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In the years immediately following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the world found itself searching for a new paradigm to
understand global conflict. No longer was the geopolitical landscape neatly divided between East and West, capitalism and
communism. It was into this intellectual vacuum that Samuel P Huntington proposed one of the most controversial and influential
theories of the late twentieth century: The Clash of Civilizations. First articulated in a 1993 article for Foreign Affairs and later
expanded into a full-length book, the Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations thesis argued that cultural and religious identities
would become the primary source of conflict in the post-Cold War world. For students of international relations, historians, and
general readers alike, grasping the nuances of this theory remains essential for understanding many of the tensions that define our
contemporary era.

Who Was Samuel P Huntington?

Before diving into the thesis itself, it is worth understanding the man behind the idea. Samuel Phillips Huntington was a prominent
American political scientist at Harvard University, where he spent the majority of his academic career. He served as a political
advisor and wrote extensively on military strategy, political development, and democratization. His earlier works, such as Political
Order in Changing Societies, had already established him as a major intellectual figure. However, the Samuel P Huntington clash of
civilizations argument catapulted him into the center of heated public debate. Huntington was not simply an academic writing in
isolation; he drew upon decades of scholarship in comparative politics, history, and cultural studies to build what he saw as a new
map for understanding global conflict.

Huntington believed that the West had grown complacent in its assumption that liberal democracy and Western values would
naturally spread across the globe. He argued that the post-Cold War world would be defined not by ideological divisions, but by what
he termed "civilizational identities." These identities, rooted in deep history, religion, language, and tradition, would prove far more
resilient than many Western policymakers anticipated.

The Core Thesis of the Clash of Civilizations

At its heart, the Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations thesis makes a few key claims. First, Huntington argued that the most
important distinctions among people are no longer ideological, political, or economic. Instead, they are cultural. People define
themselves in terms of ancestry, religion, language, values, and institutions. These civilizational identities are broad and inclusive,
often spanning multiple nation-states.

Second, Huntington contended that the world is divided into seven or eight major civilizations. He identified these as:

e Western Civilization (Europe, North America, and other settler colonies)

e Latin American Civilization (distinct from the West due to its unique history)
e African Civilization (still in the process of forming its own identity)

e Islamic Civilization (spanning the Middle East, North Africa, parts of Asia)
 Sinic Civilization (centered on China and Chinese diaspora communities)

e Hindu Civilization (focused on the Indian subcontinent)

e Orthodox Civilization (centered on Russia and Eastern Europe)

e Japanese Civilization (a distinct and unique cultural sphere)

Huntington argued that these civilizations are the "civilizations" that would shape global politics. He predicted that conflict would
occur most intensely along the "fault lines" between these civilizations. For example, he pointed to the Bosnian War, the Caucasus
conflicts, and tensions between Hindu and Muslim communities in South Asia as early evidence of this pattern.

Why Did Huntington Believe Civilizations Would Clash?

The Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations argument rests on several assumptions about human nature and international
relations. First, he believed that differences between civilizations are real and basic. They are the product of centuries of history and
are not easily erased by modernization or globalization. Second, he argued that the world is becoming a smaller place. Increased
interaction between different civilizations heightens awareness of these differences, leading to a stronger sense of "us" versus
"them." Third, economic modernization and social change weaken the traditional identity of the nation-state, pushing people toward
more fundamental sources of identity such as religion.

Huntington also suggested that the West, at the height of its power, was provoking reactions from other civilizations. He argued that
Western attempts to promote universal values such as democracy, human rights, and individual liberty were perceived by other
cultures as a form of imperialism. This backlash, he predicted, would lead non-Western civilizations to reassert their own values and
to reject Western dominance. This dynamic, he wrote, was already visible in the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and the Asian values
debate.
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The Role of Identity and Belonging

One of the most compelling aspects of the Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations framework is its focus on identity. Huntington
understood that human beings have a deep psychological need for belonging. In a rapidly changing world, where traditional
communities and nation-states are under pressure, people look to civilizational identities for stability and meaning. This is why, in his
view, someone in Cairo or Jakarta might feel a stronger connection to fellow Muslims in another country than to the secular
government of their own state. This identity-based solidarity, he argued, would become a powerful force in international politics.

Criticisms and Controversies Surrounding the Thesis

No discussion of the Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations theory would be complete without addressing the substantial criticism
it has generated. From the moment it was published, the thesis attracted fire from all sides of the political and academic spectrum.

