
External state support
to non-state armed groups is commonly presented as a direct relationship be-
tween a state sponsor and a rebel group, often through the lens of principal-
agent theory.1 This theoretical lens has yielded signiªcant insights and attained
a paradigmatic status in the conºict delegation debate.2 Yet, the theoretical
depiction of the state-rebel binary does not mirror the complex reality of the
phenomenon, obscuring key actors and aspects of the process of conºict
delegation.3 In this article, we present a theory about intermediary states,
conceptualized here as secondary, subordinate principals that are part of ex-
tended chains of “dual delegation.” We illustrate how principal-intermediary-
agent chains of delegation affect wars by proxy. In doing so, we ªrst provide
greater clarity regarding how state sponsors select, endow, control, and man-
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age rebels. Second, we explain how intermediaries can empower or constrain
rebel organizations’ use of political violence, and how they can affect broader
conºict dynamics. We argue that conºict delegation is not a linear, state-rebel
process. Rather, it often includes one or more third parties—intermediaries—
whose involvement in proxy wars is important, yet underexplored.

The delegation of war to non-state armed groups is neither rare nor new.4

Belgin San-Akca estimates that almost two-thirds of all rebel groups active
since World War II have received resources from outside states,5 and data on
external support to insurgencies over the last two centuries demonstrate that
the odds of groups receiving aid have increased from about 20 percent to
about 80 percent.6 Even though states often use intermediaries to channel their
support to non-state armed groups, this practice has been ignored by theory-
driven case study research. It is also largely invisible in large-N research on the
topic, since global datasets assume a direct relationship between state sponsors
and rebel groups to facilitate quantitative analysis.7 This omission is sur-
prising, given the apparently widespread distribution of external support
through intermediaries.8

Superpower involvement in many African insurgencies during the Cold
War required operating “through the medium of neighbouring African states
through which their aid to insurgents could be channelled.”9 In the early
stages of the Angolan Civil War, China used Zaire and the United States used
both Zambia and Zaire as conduits to distribute military support, while the
Soviet Union channeled its military assistance through the Republic of
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the Congo.10 In Biafra’s secessionist war, France channeled support to rebels
through Côte d’Ivoire and Gabon.11 Similarly, Ethiopia and Eritrea provided
support to each other’s rebel groups through Somalia,12 while Uganda distrib-
uted weapons to Sudanese rebels on behalf of Israel.13 In Asia, the United
States trained Hmong soldiers in camps in Thailand14 to ªght in Laos and
North Vietnam, and Tibetan guerrillas operating out of neighboring Nepal. In
Latin America, the infamous Brigade 2506 behind the Bay of Pigs ªasco was
trained in Guatemala with the support of the Carlos Castillo Armas re-
gime, whose own rise to power in the 1954 coup d’état beneªted from Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) backing and operating bases in Honduras.15 Simi-
larly, the United States’ support of the Contras was enabled by safe havens in
Honduras, El Salvador, and Costa Rica, whereas Argentina and Panama facili-
tated the training and arming of the rebels.16 In 1994, the United States ap-
proved the establishment of an Iranian arms channel through Croatia to
support the Bosnian Muslims ªghting the Serbs.17

More recently, Qatar’s support to the Dawn faction in the Libyan civil war
involved coordinating with Turkey and using Sudan as an intermediary,18

while Iranian arms reached Houthi rebels reportedly through Oman.19 Finally,
the United States’ backing of the opposition to Syrian President Bashar al-
Assad involved training bases in neighboring Jordan and Turkey; these bases
were also transshipment points for lethal support.20 All of these empirical ob-
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servations raise a set of questions: Why are intermediaries used in conºict del-
egation? How do intermediaries affect the provision of external support?
Why do some intermediaries deviate from the state sponsor’s preferences
while others remain compliant? These are the questions that we seek to answer
in this article.

In focusing on the role of intermediaries, this article offers a novel extension
of principal-agent theory as applied to the study of conºict delegation. We
elaborate on the practice of “dual delegation,” which we deªne as a process
in which a state (principal) delegates authority to one agent (intermediary),
which then further delegates this authority to another agent (proxy/rebel
group). Speciªcally, we suggest that powerful states often face a double
principal-agent problem when providing material support to rebel groups:
the difªculties and problems associated with controlling or rewarding the
agent are also reºected in the delegation dynamics between principal and in-
termediary. We demonstrate that intermediaries exercise agency and can affect
several fundamental dynamics of support provision: the selection of agents,
the allocation of resources, and the management and directing of agent opera-
tions. Consequently, the intermediary needs compensation, reassurances, and,
potentially, sanctioning to distribute the resources as intended.

We present two ideal types of intermediaries, which we refer to as dealers
and brokers. A dealer has an independent agenda and actively uses its posi-
tion between the principal and the agent to further its own interest following a
competitive logic. A broker, on the other hand, has goals that are much more
closely aligned to that of the principal, and hence it sees little reason to deviate
from stipulated policy objectives. The broker follows a cooperative logic. In
our empirical analysis, we stress the value of knowing the type of intermedi-
ary to understand its effect on support provision. We show that the dealer is
highly involved in distributing support by selecting proxies, allocating re-
sources, and directing rebel operations. Conversely, brokers are less involved
in providing support because they have minimal inºuence in selecting proxies,
less interest in determining how support is provided, and they only partly at-
tempt to direct operations.

This article makes three larger contributions. First, by acknowledging the
strategic use of intermediaries in proxy warfare, we open up a novel and ex-
tensive research agenda across a set of subªelds. This allows us to fundamen-
tally reconsider how to conceptualize international interventions and conºict
processes more broadly. Second, we highlight that the type of intermediary
is central for understanding the distribution of support. Powerful states
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that want to channel support through others must consider the convergence/
divergence of interests or risk strategic failure. Third, our results point to a
need to strengthen the international legal framework in relation to proxy wars
in order to assign legal responsibility more adequately. For instance, under-
standing that both control and direct instructions from states could be
channeled through intermediaries is consequential because it invites a recon-
sideration of the legal thresholds for holding governments accountable for vio-
lating the non-intervention principle under customary international law.

The article proceeds as follows. We elaborate on existing research on state
sponsorship of non-state armed groups, highlighting how researchers have
used principal-agent theory to understand conºict delegation. This section
also brieºy outlines the core features of principal-agent theory and contrasts it
to more complex forms of conºict delegation models involving more than two
actors. We then introduce our theory of dual delegation in proxy warfare and
our typology of intermediaries. Next, we present the research design before
turning to two empirical cases from the 1980s: U.S. support to the Mujahideen
channeled through Pakistan, and U.S. support to the National Union for the
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) channeled through Zaire.21 The article
presents a summary of the main results and ends with some concluding re-
marks, suggested paths for future research, and a brief discussion of how its
ªndings might inform future policy.

State Support to Non-State Armed Groups

Research on state support to non-state armed groups is a rapidly growing
enterprise that has been developing across several subªelds.22 Our con-
tribution is located at the intersection of four research areas in interna-
tional relations: external support in civil wars,23 state sponsorship of
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terrorism,24 proxy warfare,25 and covert action and secrecy.26 Despite the
sophistication and speed at which these literatures have advanced—both sepa-
rately and jointly—they overlook how third-party states act as intermediaries
in the principal-agent relationship.

The literature on external support mainly focuses on explaining why sup-
port is provided and its impact on various conºict dynamics.27 Theoretical ac-
counts assume a direct relationship between state supporters and rebels, while
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quantitative research designs predominantly render intermediaries indiscern-
ible in empirical tests. Milos Popovic provides what is perhaps the most de-
tailed set of observations on intermediaries. In a discussion on rebel defection,
he identiªes short and long variants of chains of delegation, the latter includ-
ing “many autonomous agents,”28 and elsewhere he assesses the implications
of multiple sponsors on rebels and rebel alliance formation.29 This analysis of
the collective action problems emerging from multiple, parallel principals30

does not, however, consider multiple, subordinate principals, which we dis-
cuss in this article.

Similarly, the state sponsorship of terrorism literature focuses on the mo-
tives for states utilizing terrorist groups, but it stresses its consequences for
the sponsor31 or its impact on speciªc groups.32 Although conceptual work
elaborates on the principal-agent model,33 it mainly focuses on demonstrating
its utility rather than extending or revising the theory. The emerging proxy
war literature only brieºy notes the role of intermediaries in detailed
microlevel case studies.34 While this literature understands proxy wars as
strategic and interactive bargains,35 intermediaries are not the focal point
of analysis nor is their involvement in the process of support distribution theo-
rized. Finally, recent literature on covert action and secrecy predominantly
focuses on the state’s ability to hinder conºict escalation36 and to increase
(im)plausible deniability.37 Despite the key role that intermediaries may
play in affecting states’ plausible deniability, they only ªgure in the per-
iphery of this literature. An exception is Armin Krishnan’s analysis on suc-
cess and failure of paramilitary activity, which acknowledges the role
of regional and strategic partners in covert action as part of “multiple lay-
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ers of agents” involved in such operations.38 Across all these debates, re-
searchers’ discussions about intermediaries are infrequent, largely anecdotal,
and insufªcient.39

Across the four strands, the principal-agent framework dominates how re-
searchers conceptualize proxy relationships, despite recent criticism.40 Even
authors who do not explicitly mention principal-agent theory in their analyses
adhere to many of its core assumptions implicitly.41 This tendency is under-
standable given that the theoretical framework points to several key aspects
of conºict delegation, such as the different interests between principal and
agent,42 problems likely to emerge between the two actors,43 or understanding
the process of delegation as part of broader dynamics of substitutability of for-
eign policy options.44 Yet, by elaborating on the role of intermediaries, we tap
into a gap across a set of literatures that explore issues ranging from causes to
consequences of state sponsorship, both qualitatively and quantitatively.

