of those conflicts, of the proxy wars where the Cold War was actually fought, of the peoples who paid its costs, and of how the competition between superpowers shaped and destroyed lives across the globe. It is the story of a war that was called “cold” because the superpowers avoided fighting each other directly, but which was hot and deadly for everyone else. It is the story of Djakovica and thousands of villages like it, places that disappeared from the earth but whose destruction deserves to be remembered.








  
  
  Introduction

  
  




The War That Never Was

On the morning of November 9, 1989, when the Berlin Wall fell and crowds of East Germans poured through checkpoints into West Berlin, the television cameras captured images that seemed to announce the end of history itself. Young people danced on the wall, strangers embraced, champagne bottles were opened, and the Iron Curtain that had divided Europe for forty-four years appeared to dissolve in an outpouring of jubilation. The Cold War, that long twilight struggle between democracy and communism, between capitalism and state socialism, between the United States and the Soviet Union, had ended without the nuclear Armageddon that many had feared was inevitable. The forces of freedom had prevailed. The world could finally relax.




The celebrations in Berlin were genuine and deserved. The wall’s fall represented liberation for millions who had lived under communist oppression, reunion for families separated by ideology and barbed wire, and vindication for those who had maintained faith that totalitarianism would eventually crumble under its own contradictions. But the celebrations also obscured a grimmer reality: the Cold War that ended peacefully in Europe had never been peaceful for most of the world. While Berlin remained frozen in tense stalemate, the Cold War burned hot in Vietnam and Afghanistan, in Angola and Nicaragua, in Cambodia and El Salvador, in dozens of countries that became battlegrounds for superpower competition fought through proxy forces.




The “war that never was” the direct military confrontation between the United States and Soviet Union that both sides prepared for but that never occurred was actually fought continuously for forty-five years through others, in other places, with consequences that were no less real for being geographically and politically distant from Washington and Moscow. The Cold War killed millions, displaced tens of millions more, destroyed economies and environments, traumatized societies, and created legacies that persist into the twenty-first century. It was called “cold” because the superpowers avoided fighting each other directly, but this was a technicality that mattered little to the Vietnamese farmer whose village was bombed, the Afghan mujahideen fighting Soviet helicopters, the Nicaraguan teenager conscripted to fight Contras, or the Angolan refugee fleeing civil war funded by external powers.



Defining the Cold War: Ideology as Weaponry

The Cold War was fundamentally an ideological competition between two visions of how human societies should organize themselves, how economic production and distribution should occur, how political power should be exercised and legitimated, and what ultimate trajectory human history would follow. The United States championed liberal democracy, market capitalism, and individual freedom, claiming to represent an international order based on rule of law, human rights, and self-determination. The Soviet Union championed communism, central planning, and collective organization, claiming to represent humanity’s inevitable evolution toward a classless society free from exploitation.




These ideological visions were not merely abstract philosophical positions but were embedded in material interests, power structures, and institutional frameworks that gave each side genuine stakes in the competition’s outcome. American prosperity depended on access to global markets and resources that required maintaining an international order favorable to capitalist commerce. Soviet security required friendly governments on its borders and ideological allies that validated the Soviet model and prevented encirclement by hostile capitalist powers. The ideological competition was thus inseparable from more traditional geopolitical competition for influence, resources, and strategic position.




But ideology mattered in ways that distinguished the Cold War from previous great power competitions. Both sides genuinely believed in the universality and superiority of their systems and saw the competition as ultimately about which vision would shape humanity’s future. This made compromise difficult because accommodating the adversary seemed to betray fundamental principles rather than merely adjusting to changed circumstances. It also meant that every country’s political and economic system was potentially at stake in the competition, making the Cold War genuinely global in a way that previous European great power competitions had not been.




The ideological dimension gave the Cold War its particular intensity and its tendency to interpret every local conflict through the lens of global competition. A civil war in a small Central American country or a coup in an African nation became significant not because of local consequences but because they might affect the global balance between capitalism and communism. The domino theory that imagined cascading communist victories if any country fell epitomized this globalization of conflict where every local struggle became a front in the worldwide ideological war.



