
Yes, I agree with you that the American project is an (UNEASY and DISJOINTED) synthesis of a legal tradition and 
the great awakening inspiration.   

 

One need not read more than Tom Paine’s Common Sense to see Lockean and Puritan rhetoric woven together in a 
somewhat (un)common sensical fashion!   

 

I remain convinced that without a bedrock of the Christian revival of the 1760s the American Revolution would not 
have occurred or maybe not have been successful.  So too did the revival of the 1840s fuel the demand for 
abolitionism.  

 

It may be the case that periodic revivals are required to reawaken the spirit that informs the bloodless and 
cosmopolitan liberalism enshrined in the constitution.   

 

It has been a great pleasure exchanging messages in this subject.  I would have enjoyed teaching in your 
program.  After having studied political thought for many years at Cornell, I never had an opportunity to teach it 
while working at university.  

 

I’ll find the literature on ethnic conflict over constitutions for you later today! 

 

Len, 

 

I continue to appreciate this exchange — truly.  

 

I agree with you that the American project is an uneasy and disjointed synthesis of Enlightenment constitutionalism 
and Great Awakening moral energy.  

 

I think you’re absolutely right: one cannot read Common Sense without hearing Locke and the Puritans speaking 
almost in the same breath. And I would not dispute that the revivals of the 1760s and 1840s animated political 
mobilization in ways that mere procedural liberalism could not. Moral fire often precedes structural reform. 

 

Where I want to press you gently — and sincerely — is this: 

 

Do you see the present rise of Christian Nationalism in the United States as the kind of corrective revival you’re 
describing? A health-restoring infusion of moral seriousness? Or do you see it as something else? 



 

Because here is where my concern sharpens. 

 

I agree that constitutional liberalism can become bloodless, technocratic, and detached from the moral sentiments 
that make self-government possible. Periodic renewal of civic virtue is not only healthy but necessary. The Founders 
assumed it. 

 

But revival within constitutional guardrails is one thing. A movement that collapses citizenship into confessional 
identity, that blurs church and state authority, that speaks in civilizational rather than civic terms, and that is 
comfortable with majoritarian dominance — that is something very different. 

 

The earlier revivals you cite did not seek to fuse ecclesiastical authority with state power. The abolitionists appealed 
to the Constitution’s promises as unfulfilled commitments; they did not argue that the Republic should become a 
confessional state. The Revolutionaries did not replace monarchy with clerical rule; they embedded religious 
pluralism within a constitutional order precisely to prevent sectarian capture. 

 

My worry is that this present variant of Christian Nationalism — at least in its louder and more politically ascendant 
expressions — is less a revival of moral sentiment and more a challenge to liberal democratic-republicanism itself. It 
speaks less the language of covenantal responsibility and more the language of demographic anxiety. It feels closer 
to “identity politics” and identity consolidation than moral awakening. 

 

In moderation, in civil society, in the renewal of churches and families — yes, revival strengthens the Republic. But 
when it seeks state power as guarantor of religious-cultural primacy, I see a clear and present danger to the 
Madisonian settlement. 

 

So I’m genuinely curious: do you see this moment as restoration within the American constitutional synthesis — or 
as pressure against it? 

 

And for what it’s worth, I would have enjoyed having you in the classroom as well. Those cadets benefited from 
wrestling with exactly these tensions. It was never about winning arguments; it was about understanding the fragility 
of the balance. 

 

I look forward to the literature you mentioned. 

 

Warmly, 

Ike.  



 

 

Get Outlook for iOS 

 

 

Just a quick follow on to our conversation.  Even the Adam Smiths and the David Humes of English liberalism had 
to account for the moral sentiments that undergird market relations and limited governments, ie a monarch who was 
a magistrate.  What they were indicating, in essence, is that neither markets nor constitutions were possible in the 
absence of personal responsibility, and values that were widely shared!  All of that—personal responsibility and 
shared values—have broken down in our society.  Shame is not a source of prudence; guilt is not enforced through 
law.  For example: 

 

https://www.thegatewaypundit.com/2026/02/pentagon-fires-sicko-male-transgender-wolf-kindergarten-teacher/ 

 

I think a reaction to the licentiousness and decadence that is repeatedly on display is actually a good thing. 