We propose a paradigmatic shift away from two-actor accounts of del-
egation of war to proxies to theorizing complex conºict delegation. Our
discussion of intermediaries introduces a speciªc type of complex conºict del-
egation, namely “dual delegation,” in the ªrst attempt at challenging the
ºawed assumption that conºict delegation involves exclusively one principal
and one agent. In fact, the number of parties in conºict delegation is a vari-
able and not a given, and the variation in conºict delegation patterns—and its
puzzles—remains a conspicuous blind spot in the debate.
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principal-agent theory and standard conºict delegation

Delegation is at the core of the principal-agent relationship, and it represents a
conditional grant of authority from a principal to an agent that empowers the
latter to act on behalf of the former.45 The logic assumes that a principal will
delegate to an agent a set of responsibilities under certain conditions. First, the
exchange marries the principal’s potential of making (greater) gains with
the agent’s strategic advantages. The principal’s gains range from ensur-
ing cost-effectiveness and deniability, to avoiding retaliation, to consolidating
chances of success by relying on the agent’s greater knowledge of the local
context.46 Second, the principal-agent relationship is contractual, be it formal
or informal. The principal agrees to provide support in exchange for the agent
assuming responsibility over the delegated task.

But sponsorship should not be conceived of as the mere provision of re-
sources.47 In fact, the act of delegation is limited in time and scope, and the
principal has the power to both grant authority and revoke it, exercising
some degree of control over agents. State sponsors are likely to inºuence the
aims, strategies, and tactics of rebel groups,48 which effectively use their own
autonomy and agency despite forfeiting their full independence of action.
When agents have different interests, they deviate from the principal’s task,
leading principals to incur costs. This independent action by the agent that di-
verges from the principal’s interest is often referred to as agency slack or moral
hazard.49 Since the agent has more information than the principal, the princi-
pal cannot always ensure that the agent is acting in the principal’s best interest.
This problem is known as adverse selection, and it is at the heart of the
principal-agent problem.50

To summarize, principal-agent theory currently proposes that it takes two
for delegation to happen, and that it is simultaneously a trade-off and a high
risk–high reward gamble. We argue that delegation often involves layered and
subordinate delegation relationships, with some agents becoming principals
with each added delegation process. We contend that some principals will fa-

Dealers and Brokers in Civil Wars 115

45. For a more detailed description of principal-agent theory, see Darren G. Hawkins et al., eds.,
Delegation and Agency in International Organizations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006); Neil J. Mitchell, Why Delegate? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021). For an overview of
principal-agent theory as applied to conºict delegation, see Karlén et al., “Forum.”
46. Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” 502.
47. Salehyan, Siroky, and Wood, “External Rebel Sponsorship and Civilian Abuse,” 638.
48. Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” 501.
49. Hawkins et al., Delegation and Agency in International Organizations, 7–9.
50. Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” 495.
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vor delegating war not to rebels directly but to one or more secondary prin-
cipals in complex interactive chains. The next section elaborates on these
processes, which we call “complex conºict delegation.”

principal-agent theory and complex conºict delegation

Starting with economics,51 principal-agent theory is applied to assess more
complex forms of delegation involving more than two actors. Such an exten-
sion of the principal-agent model is used to explore a diverse set of relation-
ships within political science, business, law, and sociology, rendering different
accounts about double, dual, complex, multiple, and (inter)mediated delega-
tion. Notwithstanding the inconsistent use of these labels, the model is used to
understand congressional delegation and the separation of powers,52 third-
party settlement mechanisms,53 subcontracting,54 governance and regulation,55

as well as the delegation to bureaucracies,56 nongovernmental organizations,57

and international organizations.58
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51. Jean Tirole, “Hierarchies and Bureaucracies: On the Role of Collusion in Organizations,” Jour-
nal of Law, Economics, & Organization 2, no. 2 (Fall 1986): 181–214, https://www.doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordjournals.jleo.a036907; Jean-Jacques Laffont, “Analysis of Hidden Gaming in a Three-Level
Hierarchy,” Journal of Law, Economics, & Organization 6, no. 2 (Fall 1990): 301–324, https://www
.doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.jleo.a036994; Fred Kofman and Jacques Lawarrée, “Collusion in
Hierarchical Agency,” Econometrica 61, no. 3 (May 1993): 629–656, https://www.doi.org/10.2307/
2951721; Roland Strausz, “Delegation of Monitoring in a Principal-Agent Relationship,” Review of
Economic Studies 64, no. 3 (July 1997): 337–357, https://www.doi.org/10.2307/2971717; Kouroche
Vafaï, “Collusion and Organization Design,” Economica 72, no. 285 (February 2005): 17–37, https://
www.doi.org/10.1111/j.0013-0427.2005.00400.x.
52. Matthew D. McCubbins and Terry Sullivan, eds., Congress: Structure and Policy (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1987); D. Roderic Kiewiet and Matthew D. McCubbins, eds., The
Logic of Delegation: Congressional Parties and the Appropriations Process (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1991); David Epstein and Sharyn O’Halloran, Delegating Powers: A Transaction Cost Poli-
tics Approach to Policy Making under Separate Powers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999).
53. Kenneth W. Abbott et al., “The Concept of Legalization,” International Organization 54, no. 3
(2000): 401–419, https://www.doi.org/10.1162/002081800551271.
54. Dilip Mookherjee and Masatoshi Tsumagari, “The Organization of Supplier Networks: Effects
of Delegation and Intermediation,” Econometrica 72, no. 4 (July 2004): 1179–1219, https://www
.jstor.org/stable/3598782.
55. Kenneth W. Abbott, David Levi-Faur, and Duncan Snidal, “Theorizing Regulatory Intermedi-
aries: The RIT Model,” American Academy of Political and Social Science 670, no. 1 (2017): 14–35,
https://www.doi.org/10.1177/0002716216688272.
56. Morten Bennedsen and Christian Schultz, “Arm’s Length Delegation of Public Services,” Jour-
nal of Public Economics 95, nos. 7–8 (2011): 543–552, https://www.doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2011
.02.002.
57. Alexander Cooley and James Ron, “The NGO Scramble: Organizational Insecurity and the Po-
litical Economy of Transnational Action,” International Security 27, no. 1 (Summer 2002): 5–39,
https://www.doi.org/10.1162/016228802320231217.
58. Giandomenico Majone, “Two Logics of Delegation: Agency and Fiduciary Relations in EU
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Principal-agent theory has made signiªcant advances in accounting for the
complexity of delegation across these literatures. First and foremost, they con-
tain valuable insights from delegation discussions about triadic relationships,
premised on three-level hierarchy, involving third-party agents as intermediar-
ies, supervisors, or regulators. For example, research on governance and elec-
toral politics suggests that intermediaries’ employment conditions are shaped
by the principal’s lack of direct access or capabilities59 and the intermediary’s
local knowledge and inºuence.60 Such reasoning likely informs the decision-
making of principals seeking to wage war indirectly. Similarly, theories of
ªnancial intermediation reveal a set of functions that range from contracting
and monitoring to agenda-setting and coordination,61 while institutional ac-
counts highlight problems resulting from empowering and disempowering in-
termediaries.62

These ªndings are relevant to our theoretical interest in dual delegation;
in this situation, the principal-agent relationship is mediated by an intermedi-
ary. We do not claim that powerful states always act through intermediaries
and that they will never provide direct support to rebel groups. Direct support
regularly occurs—either in parallel with or instead of dual delegation. But ex-
isting research has only been concerned with the direct transfer of military re-
sources, which obscures key aspects of the process of conºict delegation and
their consequences for both the armed opposition and the principal.
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Governance,” European Union Politics 2, no. 1 (2001): 103–121, https://www.doi.org/10.1177/
1465116501002001005; Daniel L. Nielson and Michael J. Tierney, “Delegation to International Orga-
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and Social Science 670. no. 1 (2017): 170–188, https://www.doi.org/10.1177/0002716217696085.
60. Susan C. Stokes et al., Brokers, Voters, and Clientelism: The Puzzle of Distributive Politics (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Dominika Koter, Beyond Ethnic Politics in Africa (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).
61. Douglas W. Diamond, “Financial Intermediation and Delegated Monitoring,” Review of Eco-
nomic Studies 51, no. 3 (July 1984): 393–414, https://www.doi.org/10.2307/2297430; Stefan Krasa
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pean Economic Review 39, no. 2 (February 1995): 211–228, https://www.doi.org/10.1016/0014-
2921(94)00093-F.
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A Theory of Dual Delegation in Proxy Warfare

Dual delegation is a distinct form of complex delegation in which a principal
uses an intermediary to delegate a set of tasks to an agent. In our conceptual-
ization, the principal-intermediary-agent relationship is deªned by three
salient features: redundancy, sequence, and externality. The relationship is
redundant because principals purposefully increase transaction costs by en-
gaging an intermediary rather than directly delegating to the agent. Dual dele-
gation is also hierarchical, occurring sequentially within the chain (from a
principal to an intermediary and then to another agent) rather than sim-
ultaneously. Finally, the intermediary is an external actor in the principal-
intermediary-agent relationship, maintaining distance from the principal and
proximity to the agent.