Why “Cold”? The Nuclear Shadow and the Impossibility of Direct Conflict

The Cold War remained “cold” between superpowers primarily because nuclear weapons made direct military confrontation potentially civilization-ending and therefore unthinkable except as last resort. The atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 demonstrated that single weapons could destroy entire cities, killing hundreds of thousands and creating destruction on a scale previously unimaginable. As both superpowers developed nuclear arsenals numbering first in hundreds, then thousands, and eventually tens of thousands of warheads, each with destructive power far exceeding the Hiroshima bomb, the potential costs of superpower war became so catastrophic that avoiding direct conflict became paramount.




The logic of nuclear deterrence was paradoxical and bizarre: security derived from the capacity to inflict unacceptable damage on an adversary even after absorbing a surprise attack, creating mutual vulnerability where neither side could win a nuclear war but both needed to maintain capabilities and willingness to fight one to prevent being coerced. The delicate balance required constant attention to relative capabilities, to technologies that might provide advantages or create vulnerabilities, and to credible commitment to use weapons that actually using would be catastrophic.




The nuclear shadow shaped every Cold War crisis and constrained every confrontation. When American and Soviet tanks faced each other at Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin in 1961, when Soviet missiles were discovered in Cuba in 1962, when wars in Korea and Vietnam threatened to escalate, the possibility that confrontation might lead to nuclear exchange hung over deliberations and shaped decisions. The superpowers developed elaborate theories about escalation, limited war, and crisis management specifically to compete without triggering nuclear war, demonstrating that the weapons’ existence fundamentally altered how great powers could interact.




But the nuclear constraint that prevented direct superpower war created pressures that channeled competition into proxy conflicts where escalation to nuclear war seemed less likely. If the United States and Soviet Union could not fight each other directly without risking mutual annihilation, they could fight through proxies in peripheral regions where nuclear escalation seemed less probable. The proxy wars became safety valves for superpower competition, allowing continued ideological and geopolitical struggle while managing the nuclear risks that made direct confrontation impossible.



Thesis: The Cold War Wasn’t One War But Dozens-Fought Through Others, in the Shadows, Across Continents

This book argues that understanding the Cold War requires reorienting our perspective from the superpower confrontation that didn’t happen to the dozens of proxy wars that did happen, from the crisis moments in Berlin and Cuba to the grinding conflicts in Vietnam and Afghanistan, from the diplomatic history of summits and treaties to the experiences of peoples who became battlegrounds for competitions they had not chosen. The Cold War was not primarily about what occurred in Moscow, Washington, and European capitals, though events there mattered. It was about what happened in rice paddies and mountain valleys, in jungle villages and desert towns, in countries whose names many Americans and Soviets could not locate on maps but whose control seemed vital to the global ideological struggle.




The proxy wars were where Cold War strategy was implemented, where ideological competition became concrete, where the costs of superpower confrontation were actually paid. Understanding why the Cold War followed the trajectory it did why it persisted for forty-five years, why it ended when and how it did, what it cost and what it achieved requires understanding the proxy wars that were its primary expression. The nuclear arsenals and European standoff mattered, but they were stalemate. The actual fighting, the actual evolution of the competition, occurred in the developing world where both sides sought to expand influence, support allies, and prevent adversary gains.




Each proxy conflict had its own local dynamics, its own historical roots, its own cast of characters pursuing their own interests that were never identical to their superpower patrons’ objectives. But these local conflicts were transformed by Cold War competition through the weapons and money that flooded in from external powers, through the framing of local struggles in Cold War ideological terms, and through the ways that local actors learned to manipulate superpower competition to extract support for their own purposes. The interaction between local dynamics and global competition created conflicts that were simultaneously civil wars and international proxy wars, genuinely rooted in local conditions and yet fundamentally shaped by external intervention.




The book traces these patterns across multiple theaters Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East demonstrating both the common dynamics that characterized Cold War proxy warfare and the specific conditions in each region that shaped how conflicts unfolded. The patterns reveal calculated strategies that both superpowers employed repeatedly: providing weapons and economic support to proxies, conducting covert operations to influence political outcomes, supporting authoritarian governments that aligned with superpower interests, using propaganda and cultural programs to win hearts and minds, and always calibrating interventions to achieve objectives while managing escalation risks.