 

I have attended the ARC (Association for Responsible Citizenship) conference in London which is closely aligned 
with NATCON (National Conservatism)!  (The speeches are up on the web.) 

 

I’ve waited 25 years for someone to argue that classical liberal ideals cannot carry the day: freedom and markets 
need to be in service of faith, family, community and the flag.   

 

After all these years there are vibrant grass roots organization pushing this idea forward.   

 

It is strange to hear one’s thoughts echoing back after so long!  Strange because to seems so fresh and relevant to 
most attendees and so old hat to me.   

 

When I attended these conferences I wanted to jump up and yell “Where were you all this time?”  Why did this 
reaction take so long? 

 

PS.  The inspiration for this movement is an Israeli named Hazoni.  His book on nationalism has had a big impact.   

 

https://a.co/d/02RJlTEJ 

 

https://www.thegatewaypundit.com/2026/02/pentagon-fires-sicko-male-transgender-wolf-kindergarten-teacher/
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Len, 

 

Thank you for the thoughtful follow-up. I genuinely appreciate the seriousness with which you’re engaging these 
questions. 

 

I want to be clear about something that may not have come through fully in our conversation: I have long been an 
advocate for the very classical liberalism you’re describing. For eleven years, I served as custodian of the American 
Politics program at West Point. From an American Political Development (APD) tradition, we explicitly taught and 
socialized cadets into classical liberal democratic-republicanism as embodied in the U.S. Constitution, the founding 
and framing documents, and the long arc of legal precedent. The core philosophy was straightforward but 
demanding: we are a nation of laws, not of men. 

 

That tradition itself was born of the tension and synthesis between The Great Awakening and The Enlightenment — 
moral seriousness alongside constitutional restraint. Smith and Hume understood that markets presuppose moral 
sentiments. The Founders understood that liberty requires virtue. None of that is foreign to me; it has been central to 
my professional life. 

 

Where I part company with much of today’s “protection of Western civilization” rhetoric is here: much of it is not a 
revival of classical liberal virtue but a shift toward something closer to blood-and-soil nativism and exclusionary 
nationalism. That is a different tradition altogether. I am for the former. I am against the latter. 

 

Personal responsibility, shared norms, and moral formation absolutely matter. But the genius of the American 
constitutional order is that it channels those through law, equal citizenship, and institutional restraint — not through 
ethnic, religious, or cultural gatekeeping. When “faith, family, and flag” become hierarchical qualifiers of belonging 
rather than civic commitments freely chosen, we leave the Madisonian settlement and move into something else. 

 

As for why this reaction took so long — perhaps because liberal democratic orders tend to generate prosperity and 
pluralism before they generate their own backlash. When institutions weaken and culture fragments, some seek 
restoration through renewal of first principles; others seek it through consolidation of identity and power. Those are 
not the same project. 

 

I respect that ARC and NatCon are attempting to answer real questions. I simply remain convinced that the durable 
answer lies in recommitting to classical liberal constitutionalism — not superseding it. 

 

Always good to continue the exchange. 

 

Ike 



 

 

Get Outlook for iOS 

From: Isaiah Wilson <isaiah.wilson3@gmail.com> 
Date: Wednesday, February 18, 2026 at 10:45 PM 
To: Leonard Hochberg <lenhochberg@gmail.com> 
Cc: isaiah.wilson3@gmail.com <isaiah.wilson3@gmail.com>, Isaiah Wilson III <ike@wilsonwiseconsulting.com> 
Subject: Re: Huntington thesis rejiggered in Atlantic 

Thanks, Len …. This is turning out to be a terrific discussion!  

 

 

Thanks for the careful engagement here—and for laying out your “quibbles” so cleanly. I take them in the spirit 
intended: as a serious effort to refine the diagnosis. Let me respond point-by-point and then offer one integrative 
frame at the end. 