Based on this formulation, we specify three assumptions that inform our
theory. First, we analytically separate the type of intermediary under obser-
vation from intermediaries that are internal to the principal, such as org-
anizations within the foreign, defense, and security apparatuses. Second, we
acknowledge that the power distribution between principals is unequal and
that the most powerful actor serves as the principal. We argue that more pow-
erful states use less powerful states strategically to further their own interests
and to increase their own security.63 Third, the delegation chain consists of two
(i.e., “dual”) sequential transfers of authority.64 Figure 1 visualizes the key
logic of this chain of delegation. In our model, the principal corresponds to the
main state sponsor, which we assume will be the most powerful state. External
support is then channeled through an intermediary (the conduit state) and re-
ceived by the agent (the rebels).65
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63. This hierarchical relationship between principals sets “dual delegation” apart from other dele-
gation patterns with multiple principals. The multiple principals’ problem is an extension of the
principal-agent problem that explains problems that can occur when an agent acts on behalf of
several principals. It has been used to explain inefªcient cooperation in various types of relation-
ships. The agent is usually the focal point in such analyses, but in this article we are concerned
with the entire chain of delegation and the speciªc roles of all actors involved.
64. As mentioned, the study of complex delegation provides not just a range of alternative models
but also a range of labels, whose use has been interchangeable and inconsistent. We contend that
“dual delegation” holds the most analytical value for understanding the role of intermediaries in
conºict delegation because “dual” refers to the delegation of authority to one agent, who then fur-
ther delegates this authority to another agent. We reserve the label “double delegation” to situa-
tions in which a principal (state) simultaneously delegates to multiple agents (rebel groups).
65. We restrict our focus to states as intermediaries because we believe that there are signiªcant
differences between states and non-state actors in relation to capabilities, interests, and type of re-
lationships to the main sponsors.
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The main incentives for a state to become an intermediary would be to
deepen a relationship to a particular great power and to reap economic or po-
litical beneªts. Intermediaries will try to distribute resources so that they pro-
mote their own goals, which may not be identical to those of the principal. If
the war effort is not going according to plan, intermediaries and agents—or
both—may conceal, withhold, or distort information that is harmful to their
interests in order to protect their relationship with the principal and the oppor-
tunity to beneªt from future rewards.66

why states use intermediaries

Why would principals channel support to non-state armed groups through in-
termediaries? While acknowledging there is “no deªnite list of incentives,”67

we suggest that this decision is mainly based on three considerations: (1) infor-
mational advantages, (2) proximity, and (3) plausible deniability. The im-
portance of each of these will vary depending on what the principal identiªes
as the key problems to be addressed in a speciªc context. Therefore, under cer-
tain circumstances, one, several, or all motivations might inform a principal’s
decision to work with an intermediary.

“Informational advantages” refer to an intermediary’s ability to reduce one
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66. Cooley and Ron, “The NGO Scramble,” 15.
67. Mitchell, Why Delegate?, 15.

Figure 1. Dual Delegation: The Double Principal-Agent Problem

NOTE: The delegation chain consists of two sequential transfers of authority. The principal is
the main state sponsor, which we assume will be the most powerful state. External sup-
port is then channeled through an intermediary (the conduit state) and received by the
agent (the rebels).
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of the principal’s main strategic deªcits: the lack of local, specialized, or expert
knowledge. Without some gains from specialist knowledge held by an agent,
there is little reason to delegate anything to anybody.68 First, by enlisting an in-
termediary, a principal gains access to local knowledge and expertise that help
it to overcome limitations related to the strategic context of wars by proxy. Sec-
ond, because principals “may lack time and task-speciªc expertise to carry out
all required operations,”69 they can maximize efªciency by using an agent’s
expertise. In doing so, principals can access otherwise unavailable or costly in-
formation. An intermediary’s ability to minimize informational asymmetries
is, therefore, a function of possessing and leveraging superior information that
lowers the setup costs for wars by proxy when combined with local access.
Intermediaries can also monitor the agent and report back to the principal.
Since intermediaries are often located in or at the borders of conºict zones,
principals beneªt from more ªne-grained intelligence and local knowledge
about actors, military operations, and conºict dynamics. Thus, intermediaries
help the principal deal with one of the core problems in the principal-agent re-
lationship: the enforcement problem.70

Proximity refers to the intermediary being located geographically closer to
the agent than the principal. Proximity offers considerable advantages when it
comes to the provision of external support since access to the agent and routes
for distributing resources may be restricted. Certain types of support are likely
to be of higher value to a rebel group if provided closer to the conºict zone,
such as cross-border safe havens.71 In some strategic contexts, a principal’s
only option for delegating war to an agent is to establish a relationship with a
geographically proximate intermediary state.

Finally, plausible deniability refers to principals’ desire to maximize deni-
ability and minimize attribution. Operating through an intermediary makes it
even harder to trace support back to the original state sponsor. Concealing
principals, commonly understood as plausible deniability, is a key strategic
advantage of waging war indirectly.72 The logic of plausible deniability builds
on the notion that leaders prefer to establish as much distance as possible be-
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68. Hawkins et al., Delegation and Agency in International Organizations, 13.
69. Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” 502.
70. Ibid., 504; Kenneth A. Schultz, “The Enforcement Problem in Coercive Bargaining: Interstate
Conºict over Rebel Support in Civil Wars,” International Organization 64, no. 2 (April 2010): 281–
312, https://www.doi.org/10.1017/S0020818310000032.
71. Idean Salehyan, Rebels without Borders: Transnational Insurgencies in World Politics (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2009).
72. Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” 504; Maoz and San-Akca, “Rivalry
and State Support,” 720.
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tween the decision-maker and the supported forces, since this helps states
avoid retaliation by other states at the same time as it limits the inºuence of
domestic political actors that seek to inºuence foreign policy choices.73 It al-
lows senior ofªcials to neither conªrm nor deny responsibility.74 It might seem
counterintuitive for principals to “take cover” in longer chains of delegation,
not least because of the increased opportunities for exposure. But conºict dele-
gation often hides in plain sight. The role of intermediaries as discussed here is
not merely secrecy, for it is “usually easy to ªnd out who is backing whom,
and even when support for a proxy force is an ofªcial secret the information is
likely to be uncovered at some point.”75 Rather, it is about signiªcantly en-
hancing deniability. Extended deniability chains involving an intermediary
decrease the conªdence with which others can make statements linking princi-
pals to proxies and increase the delay in potential responses. A principal there-
fore ªnds strategic utility in intermediaries because their participation induces
further uncertainty as part of the principal’s efforts to deny involvement and
disclaim responsibility in wars by proxy.

Taken together, intermediaries help to alleviate several distinct problems for
the principal: limited information and local expertise, restricted access, and the
risk of retaliation/sanctioning by other states. Based on this discussion, we
identify three hypotheses for why states would use intermediaries.

H1a: Principals use intermediaries to gain informational advantages.

H1b: Principals use intermediaries for their geographical proximity to the
agent.

H1c: Principals use intermediaries to maximize deniability.

how intermediaries matter for support provision

In standard conºict delegation, if states delegate action to rebel groups, they
risk losing agency and autonomy over the objectives and means of the war ef-
fort.76 Principals face several known problems, including that agents may hide
information or conceal actions taken against the principal’s interest, and that
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73. Carson, Secret Wars; Cormac and Aldrich, “Grey Is the New Black”; Poznansky, “Revisiting
Plausible Deniability.”
74. Cormac, Walton, and Van Puyvelde, “What Constitutes Successful Covert Action?,” 112.
75. Tom Stevenson, “In the Grey Zone,” London Review of Books 42, no. 20 (2020), https://
www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v42/n20/tom-stevenson/in-the-grey-zone, accessed March 21, 2023.
76. Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations.”

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/47/4/107/2090983/isec_a_00461.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



they may turn against the principal.77 New problems are likely to arise in dual
delegation processes since the intermediary can also have interests that di-
verge from the interests of the principal.78 Accordingly, the principal faces a
double problem of control: the difªculties and problems associated with the
agent are also reºected in the delegation dynamics between principal and in-
termediary. Working through an intermediary state exacerbates the risks
involved since both the intermediary and the rebels can act in ways that
conºict with the state sponsor’s interests.

