
Looking for 
trouble: 
Future 

world wars 
A NV nights of fancy concerning a 

new era of international peace 
would have been weighed down hy 

images of Bosnia, Somalia and Russia, for a 
start. little wonder. then. that the key geo 
political questions being asked were not 
whether conflict would occur acain. hut 
''''hy and where 

One theory "t.'I vcd 3S a focal point for 
'he discussions at Daves ... Ihe nc,1 world 
war, if there is one, will be a Waf bctvccn 
civitisatiuns." Professor Samuel ffunlinr, 
ton's c;,imr1c thesis. in an CSS;IY entitled The 
('I""h Of ('ivili'itltions'!. continues to grip 
the if11:l~ination 11100l' ,han six months afler 
it IjlSt appeared. 

1t5 intuitive appeal is not surpr iving, 
considering the persistence of ethnic and 
nationalist conflict. Its timeliness. 100, is 
he yond doubt. The world is witnessing a 
major shin in its economic centre of gr avi 
ty, from the Western countries of Europe 
and North A merica towards the Confucian 
ist world of East Asia. 

The IIuntington thesis addresses this 
process directly. • 

Differences between civilisations will he 
come morc important as the world gets 
smaller, he says. Conflicts between civilisa 
tion, will he more frequent, more sustained 
and more violent than conflicts between 
f!f('IUPS in the same civilisation. 

Non-Wcstcr n civilisations, until lately 
passive playcr« in international relations, 
will lT1ncasin!!ly become actors in their own 
ri~ht. Indeed, the paramount axis of world 
politics will be the relations between "the 
West and the Rest", he says, borrowing a 
rtuHSL' hom Singapore diploma! Kishorc 
Mnhbubani. 

Prof Huntington was in Daves to pres 
ent hie; controversial views. And 10 face his 
critics. 

"Civilisations do not have conflicts: 
states do," said Professor Ghassan Salame 
a l'aris-bascd political ~ciciicc scTi!iliii. rrc 
distinction l11ay he subtle. hut it i, an im 
f'i'ft:1nl one. 

While different civilisat ions may have 
interests and values that clash with each 
other's. only states pO~5Cs, the instruments 
or war and thus exist as international ac 
tors, And the actions of states arc deter 
mincd hy factors that go bcvond, and may 
npl include. the ch ilis.uious they rcpn'''cnt. 

Chief among those ractors: economics. 
Indian Prime Minister P. V. Narasimha 

Hao noted: "The forecast that cult mal and 
civilisational nruhlcms will beset mankind 
hereafter implies that todays economic 
problems will become irrelevant." 

This wa~ patently not thc casc, he said, 
E'en clashes that seemed overtly civilis 

ational - such as religious fanaticism and 
ethnic nationalism - could, on deeper 
analysi«, be found to have economic or 
other roots. he said. "1'0 discover and re 
move those causes w ill be thc real challenge 
of the leaders of the world." 

Pakistani Prime Minister llcuazir Bhutto 
agreed. Politician~ usc nationalism, religion 
and ideology as clarion calls, hut events 
were still determined by paramount eco 
nomic interests, she said. 

ldcntifying the roots of a conflict ls no 
mere academic exercise. 

When relations sour between two coun 
tries. much depends on how they define the 
situation. Disputes that arc defined as polit 
kat. economic or territorial can be grappled 
with through diplomacy. Civilisations, on 
the othcr hand. arc all-encompassing, 
deep-rooted. and long-Iasting. They cannot 
he pnt on a negotiating table. 

If either or both sides sec their tensions 
as a dash of civilisations, they increase the 
chance, of locking themselves into a con 
niet of epic proportions - one that may 
then resolve itself only in suitably dramatic 
":!\'5. For this reason, the clash of civilisa 
tions thesis has the makings of a self-fulfill 
ing prophecy. 

Siugnporc's Ambassador-at-Iargc Profes 
sor Tommy Koh is one who worries that 
the Huntington thesis may grow from pre 
diction to prescription. from an essay of 
mainly scholarly interest to a foreign policy 
doctrine that shapes how the big powers 
behave, With the end of the Cotd War, 
sonic Western intellectual, have begun to 
ask who the new enemies or the West arc. 

"lInwittingly, Prnf Huntington's essay 
gives ammunition to those in the Wc.~t who 
'He looking for a new enemy. because it has 
identified two new enemies, Islam and the 
50·r"IIcd Confucianist states of East A~ia." 
he said. "lie talks about the rise of East 
Avin :IS if it were a threat. It is only a threat 
if the We~t chooses to sec it as such." 

Such concern about the essay. first nub 
lishcd in the Summer 199.1 issue of Foreign 
An'ailS, is not unfounded. 

!'rof iJuntington says, of course, that he 
d"t'S not advocate any clash. hut he advises 
the We,t to consider the foreign policy im 
plications of his hypothesis. 