The Human Cost of “Cold” Warfare

The Cold War that was “cold” for Americans and Soviets who avoided direct combat was hot and deadly for millions of others who fought and died in proxy conflicts that served superpower interests rather than their own. The book’s central preoccupation is with these human costs, with the people whose suffering is too often treated as footnote to the “real” story of superpower diplomacy and nuclear strategy. The farmers whose villages were destroyed, the refugees who lost homes and homelands, the children who grew up in war zones, the proxy soldiers who fought for causes they often did not understand—these were the Cold War’s primary victims, and their experiences must be central to any honest accounting of what the Cold War was and what it cost.




Approximately five to six million people were killed directly in Cold War proxy conflicts, with millions more dying from war-related causes including disease, starvation, and social collapse. Tens of millions were displaced as refugees, creating diaspora communities that persist into the present. Entire countries were devastated by decades of conflict that destroyed infrastructure, disrupted economic development, and traumatized populations. The environmental damage from chemical weapons, radioactive contamination, and conventional warfare created health crises that persisted for generations. The authoritarian governments that superpowers installed or supported continued oppressing populations long after Cold War justifications disappeared.




These costs must be weighed against what the Cold War achieved: the preservation of freedom in Western democracies, the eventual collapse of Soviet totalitarianism, and the avoidance of World War III. The question of whether the proxy wars’ costs were justified by these outcomes has no objective answer, but it must be asked. Were the millions who died in Vietnam, Afghanistan, Angola, and elsewhere acceptable prices for containing communism? Could the same outcomes have been achieved at lower human costs through different strategies? Did American support for brutal dictators and Soviet support for oppressive regimes corrupt the values both sides claimed to represent?




The book does not offer simple answers to these questions because none exist. But it insists that the questions must be confronted rather than evaded through celebratory narratives about freedom’s triumph that ignore the millions who paid for that triumph with their lives, or through cynical realist accounts that treat human suffering as irrelevant to strategic calculations. The Cold War’s legacy includes both genuine achievements and profound moral failures, and understanding it requires grappling with that complexity honestly.




The following chapters trace the Cold War from its origins in the great power competitions that preceded it, through the proxy wars that defined it, to its end and the legacies that persist into the twenty-first century. The story begins with the template for proxy warfare established during the nineteenth-century Great Game between British and Russian empires, continues through the division of Europe after World War II, and then examines the proxy conflicts in Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East where the Cold War was actually fought. The final chapters analyze the Cold War’s end and the persistence of its patterns in contemporary conflicts, arguing that the Cold War’s ghosts continue haunting the present in ways we must understand to avoid repeating its worst mistakes.




This is the story of the Cold War as it was experienced by those who fought it, suffered through it, and died in it not as abstract superpower competition but as concrete conflicts that destroyed lives and societies across the globe. It is a story that must be told if we are to understand what the Cold War really was: not the war that never happened between superpowers, but the dozens of wars that did happen everywhere else.








  
  
  1: Echoes of Empire The Great Game’s Genetic Code

  
  




The snow had barely melted from the Hindu Kush passes when the first British agent arrived in Kabul in 1809, carrying gold sovereigns and promises of friendship. His mission was simple in concept, nearly impossible in execution: prevent the Russian Empire from using Afghanistan as a stepping stone to India, the jewel in Britain’s imperial crown. This diplomatic overture, arriving in the court of Shah Shuja Durrani amid the intrigue and violence of Afghan politics, marked the opening gambit in what would become known as the Great Game, a century-long shadow war between empires that established the template for everything that would follow.




The term itself, coined by British intelligence officer Arthur Conolly and popularized by Rudyard Kipling in his novel Kim, captures something essential about how great powers conceived of their competition in the nineteenth century. It was indeed a game, played with human pieces across a board that stretched from the Balkans to the Himalayas, where the rules were unwritten but understood, where victories were measured in influence rather than territory, and where the players never quite met in open battle despite decades of maneuvering. The Cold War would later adopt this playbook wholesale, adapting Victorian imperial competition for the nuclear age, but the fundamental dynamics remained unchanged: two rival systems, each convinced of its own righteousness and the other’s menace, fighting for supremacy everywhere except where they might actually destroy each other.