The logic of delegation assumes that principals should appoint agents who
share preferences79 and that “the alignment of interests, or objectives between
the principal and the agent is of paramount importance.”80 In practice, how-
ever, this might be too difªcult, costly, or impossible,81 and because the inter-
ests of principal and agent do not overlap perfectly, “there will always be
agency slippage between what the principal wants and what the agent
does.”82 This logic applies to intermediary states as well. Since intermediaries
are often deeply embedded in the regional context, these states are most likely
to also have strategic objectives that may signiªcantly diverge from the princi-
pal’s goals. Depending on the divergence of interests between the state spon-
sor and the intermediary, the state sponsor needs to exercise different levels of
control. Whether the intermediary acts on its own behalf or adheres to the will
of the state sponsor depends on the degree of divergent interests between the
state sponsor and the intermediary. Based on this, we differentiate between
two ideal types of intermediaries: brokers and dealers.

The deªning feature of a broker is that its strategic objectives are aligned
with the state sponsor’s objectives. Brokers thus act more as simple conduits
and exercise little independent agency that might otherwise shift the aims be-
hind the provision of external support. In contrast, dealers have objectives that
differ from the state sponsor’s and hence increase agency costs by bringing
those strategic objectives to the table. Dealers strive to shape how aid is dis-
tributed and monitor how it is being used.83 On this basis, we distinguish be-
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77. Nielson and Tierney, “Delegation to International Organizations,” 246; Kiewiet and
McCubbins, The Logic of Delegation.
78. Tirole, “Hierarchies and Bureaucracies.”
79. Hawkins et al., Delegation and Agency in International Organizations; Nielson and Tierney, “Dele-
gation to International Organizations.”
80. Eli Berman and David A. Lake, eds., Proxy Wars: Suppressing Violence through Local Agents
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019), 3.
81. Majone, “Two Logics of Delegation,” 103.
82. Nielson and Tierney, “Delegation to International Organizations,” 246.
83. While these classiªcations of brokers and dealers are ideal types, they serve as useful analyti-
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tween two different strategic logics of intermediary behavior in proxy wars:
cooperative and competitive. Providing support in a cooperative manner
means that the intermediary’s actions complement those of the principal.
Whereas brokers follow the will of the principal in selecting receivers, allocat-
ing resources, and managing and directing operations, dealers follow their
own interests in making such decisions. We contend that both types of inter-
mediaries inºuence the provision of external support, although to varying
degrees: dealers are highly involved in key decisions related to support provi-
sion compared with brokers, who function more as interlocutors between the
principal and the agent. Based on this reasoning, we derive a set of addi-
tional hypotheses:

H2: Intermediaries inºuence the provision of external support.

H3: The double principal-agent problem is most acute when principals and in-
termediaries have divergent interests.

H4: Principals compensate and sanction intermediaries to establish control.

Research Design

We conducted an initial test of our theoretical argument by leveraging a re-
search design that combines both within-case and cross-case analysis. This
enabled us to draw some early inferences about the validity of dual delegation,
which are that intermediaries inºuence the provision of external support, and
their behavior differs depending on goal alignment with the principal. Our ar-
gument has three scope conditions. First, we assume that the process of dual
delegation builds on an inherent asymmetric power relationship between the
principal and the intermediary. Although there could be cases in which states
of roughly equal power coordinate distributing aid, this would most likely
warrant another theoretical lens. Second, we focus on external state support to
rebels because delegation dynamics related to security assistance to states may
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cal categorizations to further explore the actual roles of intermediaries in the provision of external
support. In reality, the divergence between the interests of the state sponsor and the intermediary
will probably be located somewhere along a spectrum ranging from complete agreement to com-
plete disagreement regarding strategic objectives. Objectives can also change over time, which
means that a broker can become a dealer and vice versa. Because of this we claim that principals
generally opt to reward and sanction the intermediary regardless of type.
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be different. The latter is often public rather than covert and based on formal
security agreements or alliance commitments rather than an informal relation-
ship. Third, we restrict our focus to states acting as intermediaries, although
our theory of dual delegation could likely be extended to non-state actors.

Methodologically, we ªrst traced the process of conºict delegation in our
two empirical cases.84 This analysis highlights the distribution chain and
shows that intermediaries are indeed present in these types of situations
and that they exercise agency. Second, we conducted a structured, focused
comparison85 to assess our claim that the double principal-agent problem is
most acute when the principal and the supervisor have divergent interests. We
adhered to a most similar systems design by holding several important fea-
tures constant between the cases: principal characteristics, period, Cold War
context, and type of support provided.86 The cases have different types of in-
termediaries (the independent variable)—a broker (Zaire) and a dealer
(Pakistan)—and we assess how this impacts their involvement in the provision
of external support (the dependent variable).

This analysis highlights how intermediaries have agency and that, depend-
ing on the degree of divergent interests, they do not act as simple transmission
points that channel the will of the principal. More speciªcally, we look at how
intermediaries can inºuence three key dynamics of support provision: (1) the
selection of receivers, (2) the allocation of resources, and (3) the management
and direction of rebel operations. We deªne selection as the intermediary’s
ability to decide who should receive support among individual commanders
or factions within a speciªc rebel group or among various rebel groups,87 and
it includes the option not to select any of the available groups, factions, or
leaders.88 Allocation refers to the degree to which the intermediary can deter-
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84. See Derek Beach and Rasmus Brun Pedersen, Process-Tracing Methods: Foundations and Guide-
lines (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2019), chap. 8, for an account of theory-testing pro-
cess tracing.
85. Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sci-
ences (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 67–73.
86. Carsten Anckar, “On the Applicability of the Most Similar Systems Design and the Most Dif-
ferent Systems Design in Comparative Research,” International Journal of Social Research Methodol-
ogy 11, no. 5 (2008): 389–391, https://www.doi.org/10.1080/13645570701401552.
87. Note that the selection process is not restricted to multiparty civil wars. Even in armed con-
ºicts that are depicted as having a single rebel group, factions or individual commanders may still
be selected. See Tamm, “In the Balance,” for an example of how state support can be channeled to
different commanders within the same rebel movement.
88. As Salehyan notes, “Cuba sent Che Guevara to the DRC [Democratic Republic of Congo] to
help Laurent Kabila launch a Marxist rebellion in 1964, but Guevara grew disillusioned with
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mine how to provide the support from the principal. Finally, management and
direction of operations refer to the intermediary’s ability to directly inºuence a
group’s strategy and tactics, such as when and where to conduct attacks.

In each case we focus on one speciªc instance of dual delegation.89 Holding
many factors constant allows us to concentrate speciªcally on the different
roles of the intermediaries. Although this approach comes with strong analyti-
cal leverage, one drawback is that it limits the generalizability of our ªndings
because we only observe these delegatory relationships from the perspective
of one principal at a given point in time. Another limitation is that we can-
not systematically control for confounding factors related to the intermediar-
ies, such as capacity or prior experience of distribution. We leave for future
research to evaluate whether other powerful states have a similar approach to
intermediaries and to further unpack additional intermediary characteristics.
Table 1 provides an overview of the most similar systems design.

Empirically we draw on a rich set of archival sources and memoirs by
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Kabila and advised against supporting him.” See Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Orga-
nizations,” 505.
89. We acknowledge that other states play various intermediary roles in these contexts.

Table 1. Summary of Case Comparison between Pakistan and Zaire as Intermediaries for
the United States

Pakistan Zaire

intermediary type
(independent variable)

dealer broker

principal United States United States

context Cold War Cold War

timeframe 1979–1989 1975–1990

range of support funding, lethal aid (weapons),
logistics, sanctuary
(safe havens)

funding, lethal aid (weapons),
logistics, sanctuary
(safe havens)

provision of support
(dependent variable)

competitive cooperative

NOTE: For the dependent variable, we label the provision of support as competitive (i.e.,
Pakistan) if the intermediary was highly involved in selecting receivers, allocating re-
sources, and directing rebel operations, and cooperative (i.e., Zaire) if the intermediary
was partially involved in selecting receivers, allocating resources, and directing rebel op-
erations. The Clark Amendment that banned U.S. support to the Angolan opposition was
active from 1976 to 1985. The actual provision of resources to UNITA from the United
States via Zaire started in 1986, but the selection process started earlier.
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key decision-makers.90 The behind-the-scenes reºection provided by archi-
val material as a database of information implies a necessary trade-off con-
cerning access, bias, and selection limitations, with some ofªcial documents
still classiªed.91 To minimize this inherent bias, we triangulate memoirs, pub-
lic papers, newspaper coverage (ProQuest and LexisNexis), and second-
ary literature.

