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In 2003 I attended a talk by Samuel Huntington, the late Harvard historian who made a 
big splash with his 1997 bestseller, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of 
World Order.1 It was an “answer song” to The End of History and the Last Man,2 written 
by Francis Fukuyama, one of Huntington’s former students and protégés. 
 
Fukuyama’s book proposed that liberal 
democracy was the form of political 
organization to which all peoples aspired and 
ultimately would achieve, ending ideological 
conflict once and for all. Huntington disagreed, 
saying that the world consists of at least nine 
“civilizations” that are destined to contest one 
another for power, influence, and allegiance. 
Sadly, Huntington was the better forecaster. 
 
At the time of the Huntington talk, I wrote it up as a Ford Foundation “Conference 
Roundup,” which I summarize en passant while providing my updated view of the 
issues he raised. First, let’s identify Huntington’s nine civilizations: 
 
EXHIBIT 1 
THE WORLD ACCORDING TO HUNTINGTON: NINE CIVILIZATIONS 

 
Source: Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Clash_of_Civilizations_mapn2.png  
                                                         
1 Huntington, Samuel P. 1997. The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 

2 Fukuyama, Francis. 1992. The End of History and the Last Man. New York: Free Press.  
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CIVILIZATIONAL FAULT LINES 
In 2003, I wrote: 
 

In Huntington’s view, now that the divide between the “free world” 
(Western civilization plus Japan) and the Communist world has basically 
been eliminated, conflicts will tend to be on the geographic “fault lines” 
between these traditional civilizations, and may spread to involve whole 
civilizations. Huntington reasons that most non-Western civilizations, 
while wishing to advance economically, are profoundly threatened by 
the Westernization that seems to accompany modernization and are 
seeking ways to develop without compromising traditional values.  
 
Huntington does not think that the fears [held by] non-Westerners are 
necessarily irrational. “The collapse of [Communism],” he writes, “does 
not mean that [non-Western] societies will necessarily import the other 
Western ideology of liberal democracy. Westerners who assume that it 
does are likely to be surprised by the creativity, resilience, and 
individuality of non-Western cultures.”3 

 
WHERE ARE THE TROUBLE SPOTS? 
Huntington turned out to be prescient. Most of the world’s danger spots are at 
civilizational boundaries: India and Pakistan; Israel (barely visible in Exhibit 1 but 
colored deep blue for Western) and Palestine; Russia and Ukraine; Sudan and South 
Sudan. There are exceptions, such as the troubles of the two Koreas and Venezuela 
(caused by Communism), but as a general rule the European Great Powers do not 
come to blows as they did regularly before 1945, both North and South America are 
largely peaceful, and so are most of the other civilizational blocs.  
 
There is a schism in Islam (Sunni versus Shi’ite) that is not shown in the diagram, and 
there are still tribal wars in Africa, but by and large Huntington has been proven right: 
the main sources of conflict have been civilizational. You might notice that what 
Huntington calls civilizations correspond pretty closely to religions. Given the large role 
that religion has historically played in the mind of man, that is not a big surprise. 
 
ISLAM VERSUS THE WEST, AND OTHER CONFLICTS 
The biggest geopolitical event of the last 20 years was the transition from the 
simmering Islam-versus-the-West tension documented in 1990 by Bernard Lewis in his 
Atlantic article, “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” into outright war: first, the attack on New 
York; then, counterattacks by the U.S. and its allies in Iraq and Afghanistan. The 
counterattack is sometimes portrayed as a six-front war that also included Libya, 
Somalia, Syria, and Yemen.4  
 
But this series of conflicts did not escalate into a major war by the standards of the last 
century. More Americans were killed in the battle of Iwo Jima, one small part of one of 
the two principal World War II fronts, than in all American military involvements so far in                                                         
3 Huntington [1997], p. 53. 

4 Lewis, Bernard. 1990. “The Roots of Muslim Rage.” The Atlantic Monthly (September).   
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the 21st century. Our tolerance for battlefield casualties has declined, and that’s a good 
thing. 
 