 

1) State constitutions as struggles over folkways / settlement patterns 

 

I’m with you on the core point. State constitutions and state political development were deeply shaped by settlement 
patterns, ethno-religious diasporas, and local political economies. The “folkways” dimension is real. 

 

Where I’d sharpen it in the direction of my “law vs culture” framing is this: yes—culture is upstream in origins. But 
once constitutional orders exist, the operative question becomes which upstream force gets to arbitrate conflict when 
there is cultural contestation. In other words: do we resolve disputes through constitutional restraint and equal 
protection, or do we resolve them through appeals to cultural authenticity and majoritarian inheritance? 

 

So: I don’t deny the folkways story. I’m arguing we are now in a moment where the contest is over whether 
constitutional law remains the referee or becomes an instrument of whichever cultural coalition is ascendant. 

 

(And yes, I’d welcome that bibliography—particularly if it includes mapping work that illuminates the continuing 
geographic-cultural gradients in political behavior.) 

 

2) Articles of Confederation vs Constitution: communitarian geography 

 

Agree again, broadly. The A of C camp often reflected more localist/communitarian sensibilities—skeptical of 
centralized authority, protective of local autonomy. There’s a strong cultural geography to that dispute. 
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But I’d add: the victory of the Constitution wasn’t merely “centralization beats communitarianism.” It was also a bet 
that a large, diverse republic could be held together by impersonal rules, institutional design, and civic 
membership—not by shared lineage or thick cultural sameness. 

 

That bet is precisely what’s under stress today. 

 

3) Scots Enlightenment vs “secularized Puritanism” 

 

This is an important point, and I think you’re right that “the Enlightenment” is not a single thing. I’m sympathetic to 
your framing that Anglo-American liberal modernity is, in part, a secularization of Protestant moral architecture—
Weber’s shadow looms over all of this. 

 

But for our present debate, the key isn’t which genealogy is more “true.” The key is what happens when that moral 
architecture loses binding power in a pluralistic, multi-ethnic, multi-faith democracy. 

 

When the shared “why” thins, politics tends to harden into identity contestation—because identity becomes the 
easiest substitute for legitimacy. 

 

That puts us right back into compound-security dynamics: legitimacy is not just philosophical; it’s operational 
infrastructure for democratic stability. 

 

4) Why civilizational politics is rising: your two causal claims 

 

You offer two drivers: 

 

4a) “The Enlightenment is running on fumes.” 

 

I agree with the descriptive thrust: many citizens no longer experience liberal constitutionalism as inspiring. 
Proceduralism doesn’t feel like belonging. And elite rhetoric often fails to translate constitutional ideals into lived 
dignity. 

 

But I’d be careful about the conclusion some draw from that: that because Enlightenment-style civic universalism 
feels thin, we should replace it with civilizational thickening. 



 

That substitution can be politically energizing, yes—but strategically brittle. When legitimacy is re-grounded in 
heritage rather than constitutional principle, losing an election becomes existential. Compromise becomes betrayal. 
You increase internal volatility—and adversaries in a compound competition environment exploit exactly that kind 
of internal fracture. 

 

So, if “Enlightenment fumes” are real, the strategic task is not to abandon constitutionalism, but to re-inhabit it—
make it morally credible again, and materially inclusive enough that citizens will defend it. 

 

4b) Large-scale illegal immigration + “unassimilated distinct communities” 

 

I don’t dismiss immigration-driven stress. Rapid demographic change can strain social cohesion, service delivery, 
and political tolerance—especially when leaders fail to set clear rules and credible expectations. 

 

But I’d want to separate three things that are getting braided together: 

 

1. Border governance and lawful entry (a legitimate sovereign function) 

2. Assimilation and civic formation (a long-term societal process) 

3. Ethno-civilizational boundary making (a political project) 

 

**We can have a serious debate about #1 and #2 without defaulting to #3. 

 

And on “assimilation”: the American tradition at its best has been assimilation to constitutional ideals and civic 
practices, not assimilation to a single heritage or ancestry.  

 

That distinction matters.  