U.S. Support to the Mujahideen via Pakistan

After a military coup, the communist party (the People’s Democratic Party
of Afghanistan) took control over the state apparatus in Afghanistan in April
1978. The following year, U.S. President Jimmy Carter authorized a covert CIA
program named “Operation Cyclone” to ªnance and arm the various Afghan
resistance ªghters known as the Mujahideen who had started to oppose the
communist regime. On Christmas Eve of 1979, the Soviet Union began its inva-
sion of Afghanistan, prompting a signiªcant expansion of the initial U.S.
support commitment.92 It was clear from the outset that Pakistan, and espe-
cially its intelligence agency Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), would play a cen-
tral role as an intermediary. Senior ofªcials within the U.S. administration
emphasized early on that Pakistan was “the key to ‘doing something’ inside
Afghanistan,”93 and National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski consid-
ered Pakistani support absolutely crucial for the Afghani resistance.94 CIA
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Director Stansªeld Turner recalls that Carter was easily convinced about the
need to provide covert support to the Mujahideen: “The primary thing we dis-
cussed was how we were going to pull it off, and that meant Pakistani cooper-
ation. I explained to him how we were going to send Soviet-made weapons
[through Pakistan] because we didn’t want knowledge of our own involve-
ment to get out.”95

Following the Soviet invasion, President Carter personally telephoned
Pakistan’s President Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq and sent a high-level mission
to Pakistan to increase support for the Mujahideen.96 Dual delegation was later
institutionalized by the Ronald Reagan administration, drawing on the then-
established practice of working with President Zia-ul-Haq and the ISI.
Secretary of State George Shultz put it bluntly: “We must remember, without
Zia’s support, the Afghan resistance . . . is effectively dead.”97

The United States and Pakistan had different reasons for wanting to support
the Mujahideen. The United States’ primary objective was to make the war as
costly as possible for the Soviet Union, with the ultimate aim to force the
Soviets to withdraw all military personnel from Afghanistan.98 As Brzezinski
wrote to Carter, support of the Afghan resistance would help “to keep the
Soviets bogged down.”99 This goal, maintained by the Reagan administration,
was speciªed in National Security Decision Directives 75100 and 166.101 In addi-
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tion, the United States wanted to prevent spillover effects, worrying that in-
creased Soviet inºuence would further the spread of communism in the
region.102 Pakistani103 and Soviet104 diplomatic accounts underscore this un-
derstanding of U.S. strategic goals. Pakistan, on the other hand, wanted to
install a friendly regime in Kabul that could suppress Pashtun separatism
and limit Indian inºuence in Afghanistan.105 Speciªcally, Pakistan wanted “an
outright military victory and the establishment of an Islamic government
in Kabul.”106

This aim was pursued hardest by General Akhtar Abdur Rahman Khan, the
chief of the ISI from 1979 to 1987.107 Pakistan’s strategic priorities balanced
the threat posed by the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan with the long-standing
threat posed by India, which informed the differences in goal preferences
between Pakistan and the United States: “Pakistan’s perception of the [Soviet]
threat is at total variance with the U.S. perception. For Pakistan the prime dan-
ger is political disintegration not military invasion undertaken for strategic
purposes . . . [Pakistan’s] primary threat . . . is from India and not from the
Soviet Union.”108 Therefore, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was a strategic
vulnerability for Pakistan because it could have contributed to a Moscow-
Kabul-New Delhi axis that would encircle Pakistan.109 Pakistan was a dealer,
with different strategic objectives than the United States and a will to act inde-
pendently. As such, it actively controlled how aid was distributed and im-
posed signiªcant restrictions on the armed resistance that did not favor the
long-term strategic objectives of the principal. In an early letter to Zia-ul-Haq,
President Carter wrote: “It is of greatest importance that the United States
and Pakistan share a common appreciation of the situation and build a basis of
trust for dealing with each other.”110 The United States, however, was depend-
ent on Pakistan.
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There were three primary reasons for why the United States needed
Pakistan as an intermediary. First, deterred by recent memories of the Vietnam
War, the United States was keen to limit its own footprint in Afghanistan,
while trapping the Soviet Union in its own Vietnam as payback.111 Delegating
to Pakistan thus became a way for the United States to increase the level of
plausible deniability, in addition to carefully selecting types of arms—from
China, eastern Europe, and Egypt—that would not be traced back to U.S. in-
volvement.112 Second, with minimal CIA presence in Afghanistan (mostly con-
ªned to Kabul), the United States lacked local intelligence and had no direct
means of funneling arms and equipment into the country.113 Pakistan’s geo-
graphic proximity was, therefore, key to any form of U.S. involvement, and es-
pecially given that the other two land routes into Afghanistan were from the
Soviet Union and Iran. The United States also relied heavily on Pakistani intel-
ligence for strategic assessments. The ISI became the main source of informa-
tion about resistance groups’ politics, and the agency was assumed to have a
good understanding of the local context.114 Third, the CIA and the ISI had
worked together successfully in the past,115 and the ISI had already forged im-
portant links to some of the Mujahideen commanders. Thus, there was already
an existing intelligence network in Afghanistan that the CIA could readily
tap into.116

The U.S. covert aid program came to rely heavily on Pakistan as an interme-
diary to provide support to the Mujahideen.117 Aware of Pakistan’s key role,
President Zia-ul-Haq insisted that the ISI would have the exclusive responsi-
bility of channeling funds, arms, and equipment to the Mujahideen. As
Pakistani accounts make clear, it was “a cardinal rule of Pakistan’s policy that
no Americans ever become involved with the distribution of funds or arms

Dealers and Brokers in Civil Wars 129

111. Conor Tobin, “The Myth of the ‘Afghan Trap’: Zbigniew Brzezinski and Afghanistan, 1978–
1979,” Diplomatic History 44, no. 2 (April 2020): 237–264, https://www.doi.org/10.1093/dh/
dhz065.
112. Robert Pear, “Arming Afghan Guerrillas: A Huge Effort Led by U.S.,” New York Times, April
18, 1988; Denis Kux, The United States and Pakistan, 1947–2000: Disenchanted Allies (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2001), 252.
113. John Prados, “Notes on the CIA’s Secret War in Afghanistan,” Journal of American History 89,
no. 2 (September 2002): 467, https://www.doi.org/10.2307/3092167.
114. Marvin G. Weinbaum, “War and Peace in Afghanistan: The Pakistani Role,” Middle East Jour-
nal 45, no. 1 (Winter 1991): 75.
115. Kux, The United States and Pakistan, 241.
116. Prados, “Notes on the CIA’s Secret War,” 468.
117. Carson, Secret Wars, 239; Hughes, My Enemy’s Enemy, 117; Prados, “Notes on the CIA’s Secret
War.”

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/47/4/107/2090983/isec_a_00461.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



once they arrived in the country.”118 The United States largely agreed to this,
and the ISI distributed resources without any signiªcant oversight from the
CIA.119 This was detrimental to U.S. interests, as the ISI was eager to inºuence
the ªghting and hoped to use the aid that it distributed to further Pakistan’s
own national agenda in Afghanistan.120

The Mujahideen was fragmented, consisting of a variety of groups with in-
dividual leaders who sometimes cooperated and sometimes fought against
one another.121 At ªrst, Pakistan used its role as a dealer to favor selected cli-
ents and to marginalize and exclude some factions, notably Pashtun national-
ist groups and movements loyal to the former king, Mohammed Zahir Shah.122

Pakistan favored those Mujahideen commanders who shared an ideological
connection with the Pakistani leadership and who accepted signiªcant over-
sight and control by the ISI,123 which ªltered the aid to the Afghan Mujahideen
and allocated it to those Mujahideen groups that cooperated with and partici-
pated in ISI’s regional strategy.124

The ISI directed most of the support to the more radical-fundamentalist
Hezbi Islami faction led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. Hekmatyar had little
grassroots support inside Afghanistan and was highly dependent on outside
support.125 Despite Hekmatyar espousing an anti-Western and particularly
harsh anti-U.S. rhetoric, it is estimated that roughly half of all resources pro-
vided by the CIA went to his faction.126 Moreover, Hekmatyar consistently
placed the long-term goal of Islamic revolution above resistance to the Soviets
or the Afghan regime, with the ultimate aim to ensure that his party became
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the voice for all Islamic forces. Consequently, he had a reputation for killing
more fellow Afghans—both competitors and civilians—than Soviet troops.127

Pakistan’s selection of the Hezbi Islami faction was not the one that the
United States would have made, but the ISI’s favoritism for fundamentalist
Muslim groups foreclosed support to the moderate and more militarily effec-
tive opposition.128 The ISI sidelined the Mujahideen factions led by Ahmad
Shah Massoud and Abdul Haq that enjoyed more support inside Afghanistan
and that had consistently proved to be more militarily efªcient.129 This was, for
instance, evident in the ISI-planned Jalalabad offensive of March–May 1989,
during which at least 3,000 guerrillas were killed in an attempt to install ISI’s
favored client.130

Not only did the ISI determine to whom support was distributed, but it also
largely dictated policy and directly controlled the guerrilla forces’ training and
operations. Bruce Riedel describes the details of the U.S.-Pakistani arrange-
ment: “All training of the insurgents was done by Pakistani soldiers. If the CIA
provided equipment that required special training (like the Stinger missiles),
CIA personnel trained Pakistanis, who in turn trained the Mujahideen.”131