IIi, pr"p("ell long-term strategy is rca 
SPI1;Jhlc enough. As non-Western civilisa 
tions grow in economic and military might, 
he savs, Ihe West will have 10 accommodate 
them' in spite of their different values and 
interests, I his would involve developing a 
mnrc profound understanding of the basic 
rctigious and philosophical assumptions un 
d('flying other civilisation" and of the ways 
in wh ich their people see their interests. 

"It will require an effort to identify etc 
rnents of commonalitv between Western 
and other civilisations. -For the relevant Iu 
turc. there will he no universal civilisation, 
but instead a world of differcnt civilisa 
tions, each of which will have to learn to 
coexist with the others." 

So much for what he advocates as the 

long-term approach. The prohlem is what 
he savs thc West should do in the short 
term. 'He is in favour of a closing of ranks. 

The West should promote greater unity 
within its own civilisation, and draw in 
Eastern European and Latin American soci 
eties "whose cultures arc close to those of 
the West". He even advocates that the West 
"exploit differences and conflicts among 
Confucian and Islamic states" to try to 
keep them weak. 

All this, however, is bound to hack lire, 
increasing mutual mistrust and undermin 
ing any efforts at cooperation. 'T hus his 
short-term prescription of containment may 
sabotage hi. long-term one of positive en 
~agement. 

China specialist IIarry Harding of the 
Brookings Institute noted that some ana 
lysts in Washington are already talking 
about a strategy of weakening China by 
promoting its break-up into smaller parts. 

Instead of declaring China as the enemy, 
he said, the United States should increase 
economic contacts across the Pacific to 
make the East Asian power more interde 
pendent with the outside world. After all, 
China's ~i~hts are at present focused on 
intcgratiun with the world economy, not 
political hcgemony. 

I'rof Huntington acknowledges that 
countries of non-Western civilisations may 
want to jump on the bandwagon of Western 
values and institutions. But he says there 
are obstacles to non-Western countries join 
ing the West. 

"They are least for Latin American and 
East European countries. They are greater 
for the Orthodox countries of the former 
Soviet Union. They are still greater for 
Muslim, Confucian, Hindu and Buddhist 
societies." 

1 hus cultures in the latter - essentially 
non-white - category are doomed to be on 
a eolli~ion course with the Wes}, it seems. 

1 his pessimistic view is not held only in 
the We't, Some Singapore officials have 
come to a similar conclusion. 

Minister for Information and the Arts 
George Yeo has said; "Just as the rise of 
the West was accompanied by innumerahle 
conllicts among Westerners and between 
Westerners and others, the resurgence of 
the Ea't will he as tumultuous." 

'1 0 assume that the pendulum could 
swing hack tq the East smoothty woutd he 
"unrealistic and foolhardy". he said. "Such 
a hope nics in the face of human expcri 
ence. It is not in the nature of the species." 



I s 11110 future necessarily so bleak'! Prof 
Salamc did nOI think so, lie said Ihal 
c~rcrs between civilisurions in his 

tury show there have been lung centuries of 
llJupcralioll and commerce as well as (on 
llil'l Ilc nul cd the topsy-turvy relauonship 
among the people> uf the Mcdirerrancau: 
the FUlOpe"n, on the one hand, and the 
~1 i,ldle Eastern and African peoples on the 
ult,er I he l"tJnlliclS included the Crusades, 
the (llhHlial cxp.uisiuu uf the 19th century, 
the Mushru conquest of Spain and the 01· 
IlIlIIali l''''pall'':lion 

"Uut between Ihl:SC greal events, didn't 
we witness one uf the mOSI important ex 
change, uf techniques, of manuscripts. of 
languages. uf technology and uf culture?" 
he asked. 

I'rof Koh provided a contemporary ex 
ample. Ascan countries have enjoyed un 
prcccdcnrcd peace and prosperity in the lasl 
27 )e,,,,, he said, without the advantage uf 
\11;1(1111; a l'<HlUIiWI civilisatjou. 

l"dtJlu':\1a ha') llie lougC\1 Muslim popu 
I,IIIUH ill the wOIllI. ami lvlitioJ)'"ia .1IH.I UfU 
BCI have hlal1l as thci: stute religion, he 
'"'Ied The Philippines is largely Catholic, 
I hailand is mainly Huddhist - "while in 
Sin~ilrHHC '\C spread the risk" by worship 
ping a number uf gods, 

"Huv e these dilfcreuces of religion, of 
langu"gc, uf cnlunial background, prevented 
thL' vix A'L'''Ul countries from wOlking tu 
gcthc r lUI the common good, 10 create a 
fft:l: tru.lc area. to bargain with united 
'oIll:lIglh v~ilh Japan. the United Stales, the 
f·IIII1PL.II1 l""IJII'! II has nul." 