To understand why the United States and Soviet Union fought their wars through Korean peasants and Vietnamese villagers, through Afghan mujahideen and Nicaraguan contras, through Cuban soldiers in Angola and Chilean generals in Santiago, we must first understand how the British and Russian empires established the grammar of proxy conflict. The Great Game was the Cold War’s genetic code, passing down through generations the logic of confrontation by surrogate, the art of turning other people’s struggles into chapters of your own story, the conviction that every remote mountain valley or desert trading post represented a domino that might trigger catastrophic collapse if allowed to fall into the wrong hands.



The Clash of Empires and Ideas

The British Empire of the early nineteenth century stood at its zenith, master of the seas and possessed of an industrial revolution that transformed wealth and power at a scale unprecedented in human history. India provided the foundation for this global dominance, a subcontinent of three hundred million people whose resources, taxes, and markets fueled British prosperity and whose soldiers, the sepoys, enforced British will from Burma to Egypt. The distance between London and Delhi measured more than four thousand miles, but every mile mattered. The overland routes through Persia and Afghanistan, the maritime passages around the Cape of Good Hope or through the not-yet-constructed Suez Canal, the stability of the Ottoman Empire as a buffer state—all these geographic and political factors consumed British strategic thinking because India was not merely valuable but essential. Without India, Britain was just another European power. With India, it was a global hegemon.




The Russian Empire expanded in the opposite direction but with equally relentless momentum, driven by different but parallel imperatives. For three centuries, Russia had pushed outward from its Muscovite core, swallowing Siberia, conquering the Caucasus, subduing Central Asia’s khanates and emirates in a process that bore unsettling similarities to America’s westward expansion happening simultaneously across the Atlantic. By the 1830s, Russian forces had defeated Persia twice and absorbed much of the Caucasus, leaving the Caspian Sea as a Russian lake. The conquest of Central Asia continued through mid-century, with Tashkent falling in 1865, Samarkand in 1868, and Khiva in 1873. The great Silk Road cities that once defined the boundary between civilization and barbarism now answered to St. Petersburg.




British observers watched this expansion with mounting alarm, projecting Russian advances on maps and calculating when Cossack cavalry might appear on the northwestern frontier of India. The mathematics of empire suggested an inevitable collision. Russia advanced roughly fifty miles per year through Central Asia, the British calculated, a pace that would bring Russian and British spheres of influence into direct contact within decades. More troubling than the territorial expansion was the ideological dimension that accompanied it. Russia promoted itself as the protector of Orthodox Christianity and Slavic peoples throughout the Ottoman and Austrian empires, offering an alternative vision of political organization to the liberal capitalism and Protestant values Britain championed. Here was not merely a territorial dispute but a fundamental disagreement about how societies should organize themselves, what values should govern human affairs, how power should be exercised and legitimated.




This ideological component distinguished the Great Game from mere territorial acquisition and prefigured the Cold War’s essential character. The competition was never simply about whether a particular piece of territory flew a British or Russian flag. It was about which system, which vision of modernity, which path to the future would prevail. When Russian diplomats arrived in Kabul or Tehran or Bukhara, they brought not just trade agreements and military assistance but an entire worldview that challenged British assumptions about markets, governance, and progress. When British agents countered with their own missions, they too offered more than gold and guns. They presented the liberal order, the rule of law, the promise of development through commerce and constitutional government, all the ideals that British imperialism claimed to embody even as it ruled subject peoples with spectacular brutality.



Afghanistan: The First Proxy Battlefield

If the Great Game needed a physical location to serve as its primary board, geography and history conspired to make Afghanistan the inevitable choice. Positioned between expanding empires, defended by some of the most forbidding terrain on Earth, inhabited by fiercely independent peoples organized in tribal and clan structures that resisted external authority, Afghanistan represented everything that made proxy warfare necessary. Direct invasion was possible but catastrophically expensive. Permanent occupation appeared impossible. Yet allowing the territory to fall under a rival’s influence seemed equally unacceptable. The solution, for both British and Russians, was to fight through proxies, backing favored factions, installing and deposing rulers, pouring in money and weapons while keeping their own forces safely distant.