Mohammad Yousaf, the head of ISI’s Afghan Bureau from 1983 to 1987, de-
scribed the bureau’s total control over the resistance: “This department con-
trols the allocation of arms and ammunition; their distribution to Mujahideen
leaders and commanders; the training of Mujahideen in Pakistan; the alloca-
tion of funds from the US and Saudi Arabian governments; and the strategic
planning of operations inside Afghanistan.”132 The ISI planned operations,
picked targets, and promised commanders and parties extra weapons for car-
rying out the operations. Pakistan also sent advisers into Afghanistan to over-
see key operations.133 Teams from the Pakistan Army’s Special Services Group
were clandestinely inserted across the border to direct Afghan guerrilla opera-
tions. According to Yousaf, there were at least two teams with soldiers from
the Special Services Group at any given time during his tenure—one of which
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was captured by Afghan authorities in April 1989.134 Although a few of the
Mujahideen commanders in the ªeld were able to preserve their independence
and sustain their own operations, most were constrained by the ISI, which re-
garded itself as being in charge of the war effort, planning and commanding
the actions of the Mujahideen. The ISI also operated training camps and pro-
vided logistical support inside Afghanistan. Seven major resistance groups
were headquartered in the Pakistani city of Peshawar, and the ISI provided
both unrestricted access to the refugee camps for recruitment and almost com-
plete freedom of movement across the border.135

Pakistan leveraged its role as a dealer in Afghanistan. The United States
viewed Pakistan’s cooperation as the sine qua non for opposing Soviet aggres-
sion in Afghanistan,136 and Pakistan argued that it risked retaliation from the
Soviet Union for supporting the Mujahideen. When President Zia-ul-Haq met
President Carter in the White House on October 3, 1980, Zia-ul-Haq
said: “Pakistan should continue to ªght in Afghanistan, but Pakistan must
be safe. It is in the interest of both Pakistan and the U.S. to support the free-
dom ªghters.”137

From the outset, Pakistan strived to keep most of its compensation from the
United States covert to avoid risking further escalation. President Zia-ul-Haq
rejected one of the ªrst major aid packages from the United States, calling the
$400 million economic and military aid offer “peanuts.”138 This was inter-
preted in Washington as a move to build credibility and to “ratchet up the of-
fer.”139 Once Ronald Reagan became president, Pakistan renegotiated not just
its compensation but also the entire relationship with the United States.140

Shortly after the U.S. presidential inauguration, Pakistan received arms worth
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$3.2 billion from the Reagan administration, which also disregarded its clan-
destine nuclear program and worked toward signiªcant debt relief. Pakistan
also got special deals on advanced military matériel such as F-16 ªghter jets.
Before President Zia-ul-Haq’s visit to the United States in November 1982, a
National Intelligence Estimate described the delivery of the ªrst of the F-16 air-
crafts as “the most viable symbol” of the new U.S.-Pakistan relationship.141 Im-
portantly, the U.S. administration provided these ªghter aircrafts to Pakistan
knowing that doing so would likely worsen relations with India. The initial
aid package was not only renewed in 1986 but increased to $4.02 billion.142

That same year, President Reagan began certifying that Pakistan did not pos-
sess nuclear devices and that U.S. aid “reduced signiªcantly” the risk that
Pakistan would acquire nuclear capabilities.143

Pakistan’s role as a dealer was signiªcant. Because of a lack of control and
oversight from the principal, ISI chose to distribute resources in ways that fur-
thered its own objectives, with little sanctioning from the principal. Pakistan
played a key role in the selection of recipients, which led to the bulk of support
being channeled to the more radical Mujahideen factions instead of more mod-
erate and militarily efªcient groups mainly based inside Afghanistan. This also
hindered the emergence of a more uniªed Afghanistan rebellion, which was in
line with Pakistan’s strategic interest of achieving a favorable regime in Kabul.
During the Afghan war, “the Americans and the Pakistanis were partners, not
allies. Their relationship was a marriage of convenience.”144 Pakistan was ef-
fectively diverting U.S. resources, pursuing a “military strategy that contra-
dicted U.S. interests and policies.”145 In hindsight, Pakistan’s involvement also
planted the seeds for the emergence of the Taliban regime and al-Qaeda.

U.S. Support to UNITA via Zaire

The civil war in Angola emerged out of the Angolan War of Independence
(1962–1975) as the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA)—

Dealers and Brokers in Civil Wars 133

141. “National Intelligence Daily,” November 8, 1982, CIA FOIA Electronic Reading Room,
General CIA Records, https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/document/cia-rdp84t00301r0006000
10042-5.
142. Babar Ali, “Pak-U.S. Military Relationship in 1980s,” Economic and Political Weekly 22, no. 14
(April 1987): 588–590.
143. Kux, The United States and Pakistan, 283.
144. Ibid., 266.
145. Peter Tomsen, The Wars of Afghanistan: Messianic Terrorism, Tribal Conºicts, and the Failure of
Great Powers (Philadelphia: PublicAffairs, 2013), 425.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/47/4/107/2090983/isec_a_00461.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



backed by the Soviet Union and Cuba—took control of the state apparatus and
formed the ªrst Angolan government. This government was contested by
UNITA, led by Jonas Savimbi, while a former rebel group, the National Front
for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA), was slowly disintegrating. In the run-up
to independence, UNITA had received considerable state support, especially
from the United States and South Africa.146 In December 1975, however, the
U.S. Congress passed the Clark Amendment prohibiting the use of funds for
paramilitary operations and effectively ended the U.S. presence in Angola. The
ban remained in place until its repeal a decade later.

With the repeal of the Clark Amendment in 1985, “a debate began to rage:
should the United States now provide aid to Savimbi’s UNITA?”147 In support-
ing UNITA, U.S. goals extended beyond negating Soviet military gains to
helping the group overcome the political and military impasse with the
MPLA.148 While intelligence about UNITA praised its ªghting capabilities, or-
ganization, and leadership, it concluded that an outright military victory was
improbable.149 With this in mind, the United States’ main goal was to “bring
enough pressure on the Angolan government to enter into negotiations and
for all the parties to ªnd a political solution.”150 At the same time, the United
States’ strategic interests concerned the wider region, and it sought to resolve
the Namibian independence issue and the withdrawal of Cuban troops
from Angola.

As with Pakistan and the Mujahideen, supporting UNITA required consoli-
dating a partnership with a neighboring state. As Secretary Shultz writes: “The
point was that the aid had to be delivered, and to obtain the cooperation of an
acceptable neighboring state, delivery had to be deniable.”151 For this, the
United States turned to Zaire, which became not only an indispensable partner
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in sponsoring UNITA but also a cooperative broker whose goal alignment with
the United States secured UNITA’s compliance as a proxy. Zaire was a key in-
termediary acting as a transmission point of lethal support to UNITA. “How
are you going to get the aid delivered?” Shultz asked in the White House
Cabinet Room in November 1985. “Zaire and Zambia cannot openly support
insurgents in another African state. And the aid had to go through there! If the
aid isn’t delivered, it’s worthless to Savimbi.”152 Reagan’s diary entries also ac-
knowledge Zaire’s core role in mounting “a covert operation for real help.”153

Extending the delegation chain to an intermediary had several advantages
for the United States. Much like in the Pakistan case, working with and
through Zaire provided plausible deniability and local access. This made spon-
soring UNITA less risky by expanding the range of support that it could re-
ceive and bypassing South Africa, whose involvement would have violated a
U.S. embargo on arms shipments.154 Using Zaire as an intermediary also raised
the costs of waging war for the MPLA regime and its Soviet and Cuban back-
ers, while lowering the risks of retribution. In addition, Zaire became a source
of intelligence for U.S. policymakers, albeit a less useful one than the Pakistani
ISI given that Zaire’s intelligence services focused chieºy on maintaining
President Mobutu Sese Seko in power.155 Finally, the United States was able to
draw on a long-standing cooperative relationship with Mobutu’s Zaire as an
intermediary. Since the 1960s, the United States had been providing Zaire with
economic and military aid in exchange for security commitments, with Zaire
becoming the go-to broker for U.S. military aid to other African insurgents.156

Zaire’s main strategic goal—securing UNITA’s access to a power-sharing
agreement to prevent further Angolan support for Zairean rebels—overlapped
with that of the United States. Additionally, it sought to increase Mobutu’s
international prestige as a power broker and bolster Mobutu’s regional
ambitions to secure resources, such as those of Angola’s oil-rich Cabinda
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Province.157 Taken together, these strategic goals aligned with Reagan’s
strategy for the region and drew on the country’s history of direct and indirect
involvement in the conºict. To this end, Zaire repeatedly signaled its commit-
ment and capacity to contribute to the United States’ African policies.158

Zaire’s aims were a function of the country’s proximity to the ongoing civil
war and its externalities (e.g., economic impact, refugees, wider regional insta-
bility). Speciªcally, the MPLA government posed a direct threat to Mobutu be-
cause it had supported Katangese rebels during their two incursions into the
Shaba Province in 1977 and 1978. Even though CIA intelligence reports repeat-
edly estimated a low possibility for a successful third Shaba insurrection, its
potential created a permanent existential security threat.159 Subsequent de-
fense agreements succumbed to issues of credible commitments because they
obligated Angola and Zaire to pledges not to retaliate by supporting each
other’s rebels.160