In fact, with one iffy exception, there have been no major wars in any developed 
country in the 21st century. The major wars have all been in Africa and the Middle East. 
The conflict in Ukraine, with about 10,000 dead, where Western and Orthodox 
civilizations meet (and mix in a small area) would be the exception — and then only if 
you call Ukraine and Russia developed countries (I do, just barely). On a population-
adjusted basis, the 21st century, now about one-fifth over, has thus far been the least 
violent in history.5 
 
Fukuyama, then, was not entirely wrong. For example, war brought on by British 
separation from the European Union is inconceivable. Both sides are arguing, cajoling, 
whining, begging, and generally acting like children, but they are not deploying their 
armies and navies. We are making some progress.  
 
THE BRIGHTER FUTURE OF WESTERN-ISLAMIC RELATIONS 
In 2003 I wrote, optimistically, 
 

The Newsweek columns of Fareed Zakaria present a distinctive Muslim, 
pro-Western voice. Zakaria believes that terrorist acts are the work of 
“madmen” who could be of any religion. He argues that Islam is going 
through a “fundamentalist moment” but that the long-term relations 
between Islam and the West can be friendly and that the clash-of-
civilizations theory is irresponsible.6 

 
I believe this view, at least the part about Islam, will turn out to be correct. Until the 
establishment of Israel, the U.S. was regarded as an honest and neutral broker, if not a 
friend, by the Islamic world. While I support Israel strongly, I understand the reason for 
the break between Islam and the U.S. under those circumstances. Europe has already 
made moves to gain Islam’s trust.  
 
More importantly, revivals of religious fanaticism don’t last forever. The Old Testament 
is shockingly bloody, but the Jews modernized their practical interpretation of it 
beginning in the 800s. Christianity and modernity reconciled sometime between 
Luther’s Reformation of 1517 and the last execution of an atheist — by Protestants! — 
in Scotland in 1697 as the Enlightenment began to take hold.7 Islam’s Reformation is in 
the future, but it will occur.  
 
I’m a long-term investor.                                                         
5 See, also, Pinker, Steven. 2011. The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined. New York: 
Viking; and Pinker, Steven. 2017. Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and 
Progress. New York: Viking. Pinker presents extensive evidence that violence, both state-sponsored (war) 
and at a personal level, has declined consistently over the centuries. 
6 Zakaria now writes for the Washington Post and is a CNN anchor. 

7 The world did not look upon this atrocity favorably. Even in 1697, world opinion mostly regarded the act 
as barbaric.  
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THE STRUCTURE OF ALLIANCES AND RIVALRIES 
Huntington began his 2003 talk (based on his 1997 book) by saying that we now live in 
a unipolar-multipolar world. This is Harvard historian talk for saying that the United 
States is the only superpower (“unipolar”) but that there are other Great Powers 
engaged in (1) a rivalry with one another and (2) a loose alliance against the United 
States, which would become their master if they did not in some sense band together 
(“multipolar”).  
 
Before World War I, Huntington explained, we lived in a multipolar world: the Great 
Powers were in rough balance with each other. These were Great Britain, France, 
Germany or Prussia, Austria-Hungary, Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and the United 
States. (China and India are mysteriously missing from this conventional list, but I’d add 
them, as well as Japan after the Meiji Restoration of 1868.) 
 
Two World Wars later, all but two of those Great Powers were much reduced, and we 
lived in a bipolar world: the Soviet Union (the successor state to the Russian Empire) 
and the United States were the only superpowers. In the 1990s, with the Soviet Union 
having disbanded, the world found itself in the novel power structure described above 
as unipolar-multipolar.  
 
In this structure, countries are opposed to those one level up in the power hierarchy 
and allied with those two levels up (because, to put it a little more crudely than 
Huntington did, the enemy of your enemy is your friend). He diagrammed the relations 
among the world’s major powers as of the turn of the millennium as shown in Exhibit 2: 
 
EXHIBIT 2 
HUNTINGTON’S VIEW OF THE GLOBAL POWER STRUCTURE AROUND THE TURN OF THE 
MILLENNIUM8 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Art credit: Dave Stanwick 
 
The lines, then, represent not alliances but rivalries or, in some cases, domination-
submission relations. As I wrote in 2003, describing Huntington’s views, 
 