The First Anglo-Afghan War, launched by Britain in 1839, established patterns that would repeat through the Soviet invasion of 1979 and the American intervention after 2001. British leaders, convinced that Afghanistan’s Amir Dost Mohammed Khan was too friendly with Russian representatives, decided to replace him with the former ruler Shah Shuja, who had been living in exile under British protection. An army of British and Indian troops, numbering some sixteen thousand soldiers plus thousands more camp followers, marched through the Khyber Pass and installed Shah Shuja in Kabul with minimal resistance. The ease of this initial victory bred fatal overconfidence.




Shah Shuja ruled only because British bayonets kept him in power, and everyone in Afghanistan understood this arrangement. He was not a national leader but a foreign puppet, and the British presence, initially tolerated with wary neutrality, gradually generated the antibodies that Afghan society always produced against outside control. The occupation forces settled into cantonments, brought their families, established routines, and failed to notice that the ground was shifting beneath them. Afghan resentment built through 1840 and 1841, fueled by British officers’ casual disrespect for local customs, by the financial strain of supporting foreign troops, by the traditional Afghan resistance to any form of centralized authority, and by the simple fact that foreign soldiers occupied their country.




The uprising, when it came in November 1841, was devastating. Afghan forces besieged the British cantonment throughout a brutal winter, cutting supply lines and picking off isolated detachments. British commanders, paralyzed by indecision and misunderstanding the situation’s gravity until too late, agreed to a retreat back to India in exchange for safe passage. On January 6, 1842, the remnants of the British force, now numbering some 4,500 soldiers and 12,000 camp followers, began their withdrawal from Kabul toward Jalalabad. Afghan warriors harassed them at every pass, in every valley, picking off stragglers and launching devastating ambushes against the disorganized column. Of the approximately 16,500 people who left Kabul, exactly one European—Assistant Surgeon William Brydon—reached Jalalabad alive, his famous arrival on January 13th becoming one of the most iconic images of imperial disaster.




The destruction of the British army shocked London and taught lessons that Britain partially learned and repeatedly forgot. Afghanistan could be invaded but not held. Puppet rulers without genuine legitimacy could not survive. Tribal societies with strong martial traditions and intimate knowledge of their terrain could defeat technologically superior forces through patience and guerrilla tactics. The question of how to manage Afghanistan’s role between empires could not be resolved through direct military occupation.




Britain’s solution, after a punitive expedition in 1842 that sacked Kabul and retreated, was to attempt governance through proxy arrangements that left Afghanistan nominally independent while constraining its foreign policy. This approach acknowledged reality—Afghanistan could not be conquered—while still serving British strategic interests by preventing Russian influence. The Second Anglo-Afghan War of 1878-1880 reinforced these lessons when another British invasion, another installation of a friendly ruler, and another nationalist uprising demonstrated that the pattern was structural, not accidental. Britain eventually settled on an arrangement whereby the Amir of Afghanistan controlled internal affairs while Britain managed Afghanistan’s foreign relations, a compromise that kept Russian influence at bay while avoiding the nightmare of permanent occupation.



Central Asia and the Logic of Buffer States

Afghanistan’s role as the primary buffer between empires reflected broader geographic realities that shaped the Great Game and would later influence Cold War strategies. The concept of the buffer state, a territory of strategic importance that neither great power could allow the other to control, became central to how empires managed their competition. Better to maintain a weak, neutral, or at least not actively hostile state in the contested zone than to either absorb it yourself at great cost or allow your rival to do so, potentially threatening your core interests.




This logic extended across Central Asia, where the khanates of Khiva, Bukhara, and Kokand occupied the space between Russian-controlled territory to the north and British India to the south. As Russia conquered these states one by one through the 1860s and 1870s, British anxieties intensified. Each Russian advance southward seemed to threaten India more directly, yet the actual military threat remained unclear. Could Russia really march an army through the mountains and deserts of Central Asia and Afghanistan to invade India? The logistics appeared nearly impossible, requiring supply lines stretching thousands of miles through hostile territory. Yet the British Empire was built on taking distant threats seriously, and the mere possibility of Russian troops on the Northwest Frontier demanded constant vigilance.




