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Introduction

In the early twenty �first century, the world was still grappling with the aftershocks of 9/11, the Arab Spring, and a 

surge of nationalist sentiment across continents. Amid these turbulent times, scholars and policymakers alike 

sought frameworks to explain why some conflicts seemed to erupt not over resources or borders but over deeper 

cultural fault lines. The most debated of these frameworks is the clash of civilizations thesis, first articulated by 

Samuel P. Huntington in the 1990s. Yet, as with any theoretical lens, the thesis has been both lauded for its 

predictive power and criticized for oversimplification. Enter the Galtung Institute, an academic think �tank dedicated

to peace and conflict studies, whose research methodology offers a nuanced counterpoint to the clash narrative.

This article explores the intersection of these two intellectual currents, examining how the Galtung Institute’s

analytical tools can illuminate, refine, or challenge the clash of civilizations paradigm.

1. Grasping the Clash of Civilizations Thesis

1.1 Core Premise

Huntington’s proposition hinges on the idea that post �Cold War conflicts will be driven by cultural and civilizational

identities rather than ideological or economic factors. He delineates a set of major civilizations—Western,

Confucian, Islamic, Hindu, Slavic �Orthodox, Latin American, and others—and predicts that tensions will arise at the

boundaries between them. The thesis was groundbreaking in its attempt to map global conflict onto cultural

geography, sparking debates that continue to this day.

1.2 Popular Reception

Politicians, journalists, and strategists found the thesis both compelling and alarmist. It offered a convenient

explanatory framework for events ranging from the Balkan wars to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. However,

critics warned that the thesis could reinforce stereotypes, legitimize ethnocentrism, and ignore the complex

interplay of economic, political, and individual agency in conflict dynamics.

2. Historical Roots and Theoretical Foundations

2.1 Predecessors in Cultural Conflict Theory

Before Huntington, scholars like E.H. Carr and Isaiah Berlin had already highlighted the role of cultural identity in

shaping geopolitical landscapes. The clash of civilizations concept can be seen as an extension of these earlier

ideas, reframed to address the new realities of a post �Cold War world.

2.2 The Role of Identity Politics

Identity politics, which gained prominence in the late twentieth century, underscores how group affiliations—

religious, ethnic, linguistic—drive political mobilization. The clash thesis dovetails with this trend, suggesting that

civilizational identities could become the primary axis of conflict.

3. The Galtung Institute: Mission and Methodology

3.1 Foundational Principles



The Galtung Institutewas established by Johan Galtung, a Norwegian sociologist recognized as the father of

peace studies. The institute’s mission is to promote sustainable peace by providing evidence �based research, policy

recommendations, and educational programs that emphasize conflict transformation rather than mere conflict

resolution.

3.2 The Galtung Conflict Triangle

Central to the institute’s analytical toolkit is the conflict triangle, which separates conflict into three interconnected 

components: manifest conflict (the observable clash), latent conflict (underlying structural and cultural tensions), 

and cultural conflict(values, norms, and identities). By dissecting conflicts into these layers, the Galtung Institute

offers a holistic view that transcends simplistic cause �effect models.

3.3 Methodological Rigor

Research at the institute employs mixed methods—qualitative case studies, quantitative data analysis, and

comparative historical research. The emphasis is on triangulation, ensuring that findings are cross �verified across

multiple data sources to enhance validity and reliability.

4. Intersecting Civilizational Conflict and Peace Research

4.1 Where the Thesis Meets the Institute’s Lens

While the clash of civilizations thesis focuses on macro �level cultural fault lines, the Galtung Institute’s conflict

triangle encourages a multi �layered examination of those same fault lines. For instance, a civilizational clash may

manifest as a manifest conflict (e.g., armed insurgency), but the root causes often lie in latent structural inequalities

or cultural grievances.

4.2 Case Study: The Balkan Wars

Applying the conflict triangle to the Balkan wars reveals how civilizational identities (Slavic Orthodox vs. Muslim

Bosniak communities) interacted with latent factors such as ethnic nationalism, economic disparity, and political

fragmentation. The Galtung Institute’s methodology helps unpack why these conflicts escalated beyond mere

identity clashes.