Western civilization is dominant, and its greatest power, the U.S., is the 
world’s only superpower. However, most of the other civilizations have                                                         

8 Huntington, Samuel P. “World War III: Has It Started? How Can We Stop It?” Presentation to the 
Research Council on Global Investment of The Conference Board, John F. Kennedy School of 
Government, Cambridge, Mass., February 12, 2003. 
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at least one militarily powerful state, shown on line 2 of the exhibit. The 
secondary or large regional powers on line 2 are mostly aligned against 
the United States, since they regard the U.S. as wielding power that 
must be contained. However, the lesser powers on line 3 are mostly 
aligned with the United States, since they seek protection from the 
powers in line 2. The U.S. actively cultivates alliances with countries on 
line 3 while seeking containment of those on line 2.  

 
The diagram explains why the U.K. is allied with the United States against the “soft 
empire” ruled from Brussels; why Japan and Poland have been such reliable allies of 
the United States; why India and Pakistan are perennially at loggerheads; and why 
Brazilians and Argentines, too hedonistic to actually fight, delight in making insulting 
jokes about each other.  
 
THE NEW NEW WORLD ORDER  
But that was 1997 (or 2003, when I heard the speech). Two decades later, things have 
changed. China is no longer just another Great Power but a superpower, not quite on 
par with the United States but deserving of a higher position in the hierarchy than 
shown in Exhibit 2. Seemingly natural enemies, Saudi Arabia and Egypt have joined 
Israel and the United States in a surprising alliance against Iran’s Shi’ite ascendancy. 
India has risen further in prestige. China has acquired some African client states. 
 
So I’ve drawn Exhibit 3, which is my attempt to update Exhibit 2 in the light of recent 
history. I’ve added, as American allies, Australia and Vietnam (the latter a big surprise 
considering our mutual history); although the illustration doesn’t show it, they serve as 
a buffer against China. (In Exhibit 3, dashed arrows represent alliances rather than 
rivalries or dominance-submission relationships.) Mexico and Canada are shown as 
American allies with no intermediate adversary. I’ve promoted Japan to Great Power 
status, despite its limited military prowess, because its soft power is significant. I’ve 
reversed the positions of Nigeria and South Africa, and I’ve added Bangladesh with a 
dashed arrow representing its odd position as an ally, rival, and junior partner of India.  
 
EXHIBIT 3 
WORLD POWER RELATIONS TODAY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Art credit: Dave Stanwick 
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I’d like to add the Philippines, with its large population, and Turkey, given its strategic 
importance, but I don’t really know where to put them. And the European Union gets a 
big question mark reflecting its current, and easily foreseen, instability.  
 
It’s become a complicated world. The solid lines still represent rivalry, but the dashed 
lines indicate alliances, some solid and some reluctant. And the current marriage of 
convenience between the U.S., Israel, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia is one of the oddest 
ever.  
 
CHINA AND AMERICA: AVOIDING THE THUCYDIDES TRAP 
Should we be concerned about a war with China? 
 
Graham Allison, a political and military theorist, spoke at the same conference that I 
reported on in 2003. He believes that the situation in which Athens and Sparta found 
themselves in the fifth century B.C. is a model for future trouble: when an established 
power feels threatened by a rising one, war often follows. He is now worried about war 
between the currently rising world power, China, and the leading or hegemonic power, 
the United States. Like Huntington a Harvard professor, Allison writes: 
 

[A]s China challenges America’s predominance, misunderstandings about each 
other’s actions and intentions could lead them into a deadly trap first identified 
by the ancient Greek historian Thucydides. As he explained, “It was the rise of 
Athens and the fear that this instilled in Sparta that made war inevitable.” The 
past 500 years have seen 16 cases in which a rising power threatened to 
displace a ruling one. Twelve of these ended in war.9 
 

Examples:  

• France, then the world’s leading power, fought the rising Britain in a series of 
wars between 1689 and 1763. 

• The situation reversed when rising France fought ruling Britain in Napoleon’s 
day, roughly 1803 to 1815.  

• A rising Germany fought France in 1870, but avoided war with Britain and the 
United States until the hellish World Wars of 1914-1918 and 1939-1945.  