The competition played out through multiple channels simultaneously. Diplomatic missions to local rulers offered protection, trade agreements, and prestige in exchange for exclusive relationships and rejection of rival powers. Intelligence networks mapped territories, identified strategic passes and water sources, and reported on rival activities. Military advisors helped modernize friendly armies while ensuring dependence on the patron power for weapons, training, and doctrine. Economic penetration through trade concessions and infrastructure projects created financial dependencies that translated into political influence. All these tools, perfected during the Great Game, would reappear in the Cold War with updated technology but unchanged logic.




Persia exemplified how buffer state dynamics worked in practice. Positioned directly between Russian and British spheres, Persia possessed strategic value out of proportion to its military or economic power. Russian influence predominated in northern Persia, British influence in the south, and a weak Persian government in Tehran tried to play the empires against each other while maintaining nominal independence. The 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention formalized this arrangement by dividing Persia into spheres of influence, with Russia controlling the north, Britain the southeast, and a neutral zone in between. This agreement, while cynically ignoring Persian sovereignty, represented the kind of great power accommodation that prevented direct conflict by institutionalizing the division of contested space.




The Persian example revealed how empires could manage competition through what would later be called “spheres of influence,” accepting that certain territories would be dominated by rivals while securing their own privileged zones. This framework required both sides to acknowledge limits on their ambitions, to accept that total victory was unattainable or too costly, and to prefer managed competition over uncontrolled escalation. The same logic would govern American and Soviet behavior during the Cold War, from the Yalta Conference’s division of Europe to the tacit understanding that each superpower’s core alliance system was off-limits to subversion.



The Great Game’s Playbook: Covert Operations and Plausible Deniability

The Great Game’s most enduring contribution to the art of great power competition was the development of techniques for fighting without openly fighting, for exerting power while maintaining deniability, for achieving strategic objectives through means that stopped short of declared war. The British and Russian empires pioneered methods that intelligence services would refine over the next century into standard operating procedures.




British intelligence officers, often operating under diplomatic cover or posing as merchants, explorers, or scholars, penetrated territories throughout Central Asia to gather information, map terrain, identify local leaders who might be cultivated as allies, and monitor Russian activities. The Survey of India’s Pundits, Indian surveyors trained in clandestine mapping techniques, produced remarkably accurate charts of regions forbidden to Europeans by walking thousands of miles while secretly counting their paces on prayer beads and recording observations in hidden notebooks. These intelligence collection efforts provided the knowledge necessary for Britain to counter Russian moves, support friendly factions, and block unfriendly ones.




Russian intelligence operations employed similar methods with equal sophistication. Russian officers and agents traveled through Central Asia and Persia, establishing relationships with local rulers, offering military training and modern weapons, and reporting back on opportunities for expanding Russian influence. The pattern of operations followed predictable cycles: gather intelligence about local politics, identify factions amenable to Russian support, provide arms and advisors to strengthen these factions, encourage them to adopt pro-Russian policies, and gradually deepen dependence until the local authority became a client state in all but name.




Both empires became adept at supporting local proxies in their struggles against rival factions, effectively fighting wars through intermediaries. When two Afghan factions contested the throne, British and Russian support for opposing sides transformed a local power struggle into a front in the imperial competition. When tribal leaders in the Caucasus resisted Russian conquest, British agents sometimes provided weapons and encouragement, prolonging resistance without direct British military involvement. When Persian factions maneuvered for position in Tehran, both empires offered financial support to favored candidates, turning internal politics into an extension of the Great Game.




This approach offered multiple advantages that would make it attractive to Cold War superpowers. First, it was cost-effective. Supporting a local proxy required far less expenditure than deploying your own military forces. Second, it minimized risk. If your proxy lost, you could disavow involvement or cut your losses without direct damage to your military forces or prestige. Third, it maintained plausible deniability. Arms could be provided through third parties, advisors could operate without official acknowledgment, financial support could be channeled through untraceable means. Fourth, it avoided the escalatory dynamic that direct confrontation between great powers might trigger. If British and Russian armies never actually fought, the competition could continue indefinitely without reaching a crisis point that demanded resolution through major war.