SlIlIdady, Ih~ I h cconunucs 01 the A.,ia 
P.ll ilie FLllnumil' Co-operation forum were 
1I0t hounli IObdlicr hy a common civilisa 
non hut h) the nuns-Pacific now of invest 
nu-ut-, allJ u adc , he said, 

l'elh"I" the ,Irongesl example uf the rn 
".:gl~I1IVC luH.:c of economic coopcruuun 
UHlh;~ u oru Europe. 

Dcspuc the much-publicised troubles of 
Ihe t:llrope." Union, Ihere is no doubt that 
the process ul' economic integration has 
achieved Ihe main purpose for which il was 
siuneu: 10 prevent another war between 
Frunce and Germany; indeed, tu make their 
economics so interdependent Ihal war is 
rendered utmost uruhinkublc. 

Such cases su~gest that althuugh dlrti:r· 
enl culture> remain di>tillct from each other 
ill language, religion and other ways, Ihey 
1II,ly develop conunonaluies in the areas 
Ihal cuuut: lhu~e that increase the stakes in 
cooperauuu '-IIH.I make conflict ul;ainsl cv 
crYl)lIl':'~ interests. 

'Ill t'llIl I\oh, Ihi> is the dununuut trend 
III uucruauoual relauons. 

"Far hum scelllg a world Ihat is dividell 
by lIifference> in culture and civilbatiun, I 
sec a wmld Ihal is increasingly being glob· 
ali>ed and inlegraled, based upon mUluality 
of inlcle,ls, ba,"d upon economic comple· 
nh:nlaril)" ba~cd upon an increasing aware 
nc!.s thaI we 'HF.: members of one human 
fillllil) illill Ihal \\C lI\u~l lake L:arC of Ihis 
(Jm: Eiulh Ihal w.,; iuhabil," he ~aid. 

Ilc IJenlllicd Ihre" duslers uf values, 
e.ch pu>heJ by a differenl dynamic force, 
hul each helping lu mesh Ihe world lugclh· 
er: 

• M.r~elplace values: The faiture uf Ihe 
l:CIIII ;"dly-planncd economy is a univtrsal 
phenullienun. It is being replaced by Ihe 
lu~ic of 'he lIIar,,"elplac..:, 

• Modern scientific values: The values 
uf m"dern science and technolo~y, markel· 
in~ alltl managcl1Icnl, arc also embracing 
IIie .•••. ",(\1, l)lupagalF.:,J by lIIuliinaliun •• 1 L'U( 
p"I.&IHHI!», 

• 1IIIIIIallll'"lan values: These have 
h~~n b~l1eral~J uvcr lime: as a result uf 
illlCflI311UIlJI dheuursc, 

Allhuugh Pruf Koh idenlilied Ihe US' 
pruselyli,ing 011 hllman rights as a source of 
friclion "ilh Asia, he fdt Ihe long·run Irelld 

Perhaps even more 
signUicall1 is the 

jilluJamenlal shUi ill 
thinking about the nature 
oj economic competition. 
It is no longer regarded 
as a zero-sum game in 
which a country call gain 
only al anolher's expense, 
but one Fom which all 
participants can bene,/il 

simultaneously. 

WiJ::' lu'\'anb a 1..·\)I))~lhll::'. '1 he \\'L:!) I '::, 1.'111' 
pnasis 011 indi' iJlI.,li~m i::a h~iHb lL'mlh.:r~d 
by the rcatisauon ,h~t IIi1) Ill:!) h.iv c g,lIle 
O\,\.'dluar,1 ~Ul" Ih.11 it ~thllJld bl..· hal,llh 1.",1 
\\ illi Ih!: ,:,llHllhJlI l:!d\IJ 

~lL'all\ •• hilc. Ill,,' i,.'lJIIIIIIUIIII.1I1.1II1C)11I .11 
Ihl..:' LI~I 1:-. JlhlWillg more iudl, h.iU:Ji II ~T' 
dUIlI, tor rnc :,;Jkl..:' \)1' Ih\.' dl',III\II) .llId 
intellectual room a IIl1llkrn :-,u\'ll'l) I Il.''': J .... 
he "dd.:d. 

T HE Icadel) of Iw\) III.1j\)(I() ~III~IIIII 
countries. Pakl::,lan') f..h Hhul"; alld 
President Sulcymun Dcuurcl l)f fur 

~ey. stressed these universal \.tllles ill 'h~il 
speeches. Uuth were uux ious lu di::,Ii.lIll·,,: 
themselves fr\11I1 fUlllt.JIHclitalbl blal1l, 'Ill' 
huuc of Ihe IIhe, ,II We>1. 