 
World War II was the last of the Thucydides-trap wars, so they’re not unavoidable. The 
Cold War, where the rising Soviet Union threatened the hegemonic United States, was 
relatively bloodless. (At least that was true of the principals, the U.S. and the Soviet 
Union, with proxy wars fought in Vietnam and Korea.) And, remarkably, the Cold War 
ended with a whimper instead of a bang.  
 
Interestingly, the rising United States never fought world-ruling Britain after 1815; 
maybe it’s because we’re blood brothers who speak the same language, but so were 

                                                        
9 Allison, Graham. 2017a. “The Thucydides Trap.” Foreign Policy (May/June), 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/06/09/the-thucydides-trap/. See also Allison, Graham. 2017b. Destined for 
War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.   
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the Athenians and Spartans, who fought “a war like no other.”10 If we’re going to avoid 
war with a rising China, Allison argues, the instances of war averted are well worth 
studying. 
 
CHINA AND THE U.S. WILL NOT FIGHT A SHOOTING WAR 
I agree that this historical knowledge is valuable, but China and the United States will 
not fight a shooting war. The first reason, emphasized by Allison but painfully obvious, 
is that we are both nuclear powers. Mutually assured destruction (MAD) has proven to 
be a pretty good formula for avoiding war: whoever strikes first commits suicide. The 
second reason is that rational people do not blow up their best customer. The U.S. is 
China’s largest trading partner in the sense of exports from China to the United States. 
The Chinese standard of living would collapse without American purchases. China’s 
leaders and people know that. 
 
In addition, if you care about your standard of living, you also do not blow up your 
largest supplier — nor do you tax them to death through tariffs and trade restrictions. 
Not all Americans seem to realize this, but our standard of living depends on foreign 
trade too. If you want to pay $250 for a toaster and $3000 for a suit, become an 
autarchy (a country that trades only with itself); I’ve priced some made-in-U.S.A. goods 
and those are roughly the correct prices. A trade war is a circular firing squad, and has 
to stop. 
 
If there is any danger in the U.S.-China relationship, then, it does not come from the 
Thucydides trap but from domestic political considerations. This kind of trouble can 
easily be avoided and most of our leaders, although possibly not the current president 
(he has a strange bluffing strategy that scares me but some say is effective), will go to 
the mat for free trade and a robust and growing standard of living. 
 
POPULISM, NATIONALISM, AND THE CURRENT DILEMMA 
…which brings us to a topic about which Huntington warned us: populism and 
nationalism. In a book he wrote just after the 2003 speech, entitled Who Are 
We? The Challenges to America's National Identity (2004),11 Huntington  
“argued…that American elites were dangerously out of touch with the American public 
when it came to issues of patriotism, foreign policy, and national identity,” writes Wall 
Street Journal editorialist Jason Willick in the centrist American Interest.12 The book was 
not popular, and “at 77,” Willick says, Huntington “was accused in respectable circles 
of losing his marbles.” 
 
Huntington warned that the liberal (in the American sense) elites sought an 
America that  
                                                         
10 As described by the military historian Victor Davis Hanson (2005). Hanson, Victor Davis. 2005. A War Like 
No Other: How the Athenians and Spartans Fought the Peloponnesian War. New York: Random House. 

11 Huntington, Samuel P. 2004. Who Are We? The Challenges to America's National Identity. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 

12 https://www.the-american-interest.com/2016/07/14/how-samuel-huntington-predicted-our-political-
moment/   
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…welcomes the world, its ideas, its goods and, most importantly its 
people. The ideal would be an open society with open borders, 
encouraging subnational ethnic, racial and cultural identities, dual 
citizenship, diasporas, and would be led by elites who increasingly 
identified with global institutions, norms and rules rather than national 
ones.13 
 

Meanwhile, the conservative (in the American sense, that is, classical liberal) elites 
sought to give the gift of a bourgeois capitalist paradise to the whole world. West 
London and the Upper East Side of New York are representative of their idea of 
paradise. Some of them would spread this vision by force if persuasion failed.  
 