While the overlap between the principal’s and the intermediary’s goals in
this case removed the competitive environment that shaped the U.S.-Pakistan
goal divergence, Zaire’s alignment assured Mobutu of an enhanced bargaining
position.161 Zaire’s facilitation of lethal aid transportation and commitment of
its territory to UNITA operations were integral to the United States’ Angola
policy. This made compensation through economic and security beneªts,
rather than sanctioning, the key to U.S. policymakers’ success in managing the
relationship with Zaire. Reagan’s 1987 national security directive on Angola
set out strategic objectives “acceptable to key African partners whose support
[was] essential” and explicitly mentioned the United States’ commitment to
Zaire through continued development, security assistance, and humanitarian
relief programs.162
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Yet Zaire found in its broker role an opportunity to seek additional compen-
sation by demanding increases in U.S. assistance. A 1986 National Intelligence
Estimate directly links Mobutu’s position to “a 21-year record of support to
U.S. policies, particularly his current support for UNITA.”163 Reagan’s deputy
assistant for national security affairs, Donald Fortier, described the U.S. rela-
tionship as a catch-22: “Our need to cooperate with a partner in this fashion
limits what we can do. . . . We have to be sensitive to his weakness and vulner-
abilities.”164 To a certain degree, the United States actively compensated Zaire,
giving credence to its security grievances while acknowledging Mobutu’s op-
portunism. Assistance to Zaire grew from $40 million in 1983 to $79 million in
1986.165 In fact, an overview of the United States’ Angola policy for Director
of Central Intelligence William Casey explained that Zaire was given priority
in assistance, “which demonstrated our appreciation of their support and
shared interests.”166 Further, Reagan embarked on sustained efforts to “court”
Mobutu167 while pushing France and Belgium to “heighten” the visibility of
their support to Mobutu.168 Despite some mild posturing from Zaire—
expelling ambassadors and adjusting its relationship with Moscow—that the
CIA described as “attention getters,”169 Zaire never undermined or seriously
threatened U.S. policy in Angola because “the implications of perceived U.S.
support for Zaire are more valuable to Mobutu than the actual assistance
he receives.”170

Therefore, as a broker, Zaire’s involvement in the provision of support to the
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rebels in the Angolan civil war on behalf of the United States created numer-
ous positive payoffs. UNITA funding began in February 1986 following argu-
ments over whether the support should be covert or overt. Speciªcally, while
Congress proposed public nonlethal aid, Secretary Shultz saw “far greater im-
portance of covert and lethal assistance.”171 More importantly, in December
1985, CIA Director Casey traveled to Zaire to set out the parameters under
which Mobutu’s regime would become a conduit of weapons for UNITA.172 In
many ways, Zaire’s brokerage was a continuation of Mobutu’s own support of
UNITA with other and better means. Before U.S. involvement, Zaire’s support
to UNITA consisted of access to the country’s territory as a sanctuary and an
area of operations,173 as well as “intelligence support, the transit of personnel
and equipment, and access to facilities for rest and training.”174

Both the United States and Zaire viewed UNITA and its leader Savimbi as
the right choice and coordinated to prevent leadership disputes and factional
splintering. In fact, after the MPLA defeated the FNLA, Mobutu switched to
allocate aid to UNITA and allowed Savimbi to re-group and organize in Zaire,
just as the Carter administration’s National Security Council stopped “advis-
ing friendly countries against aid to Savimbi.”175 Zaire, acting as a compliant
broker, simply followed the principal’s wish regarding selection: “After the
1976 Clark Amendment barring further US covert aid in Angola, US intelli-
gence ofªcials were determined to ªnd other ways to continue the campaign
against the MPLA. They had been convinced, moreover, that Savimbi was a
more viable client than [Holden] Roberto. Despite Mobutu’s closer links with
Roberto, he was encouraged to provide access in Zaire for Savimbi.”176 Zaire
also used its own contacts with the United States to shape UNITA’s strategic
narrative, including by frequently allowing journalists to travel from Kinshasa
to the remote areas of southeastern Angola.177
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Zaire’s ability to direct UNITA’s strategic and tactical decisions presents a
more nuanced picture: while inºuencing issues ranging from operations to
cessation of hostilities, Zaire’s never sought to deviate UNITA from its U.S.-
supported goals. Because Mobutu was “favorably disposed toward Jonas
Savimbi,” he regularly met with UNITA leadership.178 Similarly, Zaire effec-
tively used its territory to support the Angolan insurgents. Zaire initially con-
trolled UNITA operations through access to territory.179 This occurred in close
cooperation with the United States, as it was “generally understood that
American policy [was] to get UNITA to work from Zaire in northern Angola,
in order to allow the United States to control them better.”180 While decisions
not to constrain access prevailed, evidence of hidden UNITA bases in Zaire
near Cabinda led Mobutu to expel some members of the UNITA leadership
in 1986.181

As a broker for the United States, Zaire used its territory to allocate re-
sources and to allow UNITA to shift between conventional and unconven-
tional attacks. Starting in 1986, the abandoned military base at Kamina in
southwest Zaire was the key point for airlifting arms for UNITA into Jamba,
Angola, where the CIA “formed a special task force to administer the pro-
gram.”182 Beginning in 1987, weekly C-141 ºights started carrying Stinger anti-
aircraft missiles,183 whose impact contributed to UNITA’s ªghting, albeit not as
decisively as in Afghanistan.184 In November 1989, a CIA plane carrying mili-
tary and other equipment crashed near Jamba, killing U.S. personnel.185

Resources were allocated jointly with the United States and, according to a
UNITA supply ofªcer captured in December 1987, members of UNITA trav-
eled to the Zairean airbase for “training by the Americans in intelligence and
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in the use of Stinger anti-aircraft missiles and TOW antitank weapons.”186

Zaire also inºuenced UNITA’s tactical choices by helping Savimbi’s rebels
overcome logistical problems187 and by allowing them to expand their areas
of operation.188

Arms support to UNITA through Zaire led Savimbi to escalate the war suc-
cessfully. Secretary Shultz recalled that “US-supplied antitank and antiaircraft
missiles played an important role, and I was glad that covert U.S. lethal aid
had gone forward.”189 With support to UNITA growing to $40 million in 1988,
the protracted conºict gave Zaire the chance to broker not just Savimbi’s re-
lationship with the United States but an end to the conºict itself. By 1988–1989,
the United States had committed to ending the war in Angola and had taken a
series of key steps that included the New York agreements on the independ-
ence of Namibia and the phased withdrawal of Cuban troops.190 This diplo-
matic strategy pressured the United States’ African partners, especially Zaire.
Mobutu organized a meeting in Gbadolite intended to reach a cease-ªre that
would lead to a political solution to Angola’s civil war, but Mobutu’s media-
tion abilities were discredited when this cease-ªre broke down shortly after. As
punishment, Zaire cut off CIA aid to UNITA, and it took President George
H. W. Bush to restore Zaire’s relationship with UNITA and resume support.191

The intermediary efforts failed because Mobutu’s strategy was ill-deªned,
poorly communicated, and imposed unacceptable demands on both parties. In
fact, President Bush told Savimbi that the United States did not see “any feasi-
ble alternative to working through Zaire, and through Mobutu.”192 Moreover,
a CIA estimate on Zaire’s prospects speculated that removing Mobutu would
eliminate “a potential interlocutor for negotiated settlements in the region.”193

Zaire’s role as a broker demonstrated strategic behavior consistent with our
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theory. As a closely aligned partner, the broker bought into the principal’s
goals and willingly served as a conduit to provide support. Zaire therefore
merely “augmented” the covert assistance program as an important ally and
“the logical conduit for U.S. support to UNITA.”194 In contrast to the United
States’ partnership of convenience with Pakistan, Zaire “proved a natural ally
to stem a hostile tide in the region.”195 More importantly, attempts to manage
and inºuence the agent overlapped with Zaire’s own interests in mitigating in-
surgent prospects and collecting a security dividend in a strong UNITA ready
to meet Zaire’s security challenges regarding a possible Shaba insurgency.

Intermediaries and the Provision of External Support

Zaire and Pakistan were key intermediaries in the United States’ proxy wars
against the Soviet Union in Angola and Afghanistan. The intermediaries pur-
sued different goal alignment strategies, which largely determined their levels
of involvement in the provision of external support. As a dealer, Pakistan fol-
lowed a competitive logic. It prioritized enhancing its own bargaining position
in the broader, regional context over supporting the United States’ determina-
tion to defeat the Soviet Union. On the contrary, Zaire followed a cooperative
logic, using its brokerage mandate to contribute to both removing Soviet and
Cuban inºuence in southern Africa and bolstering its own security and re-
gional ambitions. Table 2 provides a summary of our main ªndings.

In terms of the principal’s’ motives for using intermediaries, our analysis
suggests that informational advantages (H1a) were somewhat less important
than geographic proximity (H1b) and plausible deniability (H1c). Decision-
makers in both cases made explicit references to plausible deniability and
geographic proximity. Interestingly, our analysis shows that deniability is im-
portant not only for letting the principal avoid international or national
sanctioning but also for the intermediary’s calculus. Pakistan was mainly con-
cerned about retaliation from the Soviet Union, whereas Zaire sought to bal-
ance escalation in relation to the Angolan government.

Proximity appears to be key, as both cases indicate that the United States
needed a local partner to gain access and to distribute resources. The ªndings
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about informational advantages are more mixed. In the case of Zaire, there
were no explicit references to this motive—potentially because the intelligence
was not as valuable to the United States, which could rely on other local part-
ners such as South Africa and Zambia for local information. In Pakistan, on the
other hand, there was stronger support for the United States having used
Pakistan to gain informational advantages relating to the Mujahideen, as the
United States clearly valued and relied on intelligence from the ISI. In addition
to the stipulated hypotheses, our analysis also demonstrates that the principal
seemed to prefer basing its selection of intermediaries on prior cooperation.