 

If “assimilation" becomes code for "cultural homogeneity," we are no longer talking about civic integration—we are 
talking about narrowing “who counts.” 

 

Now we’re back to the “West” as inheritance rather than project. 

 

Your three-pronged “assault”: immigration, weakening Enlightenment, DEI/gender 



 

Let me engage this directly because I think it’s the hinge of your note. 

 

Immigration and Enlightenment weakening: arguable stressors 

 

As above, these can be stressors. The question is: what’s the remedy that strengthens legitimacy and cohesion 
without breaking constitutional commitments? 

 

 

The DEI point: I need to press you here …. 

 

You frame “DEI, gender issues, etc.” as undermining “fundamental features of Americanism and interpersonal 
knowledge.” I understand the reaction many people have to performative bureaucratic DEI, to ideological overreach, 
and to institutions that lecture rather than persuade. 

 

But here’s where I think the analysis gets dangerously imprecise: 

 

Are you objecting to a particular set of DEI bureaucratic practices—or to the underlying constitutional project of 
ensuring fuller inclusion and equal protection for historically disenfranchised citizens? 

 

Because if it’s the latter, then I have a basic question: 

 

How, exactly, is enforcing the constitutional promise of equal citizenship—on lines consistent with unalienable 
rights—supposed to be a threat to “Western Civilization”? 

 

If “Western Civilization” is defined as the rule of law, equal protection, and the universal dignity of persons under 
constitutional constraint, then fuller inclusion is not an assault on the West—it is the West living up to its own stated 
principles. 

 

If, however, “Western Civilization” is being defined as a heritage possession—an identity that must be protected 
from dilution—then yes, inclusion can be perceived as a threat. But that reveals the shift I’m warning about: from 
civic constitutionalism to civilizational majoritarianism. 

 



So, my pushback is not that every DEI program is wise. Many are clumsy, coercive, or counterproductive. My 
pushback is that we must distinguish: 

 

• constitutional inclusion (equal protection, non-discrimination, widening genuine opportunity), from 

 

• ideological compliance regimes (speech policing, mandatory belief performance), from 

 

• civilizational exclusion projects (narrowing “who counts” as fully legitimate members of the polity) 

 

Those are three different things. Collapsing them into one bundle (“DEI/gender”) makes it easy to misdiagnose 
what’s happening. 

 

And strategically—compound-security lens again—misdiagnosis is dangerous. Because adversaries thrive when 
democracies tell themselves that equal citizenship is the enemy. 

 

A synthesis: where I think we converge ….  

 

I think we agree on more than it might appear: 

 

1. Cultural foundations matter. 

2. Legitimacy is thinning in many liberal democracies. 

3. Immigration policy failures can spark political reaction. 

4. Global institutional overreach often substitutes process for results. 

 

Where we diverge is on the remedy. 

 

You describe the moment as “restoration of traditional values” in response to those pressures. I’m arguing that 
“restoration” can become a trap if it means moving from a constitutional project to a civilizational boundary 
project—because that shift increases brittleness, raises the stakes of domestic politics, and invites exploitation by 
rivals. 

 

The strategic question isn’t whether the West should have values. It must. The question is whether those values are 
constitutional and universalist—or inheritance-based and exclusionary. 



 

That’s the “law vs culture” tension I’m trying to name. 

 

On Betz and the UK 

 

Yes—intercultural conflict dynamics are worth taking seriously, especially where governance failures, parallel 
communities, and elite denial interact.  

 

I’d love opportunity to present my ideas (and undergirding research) at some opportune point and time.  I’m even 
open to engaging Betz’s argument. But I’d want to frame the discussion carefully, so it doesn’t slide into treating 
pluralism itself as the problem, rather than treating failed integration and failed governance as the problem. 

 

 

S4GEO 

 

I have considered it and would be open—depending on schedule and what the session is focusing on. If you have the 
next presentation list or topics, send it along. 

 

 

Thanks, again, for a great rolling conversation! 