Halford Mackinder and the Heartland Theory

The geographic logic underlying the Great Game received its most influential theoretical articulation from British geographer Halford Mackinder, whose 1904 paper “The Geographical Pivot of History” and 1919 book Democratic Ideals and Reality shaped strategic thinking for generations. Mackinder’s heartland theory argued that control of the Eurasian landmass, what he called the “World-Island,” represented the key to global power. Specifically, whoever controlled the heartland the vast interior of Eurasia stretching from Eastern Europe through Central Asia would command resources and strategic position sufficient to dominate the world.




Mackinder’s famous formulation captured this concept in memorable terms: “Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland; who rules the Heartland commands the World-Island; who rules the World-Island commands the world.” This theory provided intellectual justification for British concerns about Russian expansion. If Russia, already dominating much of the heartland, extended its control to include Afghanistan, Persia, and ultimately threatened India, it might achieve the geographic position necessary for global hegemony. British strategy must therefore focus on preventing Russian access to warm-water ports and blocking Russian expansion toward the periphery of Eurasia where sea power could check land power.




The heartland theory influenced Cold War thinking profoundly, even among strategists who never read Mackinder. American containment doctrine, as articulated by George Kennan and implemented through NATO, alliance systems in Asia, and interventions in the developing world, rested on similar geographic logic. The Soviet Union occupied the heartland, commanding vast resources and strategic depth. American strategy must prevent Soviet expansion beyond the heartland, must maintain control of the peripheral regions Western Europe, the Middle East, East Asia and must deny the USSR the warm-water ports and access to ocean trade routes that would allow it to project power globally. Every proxy war, from Korea to Afghanistan, played out against this geographic backdrop inherited directly from Great Game thinking.




Mackinder’s theory has been criticized for technological determinism, for underestimating the importance of air power and nuclear weapons, for treating geography as destiny in ways that events disproved. Yet the basic insight remained influential: location matters, geography shapes power, control of key territories and resources provides strategic advantages that affect global competitions. The Great Game and later the Cold War demonstrated repeatedly that fights over remote territories that seemed insignificant in themselves Afghanistan’s valleys, Angola’s provinces, Nicaragua’s jungles mattered because of how they fit into larger geographic and strategic patterns.



The Human Cost of the First Proxy Wars

Focusing on the strategic competition between empires risks obscuring the human consequences of turning other people’s countries into battlegrounds for your ideological and political struggles. The Great Game killed and displaced millions across Central Asia and Afghanistan over the course of a century, disrupted traditional societies and economies, imposed arbitrary boundaries that ignored ethnic and cultural realities, and left a legacy of instability that persists into the twenty-first century.




The wars in Afghanistan provide the clearest example. The First Anglo-Afghan War killed approximately 20,000 people, the Second Anglo-Afghan War another 10,000 or more, and the Third Anglo-Afghan War in 1919 added several thousand more casualties. These figures count only military deaths and miss the civilians who died from disease, starvation, and displacement caused by the conflicts. Afghanistan’s economy suffered catastrophic damage from repeated invasions, with agricultural systems disrupted, trade routes blocked, and the physical infrastructure of cities destroyed and rebuilt multiple times. Political development was stunted as Afghan rulers focused on managing great power pressures rather than building effective state institutions or addressing their population’s needs.




Russian conquest of Central Asia imposed even greater costs across a larger territory. Entire cities were sacked, populations massacred when they resisted Russian advance, traditional political and social structures destroyed and replaced with Russian colonial administration. The khanate of Khiva, after Russian conquest in 1873, saw its irrigation systems fall into disrepair, its population decline, and its economy reorient entirely toward Russian needs. Similar patterns repeated across Central Asia as Russian imperial rule prioritized extraction of resources, military security, and political control over local welfare or development.