The rub is that the common American would have none of it. Willick, echoing 
Huntington, argues that neither vision appealed to “the overwhelming patriotism and 
nationalistic identification of the rest of the American public” and their need for 
“societal security, which involves sustain[ing]…existing patterns of language, culture, 
association, religion, and national identity.” 
 
As Donald Trump governs “on a platform of immigration restriction, trade wars, and 
Jacksonian foreign policy,” Willick concludes, “Huntington’s thesis is looking more 
prescient than ever before – not as a prescription, but as a way of describing the 
divisions running through the heart of American society.” 
 
I’m not pleased by Huntington’s prophecy appearing to come true. It’s not my 
America, which looks much more like a blend of the liberal and conservative elite 
visions than the populist, nationalist one. My ancestors came here speaking a funny 
language that sounds like German but is written in Hebrew letters. While facing 
discrimination, in one generation they hustled their way into the middle class and in 
one more generation they were welcomed, sometimes reluctantly, into the elite. While 
they maintained a modicum of separate identity and customs, they vigorously adopted 
American values. I welcome anyone who would like to pursue that path today. 
 
HUNTINGTON’S PRESCRIPTIONS, OUR SUCCESSES AND FAILURES 
I close by recalling what Huntington said we should do to strengthen Western 
civilization and our place in it and to improve the prospects for world peace. First, his 
cautionary words, as reported by me in my 2003 essay: 
 

Civilizations generally feel triumphant and “universal” right at the time 
when their influence is beginning to decline. The West, he argues, is at 
such a juncture. From that point forward, however, decline is not 
inevitable, since civilizations can renew themselves by applying their 
economic “surplus” to “new ways of doing things.” The problem is 
when people begin to live off their capital instead of investing in self-
renewing enterprises, both private and social; under such circumstances 
the decline of a civilization is guaranteed. 

                                                         
13 Quoted in Willick [2016]. 
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What to do? Here is his list of recommendations from 2003, along with (in 
italics) my view of how well we’ve accomplished them, and a “grade”: 
 

1. The nations of the West should strive for greater political, economic, and military 
integration.  

We are drawing farther apart from Europe. Obama’s pivot to Asia and Trump’s 
alienating behavior regarding Europe have done much damage. Trump has 
even questioned our commitment to defending a NATO ally with which we 
have a mutual defense pact. D 

2. The European Union and NATO should include the “Western” (non-Orthodox) 
states of central Europe. 

Done. A 

3. The West should strive for close alignment with Latin America, the non-Western 
civilization with which it has the most in common. 

Relations with Latin America are mixed. Colombia and Peru have 
become close allies; Chile, despite changes in government, continues to 
be one. But Brazil and Argentina do not interact much with the United 
States. Mexico, a historically reliable ally, is understandably upset with 
our trade and immigration policies. C 

4. The West should try to restrain the “conventional and unconventional” military 
development of Islamic and Sinic countries (China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Korea, and 
Vietnam).  

There is not much we can do about it. A further military build-up would strain 
our finances unacceptably. And China is a rival, not an enemy. B 

5. The West should strengthen ties with Japan, rather than allowing Japan to accept 
Chinese dominance of the region. 

Relations with Japan are good. We cannot protect Japan from hypothetical 
Chinese aggression involving overwhelming force, but that is extremely unlikely 
to happen. A–  

6. Russia’s role as “the core Orthodox state” should be respected, and its defense of 
its southern border (against a variety of other civilizations) should be considered 
legitimate. 

We have become perhaps too tolerant of Russian expansionism. But 
Huntington’s recommendation has been followed. B 

 
CONCLUSION 
The world we live in is immeasurably better than the devastated one we inherited from 
our grandparents at the close of World War II. We are many times more prosperous. 
More importantly, the prosperity is spreading to countries that were desperately poor 
not that long ago. In many of those countries, people now have much better lives and 
hope for even more progress in the future.  
 
But we still live in a dangerous world. I am thankful for people like Samuel Huntington 
worrying about the dangers and proposing solutions so the rest of us don’t always have 
to. We have much work to do. 
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Laurence B. Siegel is the Gary P. Brinson director of research at the CFA Institute 
Research Foundation and an independent writer and consultant. His book, Fewer, 
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“Super! Now, once you’ve rebuilt civilization I can do the investment banking.”