One of the most common criticisms is that Huntington overstated the coherence and unity of civilizations. Critics argue that he
treated vast and diverse civilizations as monolithic entities. For example, "Islamic civilization" includes Arabs, Persians, Turks,
Malays, and Africans, each with distinct languages, traditions, and political systems. To lump them all together, critics say, is to
ignore crucial internal divisions. Similarly, "Western civilization" contains deep fault lines of its own, from class conflict to political
polarization to regional rivalries.

Another major criticism is that the thesis is self-fulfilling. By framing the world in terms of civilizational conflict, Huntington may have
encouraged policymakers to view international relations through a lens of confrontation rather than cooperation. Some scholars
argue that the theory was used to justify Western intervention in the Middle East and to stoke fears about Islam. The Samuel P
Huntington clash of civilizations idea, in this view, became a dangerous blueprint rather than a neutral analysis.

Furthermore, many scholars of international relations argue that Huntington underestimated the continuing importance of state
interests, economics, and power politics. They point out that many conflicts occur within civilizations, not between them, and that
alliances often transcend civilizational lines. The US alliance with Saudi Arabia and the close ties between China and Pakistan are
examples of cooperation across civilizational boundaries.

Relevance in the Modern World

Despite the criticisms, the Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations thesis remains remarkably relevant in the twenty-first century.
The events of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent War on Terror brought the theory back into mainstream discussion. For
many, the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon seemed to confirm Huntington's prediction that the West and Islam
were on a collision course. The rise of extremist groups such as Al-Qaeda and ISIS further fueled the perception of a civilizational
struggle.

However, the relevance of the thesis goes beyond the Islamic world. The growing assertiveness of China under the Chinese
Communist Party can be interpreted through a civilizational lens. China increasingly frames its rise as the return of a great
civilization, not just a nation-state. The concept of "xin shidai" or "new era" emphasizes Chinese values and traditions rather than
Western models of development. This aligns with Huntington's warning that non-Western civilizations would increasingly challenge
Western hegemony.

The war in Ukraine has also sparked debates about civilizational identity. Huntington classified Ukraine as a "cleft country" with both
Western and Orthodox influences. The conflict can be seen as a struggle over which civilization Ukraine belongs to. This is not just a
geopolitical dispute but a deep identity question that resonates with Huntington's framework.

The West and the Rest

One of the most enduring legacies of the Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations theory is its framing of the relationship between
"the West and the Rest." Huntington warned that the West would need to recognize that its values are not universal and that it must
learn to manage its decline gracefully. He advocated for the West to strengthen its own cultural coherence and to limit the influx of
peoples from other civilizations. This aspect of his work has been particularly controversial, as critics accuse Huntington of
xenophobia and cultural essentialism. Yet it has also found resonance among those concerned about immigration and national
identity in Europe and North America.

Lessons from the Clash of Civilizations

While no single theory can explain the full complexity of global politics, the Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations thesis offers
valuable lessons. First, it reminds us that culture and identity matter deeply in international relations. The rational actor model of
state behavior, which assumes that all states act according to a universal logic of power and interest, misses the emotional and
symbolic dimensions of conflict. People are willing to fight and die for their identity, not just for material gain.

Second, the thesis encourages us to be humble about the universality of Western values. The assumption that democracy, individual
rights, and secularism will naturally appeal to all people is not supported by history. Different civilizations have different value
systems, and these differences must be taken seriously. The Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations argument is a warning
against cultural arrogance.

Third, Huntington's work highlights the importance of historical memory. Civilizations carry with them deep grievances and rivalries
that can resurface after centuries. The tensions between Russia and Ukraine, between India and Pakistan, and between China and
Japan cannot be understood without reference to deep historical wounds.
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The Samuel P Huntington clash of civilizations thesis remains one of the most debated and influential ideas in modern political
thought. While it has been criticized for oversimplifying complex realities and for potentially stoking the very conflicts it predicted, it
continues to offer a powerful lens for understanding global tensions. In an era marked by rising nationalism, religious revival, and
challenges to the liberal international order, Huntington's focus on cultural identity seems more relevant than ever. Whether one
agrees with his conclusions or not, engaging with his work forces us to confront uncomfortable questions about difference, identity,
and the future of global coexistence. The clash of civilizations, even if not an inevitable destiny, is a recurring pattern in human
affairs that demands our thoughtful attention.
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