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AMUEL Huntin-gton
peddles a culturalist
thesis about the
sources of conflicts in

"The Clash of Civilizations". He
builds on the premise that the
"most important distinctions
among peoples are not ideologi-
cal., political, or economic. They
are cultural."

If cultural distinctions possess
primacy, it follows that they will
drive the world's conflicts. The
clash asserts that> the cold war,
characterized by the clash of ide-
ologies, was an aberration: the

most dangerous $onflicts in the
new post -cold war era will occur
along the fault-lines of civiliza-
tio~. Although Huntington iden-
tifies nine contemporary civiliza-
tions, there are three that
monopolize his attention: the
West, Islam and the Sinic civi-
lization. The critical conflicts in
the coming decades will occur
because of challenges to the
West from Islam and China.

This is social science at its
political best - as ideology. The
Clash obfuscates the realities of
unequal power: in this case, the
ilppnp~t mn~T pnnnr;na <>n..J
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countries - including the largest.- areoamong the world's poor-
est; and China too, despite two
decades of rapid growth,
remains quite poor. In addition,
the Isltmic world lacks any polit-
ical unity: it is fragmented into
more than fifty countries.

It is not clear that conflicts
between rich and poor co~tries
can only occur if the latter are
united. Two poor countries,
China and India, have popula-
tions that exceed the .combined

most conflicts have their source
in cultural differences - when

he describes the genesis of civi-
lizational conflicts. The civiliza-
tional wars, he concedes, origi-
nate in the usual sources: the
anarchy of states, and conflicts
over people, territory and
resources;' culture enters into
these conflicts only later as the
rival parties mobilize support
among the larger population.
Isn't this a disavowal of the pri-
macy of cultural factors in "civi.

Curiously, there is no room in
Huntington's taxonomy for
Thailand, Cambodia, Laos,
Myanmar, Sri Lanka, or Tibet.
They lire looking for a home.

At the same time, there exists
a strong correspondence
between Huntington's civiliza-
tions and Western notion of
races. All but one of them can be
id~ntified with a 'race': the West
with Germanic, the Orthodox
with Slavic, Latin American with
Mestizo (though their elites are
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the term is understood in the
West.

The concept of civilization cre-
ates ambiguity because of its
empirical relationship with
states. Of the six major civiliza-
tions - the Western, Orthodox,
Islamic, Indian, Sinic, and
Japanese - the last three are
identical or nearly identical with
a state. India, China and Japan
are civilizations and states. In
addition, two core states -
United States and Russia - con-
tain a third and a half of the total
populations of their civilizations..
In the event, it becomes easy to
construe a straight conflict over
interests - say between United
States and China, or China and
Russia - as a clash of civiliza-
tions.

There are at least two answers
Huntington offers to this ques-
tion: these clashes have roots in
the human psyche and in the
nature of cultures.

At the deepest level, the clash
of civilizations is rooted in our
psyche. People define t.hem-
selves by identifying with "cul-
tural groups: tribes, ethnic



deepest: most enduring, 'and
widening divisions between rich
and poor co1ll1tries. It is careless-
ly constructed, ahistorical and
contradictory; it is also contra-
dicted by historical evidence.
Nevertheless, Huntington's the-
sis has dominated public dis-
course since it was first la1ll1ched
in 1993. Apparently, ideologies
succeed by appealing to inter-
ests, not logic or evidence.

In the post-cold war world,
Huntington confidently pro-
claims, "the most pervasive,
important, and dangerous con-
flicts will not be between social
classes, rich and poor, or other
economically defined groups,
but between peoples belonging
to different cultural entities."

Huntington claims that con-
flicts between rich and poor
countries are unlikely because
the latter "lack the political
unity, economic power, and mili-
tary capability to challenge the
rich countries.~' Ironically, this
contradicts his own thesis about
the most seri~us challenges to
the West emanating from Islam
and China. Many of the Islamic

population of all western coun-
tries. China is already regarded
as a military threat to the United
States, though India may not be
far behind. Given their enor-
mous size, with another decade
or two of rapid growth, these two
countries could also begin to
offer serious economic competi-
tion to the Core countries.

Even smaller countries can
become a threat. It has been
America's policy to ostracize
countries in the Periphery as
rogue states if they do one or
more of three things: they resist
US hegemony, they possess or
are developing long-range mis-
siles, and they possess or are
developing weapons of mass
destruction. Nearly all the
"rogue states" are quite small;
the list includes Iran, Iraq, North
Korea, Syria, Cuba and Libya. It
would appear that the United
States takes the "rogue ,States"
quite s~riously. It is developing
the Nuclear Defense Shield to
intercept and shoot down mis-
siles fired by the rogue states.

Amusingly, Huntington
negates his own thesis - that
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lizational" conflicts?
An examination of the central

concept in "The Clash of
Civilizations" reveals several
more flaws and contradictions in
H1ll1tington's tliesis.

H1ll1tington defines civilization
as " the highest cultural group-
ing of people and the broadest
level of cultural identity people
have short of that which distin-
guishes humans from other
species." In addition, each civi-
lization is defined by its core and
enduring "values, norms, institu-
tions, and modes of thinking."

This is followed by a list of
eight contemporary civilizations:
Sinic, Japanese, Hindu, Islamic,.
Orthodox, Latin American, the
West, and African (possibly).
This list might have been con-
vincing if H1ll1tington had identi-
fied their core "values, norms,
institutions, and modes of think.
ing." But he refuses to oblige.
We are left wondering if indeed
these 'civilizations' can be
defined by some set of 1ll1chang-
ing core values; or how great are
the differences in the core val-
ues of these civilizations.
..
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almost entirely white), the Sinic groups, religious communities,
and Jap;mese with the 'yellow nations, and, at the broadest
race', the Hindu with the dark level, civilizations." But this is
Caucasians, and the African with not enough: in order to deepen
black. Islam alone does not fit our identity we must also hate
this description. This leads to a others. In. other words, the clash
suspicion. Is it possible that of civilizations is rooted in natur-
Huntington's scheme simply al human frailties.
recycles the western division of This two-part thesis is prob-
mankind into races? lematic in both its parts. The psy-

Although Huntington claims chic need for identity is better
that religion is "a central defin- fulfilled by identifying with
ing characteristic" of civiliza- smaller groups - one's family,
tions, the correlation between village, tribe, trade union, club,
his civilizations and religion is or team- rather than with larg-
quite weak. The West, Orthodox er, secondary, more distant
and Latin American civilizations groups, such as nations and civi-
are all Christian. Latin America lizations. If we do identity with a
is set apart because it is mostly nation or civilization, this is
Catholic; but so are Spain, socially constructed, not rooted
Portugal, Belgium, France and in our psyche. Similarly, if our
Italy. More importantly, if there self-definition does feed on
can be three Christian civiliza- hatred, we might derive consid-
tions, what prevents H1ll1tington erably greater satisfaction in
from splitting Islam along sectar- directing this hatred towards
ian (Shiite and Sunni) or racial rivals at hand - in business, pol-
lines (Arab, Iranian, T'!lrkic, itics, sports, or at the workplace
African and Malay). Finally,. - rather than to abstract and
there are two cj.vilizations on distant entities such as 'other'
H1ll1tington's list - the Sinicand civilizations..
Japanese - which have no clear (Next week: Why Huntington is
religious affiliations, at least, as wrong)