5. Critiques and Alternative Perspectives

5.1 Oversimplification of Cultural Identities

Critics argue that the clash thesis reduces complex societies into monolithic civilizations, ignoring intra �civilizational 

diversity. The Galtung Institute counters this by emphasizing latent conflict—the structural conditions that shape

how identities are mobilized.

5.2 Neglect of Globalization and Transnational Actors

In an era of rapid globalization, transnational corporations, NGOs, and diasporas play pivotal roles in shaping

conflict dynamics. The clash thesis often overlooks these actors, whereas the Galtung Institute incorporates them

into its structural analysis.

5.3 The Role of Agency

Both the clash thesis and the Galtung Institute acknowledge that individuals and groups exercise agency. However,

the institute places greater emphasis on agency as a tool for conflict transformation rather than a passive reaction

to civilizational pressures.



6. Applying Galtung’s Conflict Triangle to Civilizational Tensions

6.1 Identifying Manifest Conflict

Manifest conflict is the visible, often violent confrontation—military battles, riots, or diplomatic standoffs. In

civilizational terms, this could be the outbreak of a war between states from different cultural spheres.

6.2 Unpacking Latent Conflict

Latent conflict includes structural inequalities, economic disparities, and political exclusion. These conditions can

amplify civilizational fault lines, turning simmering tensions into open conflict. For example, unequal resource

distribution in a multi �ethnic region can intensify civilizational grievances.

6.3 Analyzing Cultural Conflict

Cultural conflict involves competing values, norms, and belief systems. The Galtung Institute’s approach

encourages examining how narratives, myths, and media shape perceptions of “the other,” thereby influencing the

likelihood of conflict.

7. Policy Implications and Strategic Recommendations

7.1 Early Warning Systems

Policymakers can use the conflict triangle to develop early warning indicators that monitor not only overt violence

but also structural and cultural stressors. By detecting latent tensions, interventions can be designed to address

root causes before they erupt.

7.2 Inclusive Governance

Promoting inclusive political institutions reduces the risk of civilizational backlash. The Galtung Institute advocates

for power �sharing mechanisms that recognize the diversity of civilizational identities within a state.

7.3 Cultural Diplomacy

Diplomatic initiatives that foster cross �civilizational dialogue—cultural exchanges, joint educational programs, and

shared media projects—can mitigate the hardening of cultural conflict.

7.4 Economic Development as Conflict Prevention

Addressing structural inequalities through targeted development programs can weaken latent conflict. The institute

emphasizes that equitable economic growth is a cornerstone of lasting peace.

8. Future Directions and Emerging Trends

8.1 Digital Media and Identity Formation

The rise of social media platforms has transformed how civilizational identities are constructed and contested.

Researchers at the Galtung Institute are exploring how digital echo chambers can either exacerbate or bridge

cultural divides.

8.2 Climate Change as a New Conflict Catalyst

Environmental stressors, such as water scarcity or extreme weather events, can strain civilizational boundaries.

The institute’s interdisciplinary approach integrates environmental science to anticipate climate �induced conflict

hotspots.

8.3 Hybrid Warfare and Civilizational Narratives



Hybrid warfare tactics—combining cyber attacks, misinformation, and conventional force—often exploit civilizational

narratives. Understanding these tactics requires a blend of the clash thesis’s macro �view and the Galtung Institute’s

micro �analysis.

8.4 The Role of Multilateral Institutions

Global organizations like the United Nations and the European Union can play mediating roles. The Galtung

Institute encourages these institutions to adopt a conflict triangle framework when designing peacekeeping

missions.

Conclusion

The debate over whether the world is moving toward a clash of civilizations remains vibrant, reflecting the 

complexity of contemporary geopolitics. While Huntington’s thesis offers a provocative lens, it risks 

oversimplification when applied without nuance. The Galtung Instituteprovides a complementary, evidence �based

framework that dissects conflict into manifest, latent, and cultural layers, enabling a deeper understanding of how

civilizational tensions evolve. By integrating these perspectives, scholars, policymakers, and practitioners can

design more effective strategies for conflict prevention, management, and transformation. Ultimately, the path to

sustainable peace lies not in choosing between civilizational narratives and structural analysis but in weaving them

together into a comprehensive, context �sensitive approach.
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