Ms Bhulh) !laid iherc "CCC two 1111..'1111.:) III 
Isluru: the ", ibruut JeIlHh:I.Jli\.'" .mll I iiI..' 
"d)lng delll'.I1". wit h her l',HII1II) hd,'IIt,;· 
l!lb' oll\'i\lIhl), Id Ihc lir!'!1 She !'Ilh,kL' \11 
"the \.·,)llIllh)l1 \.lItll..·~ til 11I!)liI.:I.' ;llId l"lllll\" 

I)rc~ilklll I h':IHIIl'1 :"I;'Jld llt:11 U~III~ "l.llld 
ual lir~-c\lillglli!)hCI ':) •• III !)cl·ul.III~1I1 .lIld 
democracy could help "It;.II~!) avotd till' 1'1111 
dJIlI~ntah~1 tr;qh. E\er)" 1.·IHlIllr). iiI.: •• ,lid 
could keep lh L'UilHfC and Idenlll) w lulc 
defending intL"III;11il,uJI \.lIl1~s lik.: dL:llhll·· 
raq', human riglib, jU')lll'C .uul 1:111 lit", 

1 he VICW Illal llil.: ,III glllllg ~11I"1 III Iii,' 
h;iI.IIlI.·C of puwcr Illll:"li milhlf \hlklll \lIll'" 
ill hi~ll)ry mal IhH have Liken 111111 .ll"\1I11I1 
lllljhlllalH Jllfl.'IClh·L·) ill the mudcr n \\ ,111,1 

t·IJ~1. ullhlo.l: ill Ihl.' PJ~1. Ihe \\llh.qll III 

the )o\'eH.:igll 1I •• t iuu :o.1.lk .111,1 .111 IIlll'lll,l 
liulIJI ':»)':)il:1Il I~ 1\\)\\ fllllli) l'llIll.'Ih:III.·d 

.. \hlhHlbh II i ... l'.hhi,II\;lhk hi )\.\,(1' ,II th,' 
'lJuil..:J Nut uurs ;lIld dllal'r \\ulld 1II:o.IIIli 
uous , thc rv i~ IllIk Jllllh, lilJt Ilil.'!)C 11,1\\' 

nllHrahlllcJ 10 IhlllllS III' 1111l'IH.Hultt.1I Ill" 
huviour Ihat simply did Ihll ~,i~1 lh'I~H\.' 

Furmcr LIS 1-'1'1.:::.1 dcn 1 lie'lfge Bu!)h';::. 
"new world order" may be honoured more 
in the breach than the observance, bUI it b 
significanl that il is irucruatiunally accepl.:,1 
as a worlhy gcal to aim tor: "A world "he,c 
the rule uf law supplants the law of me 
jungle, a world where the slrun~ respect the 
righls of Ihe weak ". 

Dul perhaps even more signifll.'anl IS III...: 
fuudumeural shift in thinking about Ihe ua 
lure of economic compcriuon. It i~ no lun 
gcr regarlled as a l.I:fU-SUIII game in \\'lud1 ,I 
country \.:OlU ~aw only at uuorncrs C:\I1CII~"', 
hut one flum whid1 all p~lrti(lIMllb l'all 
hl..:'udil ~illlulli.tlle'H,~I), 

The nh:rcanlili,t Ihel)flc::. ,)f :.df.!)ulll 
l.·II..:'III.'y Ihal ~fipJl...:J great-power lllill~lllg ill 
the pa':)l have been disvrcditcd. ~IS l·,'lIllIlll';::. 
realise Ihal trade -- C\'~11 il slighlly Ill\)ll'l" 
lil)lll~1 - i) the unly wa) III prlhpn. 

Emcrgin~ (lIUnlfieS arc flllJlIlg Ihl.'l1 III· 
ICfl!stS sl!r\'l!d hy heing il)lq~lal~d \Iolth r~lh 
er than isulah;d from Ihe intcrn31iuHai ;:,)'s 
Icm The must irrespl)llsihlc al'lur, Jrc 
likd)' III hc Ihe dcspl!ratc \ •• h\.} arc ~i\,l!1I IIll 
say, nol Ih •. )sc whu arc admltted inlu Ihl..:' 
club. Thcse induJc ~ •. oups \"Ilhin 1I.llh)ll 
stales whose righls arc lknlcJ ~1It.1 \\ hl))1..:' 
intl.:£c~ls arc unreprcscntcd hy Ih~lr 111,111111.''11 
sy~tclll~; anJ stJte::. Ihal have hel.!l1 un~lhk 
10 g'-lin a ~la~1! in Ihe inlcrualllHlal !) :')11.:111 

As Pr~r Sal.lllle pUI it: "11 wun', hl' .1 
1.:la~h h~iwc~nl'iVffi:')Jli()lIs, it Will h~ J d'_'~h 
betwcen tlh)sC ",liu h.1\,c been IIH.luJcd .lIllt 
IlhlS\! whu ha\ e hl.!ell leh nul ill Ih~ l'lllJ ., 
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