Zaire’s and Pakistan’s different alignments with U.S. strategic aims inform
two pathways of involvement in the provision of external support. Our analy-
sis presents evidence on Zaire’s cooperative “low” involvement and Pakistan’s
competitive “high” involvement, and how actions either consolidated or sub-
verted U.S. interests. It is clear that intermediaries inºuence the provision of
external support (H2), and that the double principal-agent problem is most

International Security 47:4 142

Table 2. Summary of Analysis: Why States Use Intermediaries and Its Effects

United
States-
Pakistan-
Mujahideen

United
States-
Zaire-
UNITA

Principal’s motives H1a: Principals use intermediaries to
gain informational advantages.

strong
support

weak
support

H1b: Principals use intermediaries
because of their geographical proximity
to the agent.

strong
support

strong
support

H1c: Principals use intermediaries to
maximize deniability.

strong
support

strong
support

Effects of using
intermediaries

H2: Intermediaries inºuence the
provision of external support.

strong
support

strong
support

H3: The double principal-agent problem
is most acute when the principal and
the intermediary have divergent
interests.

strong
support

strong
support

H4: Principals compensate and sanction
the intermediary to establish control.

partial
support

partial
support

NOTE: We deªne the three levels of support for our hypotheses as follows: ample observa-
tions conªrm the hypothesis and no contradictory ªndings (strong support); some observ-
ations conªrm the hypothesis and few contradictory ªndings (partial support); little
information conªrms the hypothesis and substantial contradictory ªndings (weak support).
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acute when the principal and the intermediary have divergent interests (H3).
Furthermore, our ªndings offer the opportunity to think more creatively about
intermediaries as being located on a spectrum of involvement concerning their
roles in allocating support, screening recipients, and directing operations.

As a dealer, Pakistan was highly involved in selection. It both allocated re-
sources and directed the rebels’ operations. The United States provided little
oversight and largely left it to President Zia-ul-Haq and Pakistan’s ISI to con-
trol the distribution of military assistance. Consequently, Pakistan channeled
resources to its own preferred factions of the Mujahideen and directly con-
trolled rebel operations by rewarding behavior that conformed to its own in-
terest and by punishing deviations.

As a broker, Zaire also channeled aid, but it did so by working with the CIA
teams to transport, distribute, and coordinate aid. Zaire’s involvement over-
lapped with the United States’ goals to employ UNITA as a proxy and to em-
power Savimbi rather than to cause factions to splinter or to create other
factions, as was the case in Afghanistan. Zaire’s ability to direct operations was
in line with U.S. positions on UNITA, namely, to translate battleªeld successes
into political power at the negotiating table.

Finally, Zaire did little to control UNITA the way that Pakistan did with
groups like Hezbi Islami. When Zaire cut off aid to UNITA because of the
reputational costs that it (the broker) incurred as a failed mediator, the princi-
pal brought both the intermediary and the agent to Washington to repair rela-
tions. Conversely, Pakistan’s involvement presented no real opportunities for
control or oversight, highlighting once more the effects of goal divergence/
convergence on intermediaries’ ability to shape wars by proxy.

One important difference adds weight to our dealer-broker typological as-
sessment and provides partial evidence for H4—that principals compensate
and sanction the intermediary to establish control. Pakistan’s divergence of in-
terests required additional efforts from the United States to secure alignment
and to consolidate trust (e.g., not sanctioning the ongoing nuclear program,
providing advanced ªghter jets, and debt relief), even if these did not yield the
desired results. This indicates that some intermediaries—that is, dealers—
impose high costs, driving a hard bargain over which the principal has little
power in the short term. Conversely, Zaire’s repeated alignment signaling
created credible expectations for cooperation that permitted a conªdent assess-
ment of Zaire’s commitment, even as Mobutu attempted to bargain for in-
creased compensation. Counterintuitively, our ªndings suggest that more
aligned brokers may be less successful than divergent dealers at inºuencing
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the compensation mechanisms subtending their intermediary partnerships.196

H4 only receives partial support, however, because compensation seemed to
prevail over sanctioning, with both intermediaries being rewarded with eco-
nomic and military aid. In addition, the United States appeared to exercise
more control over Zaire than Pakistan. It had a more direct CIA presence in
Zaire to monitor the intermediary’s’ actions, and it brought both the interme-
diary and the proxy to Washington when mediation plans were unsuccessful.

In sum, our analysis highlights the agency of intermediaries and the extent
to which they consolidated or subverted the principal’s strategic goals. Exactly
how principals deal with the double principal-agent problem and exercise con-
trol warrants a study of its own, but this illustrative comparison demonstrates
the value of dual delegation and the relevant insights that can be gained by an
extension of standard principal-agent theory.

Conclusion

External support to non-state armed groups is usually seen as a direct relation-
ship between a state sponsor and a rebel group. But we have highlighted how
powerful states often rely on intermediary states to distribute military aid. Be-
cause intermediaries are likely to have their own separate agendas, powerful
states often face a double principal-agent problem when providing material
support to rebel groups: the difªculties and problems associated with control-
ling the agent are reºected in the delegation dynamics between principal and
intermediary. To adequately capture these dynamics, we have offered an ex-
tension of principal-agent theory, what we call “dual delegation.” Our theory
includes intermediaries as secondary, subordinate principals that are part of
longer chains of delegation, and it shows that the principal may need to also
provide control and oversight of the intermediary. Importantly, states that
want to channel support through others must consider the convergence/
divergence of interests or risk strategic failure.

Our illustrative case studies focus on two types of intermediaries, which we
call “dealers” and “brokers.” Not only do intermediaries matter in the provi-
sion of external support, but their roles differ depending on goal alignment
with the principal. Pakistan—acting as a dealer for U.S. support to the
Mujahideen in Afghanistan—was highly involved in the provision of external
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support and followed a competitive logic. Pakistan helped to select proxies, al-
locate resources, and direct rebel operations. Zaire on the other hand—acting
as a broker for distributing U.S. support to UNITA in Angola—was less
involved in the provision of external support. Following more of a coopera-
tive logic, Zaire was less concerned with the selection process, it allocated
resources jointly with the United States, and it only partly attempted to di-
rect operations.

Our article invites a larger discussion on intermediaries in conºict research
more broadly. The ªndings related to proxy warfare may inform the emer-
gence of a new research agenda centered on their role and inºuence on a wide
range of conºict processes. The diversity of remaining puzzles surrounding
dual delegation underlines its theoretical, methodological, and empirical ne-
glect. Under what conditions do states use intermediaries, and when do they
decide to act unilaterally? What are the wider consequences of intermediary
involvement for conºict dynamics and the prospects for peace? Do states as-
sume different intermediary roles for different principals? Do states reemploy
or change intermediaries because of past experiences? How do intermediaries
affect the post-conºict context?

Future research should examine how state sponsors coordinate and jointly
channel support—and how this affects rebel groups. So far, such research is
limited to how state sponsors might foster unity or encourage fragmentation
within armed movements.197 But our empirical analysis suggests that there are
likely to be more consequences connected to external support provision. Prior-
ity should also be given to including intermediaries in empirical data, since
they are rendered practically invisible in all major datasets on the topic.198 This
would enable a larger systematic analysis on the role of intermediaries in
proxy wars.

The article has also presented insights into the issue of control in the delega-
tion of war to non-state armed groups, a key topic the debate has yet to ad-
dress systematically. There is great scope in assessing the micro-foundations of
control in dual delegation because it identiªes three interconnected dynamics
of control: principal-intermediary, intermediary-agent, and principal-agent.
Our empirical analysis points to compensation being the main form of
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inºuence employed in the principal-intermediary relationship, but this should
be explored further in different settings. Finally, some of our key theoretical in-
sights can easily be expanded by abandoning the canonical focus on states. Be-
cause the provision of state support to rebels resembles a complex network of
relations more than a direct chain of command from principal to agent, the cat-
egory of actors capable of assuming the roles of principal, intermediary, and
agent should be expanded. Recent literature presents persuasive arguments
about the political power of non-state armed actors as principals,199 and there
is evidence that non-state intermediaries such as Hezbollah play a key role in
training Syrian and Iraqi militias for Iran.200

Finally, this article’s ªndings have two important policy implications. First,
states engaging in counterterrorism need to widen the scope of their analysis
beyond sponsors of terrorism and explore the role of all states involved in the
process of conºict delegation. A recent overview of U.S. policy proposed locat-
ing sponsorship “along different spectrums, such as informal versus formal
support and direct aid for violence versus incitement.”201 A focus on interme-
diaries adds nuance to such attempts and presents an opportunity to design
more robust sanctioning regimes that consider the complexity of the sponsor-
ship process. Second, there is a need to strengthen the international legal
framework in relation to proxy warfare to assign legal responsibility more
adequately. That principals could use intermediaries when providing sup-
port to non-state armed groups indicates that holding principals account-
able for violating the nonintervention principle under international law should
be reconsidered.
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