Beyond direct casualties, the Great Game’s legacy included artificial boundaries that paid no attention to ethnic, linguistic, or cultural realities on the ground. The Durand Line, established in 1893 as the border between British India and Afghanistan, split Pashtun tribes across an arbitrary boundary that neither side fully accepted. This line, which became the Pakistan-Afghanistan border after 1947, remained disputed into the twenty-first century, contributing to instability in both countries and complicating Afghan-Pakistani relations. Similar arbitrary borders drawn across Central Asia during Russian conquest and later Soviet reorganization created artificial republics that grouped together peoples with little in common and separated peoples who belonged together, storing up ethnic conflicts that exploded after the Soviet collapse.




The patterns established during the Great Game created templates that Cold War proxy wars would follow with depressing consistency. Local conflicts became internationalized as great powers backed opposing sides. Vast quantities of weapons flowed into regions with limited capacity to use them productively, militarizing societies and establishing warlordism as a viable path to power. Foreign powers installed and supported rulers with limited local legitimacy, ensuring instability when the foreign backing eventually ended. The populations of proxy battlegrounds paid enormous costs in blood and treasure for conflicts they had not initiated and could not control, fighting wars that served interests far removed from their own.



From Great Game to Cold War

The Great Game ended not with victory for either side but with mutual exhaustion and recognition that unlimited competition was unsustainable. The Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907 formalized the division of spheres of influence and acknowledged that both empires faced more pressing threats elsewhere. Britain worried more about German naval expansion than Russian advances in Central Asia. Russia focused on its European frontiers and growing revolutionary pressures internally. The outbreak of World War I in 1914 transformed Britain and Russia from rivals into allies, though their cooperation was never comfortable and their fundamental strategic disagreements merely paused rather than resolved.




The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 and subsequent Russian Civil War temporarily ended Russian imperial expansion, but the new Soviet Union soon resumed pushing outward with renewed ideological fervor. Now the competition was not between rival empires practicing similar forms of power politics but between capitalist and communist systems that claimed to represent fundamentally different and mutually exclusive visions of human organization. The stakes appeared even higher, the compromise even more difficult, the competition even more comprehensive than during the Great Game.




World War II created the conditions for renewed great power competition on a truly global scale. The British Empire exhausted itself defeating Nazi Germany and could no longer sustain its global position. The United States and Soviet Union emerged as superpowers with the capacity to project power globally and the ideological commitment to do so. The geographic focus of competition shifted from Central Asia to include Europe, East Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America. The tools of proxy warfare refined during the Great Game were applied to new contexts with nuclear weapons providing the ultimate reason why direct conflict had to be avoided.




Afghanistan once again became a central battleground when the Soviet Union invaded in 1979, launching a conflict that mirrored British experiences a century earlier with uncanny precision. The United States backed Afghan mujahideen with weapons, money, and training through Pakistani intelligence, turning Afghanistan into the Soviet Union’s Vietnam. The war lasted a decade, killed a million or more Afghans, drove millions more into refugee camps, destroyed the country’s economy and infrastructure, and contributed significantly to the USSR’s collapse. Every element of the conflict great power competition in Central Asia, support for local proxies fighting a foreign occupier, concern about securing the heartland, the impossibility of permanently conquering Afghanistan directly echoed the Great Game.




The genetic code established between 1809 and 1907 thus proved remarkably durable. The Cold War inherited from the Great Game not just specific geographic flashpoints but an entire conceptual framework for how great powers competed, a toolkit of methods for fighting without directly fighting, an understanding that some territories mattered more for what they prevented rivals from having than for any intrinsic value, and a willingness to turn other people’s countries into chessboards for your own strategic games. The human costs, already catastrophic during the Great Game, would multiply exponentially as the Cold War brought this logic to every corner of the globe over nearly half a century.




Understanding the Great Game’s dynamics is therefore essential to understanding the Cold War and the proxy conflicts that defined it. The superpowers did not invent proxy warfare in 1945. They inherited a well-developed tradition of great power competition through intermediaries, refined the methods with new technology and intelligence capabilities, applied the techniques globally rather than regionally, and raised the stakes by adding nuclear weapons and comprehensive ideological conflict. But the basic pattern finding local partners, providing weapons and support, fighting your rival through surrogates while avoiding direct engagement, treating distant territories as vital interests because of their position in global competition came straight from the nineteenth century playbook written across the mountains and deserts of Central Asia.