  

Cheers, 

Ike. 
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From: Leonard Hochberg <lenhochberg@gmail.com> 
Date: Wednesday, February 18, 2026 at 8:39 PM 
To: Isaiah Wilson <isaiah.wilson3@gmail.com> 
Subject: Re: Huntington thesis rejiggered in Atlantic 

Ike: I have several “quibbles” with what you have written below: 

 

1) Every state constitution in the U.S. down to the modern period was a struggle over the folkways that would be 
enshrined in law.  I have the maps that depict the diasporas settling across the U.S.  I could share that bibliography 
with you should you want it. 

 

2) The conflict between those supporting the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution had a geographic and 
cultural foundation.  Supporters of A of C were more communitarian in their sensibilities. 

 

3) The modern victory of the constitution as an abstract universal set of laws is ultimately grounded in the Scots 
Enlightenment: Smith, etc.  Deirdre McCloskey has argued this theory appealed to a rising middle class in U.K. (and 
U.S.) I have disagreed with this hypothesis arguing instead that the Enlightenment in UK is the secularization of 
Puritanism and low church Protestantism.  Weber!  Recurring Great Awakenings in US may account for the current 
emphasis on cultural politics.   

 

4) The reason we are seeing the rise of civilizational politics is related to two changes: 

 

   4a) First, the Enlightenment is running on fumes, it no longer captures the imagination or motivates people or 
instills loyalty. 

 

   4b) Second, the arrival of illegal aliens in this country in large numbers, who are essentially unassimilated and 
living in distinct communities, has sparked a reaction.  Has the elite of this country insisted on thorough assimilation 
to American enlightenment values, not diversity without assimilation, the reaction might not have been so great.  It 
would still have occurred given the culture wars.   

 

So, I see this moment as a restoration of traditional values as a response to a three pronged assault (I) by admission 
of illegal immigrants who do not assimilate, (2) the weakening of enlightenment (secular) traditions, (3) the rise of 
DEI, gender issues, etc. that undermine fundamental features of Americanism and interpersonal knowledge.   
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I imagine you may address some or all of these issues in your other substack postings. 

 

FYI: David Betz is going to be discussing his prediction of intercultural war in the UK.  If you would like to present 
your thoughts on these issues, let me know.  I’ll read all the posts and we can proceed from there. 

 

Best wishes, 

 

Len 

 

PS Have you considered attending the S4GEO presentations? 

 

On Tue, Feb 17, 2026 at 11:12 AM Isaiah Wilson <isaiah.wilson3@gmail.com> wrote: 

Len, 

 

Len, 

 

I knew that line would provoke. 😉 Thanks for following up and pressing me on it for clarification.  

 

Yes, as I say, "culture is upstream from law.”   But the “versus” is not metaphysical — it's political and empirical. It 
describes a contest over which principle has primacy in organizing power. 

 

Let me explain it in three layers: conceptual, historical, and strategic. 

 

 

1. Conceptual: What “Law vs. Culture” Actually Means 

 

When I say “law vs. culture,” I am not claiming they are separable in origin. Law always emerges from culture.  The 
“vs.” refers to which one governs the distribution and restraint of power once a political order is established.  Two 
organizing logics: 
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• Law as organizing principle:  Authority flows through impersonal rules.  Legitimacy derives from 
constitutional process.  Majorities are constrained.  Minority rights are protected by legal architecture.  The 
polity is civic — defined by citizenship and adherence to institutions. 

 

• Culture as organizing principle: Authority flows from historical identity.  Legitimacy derives from shared 
heritage or civilizational continuity.  Majorities define authenticity.  Law reflects dominant cultural identity. 

 

The polity is ethnocultural — defined by belonging.  The “versus” emerges when these two diverge.  And that 
divergence is now observable across the West. 

 

 

2. Empirical Evidence: When Culture Tries to Supersede Law 

 

A. The Weimar Collapse (Germany, 1930s) — Weimar had a constitution — robust on paper.  But political actors 
increasingly treated the constitution as subordinate to “Volk” identity. Once cultural authenticity trumped 
constitutional restraint, legality was weaponized.  Law didn't disappear. It was subordinated.  The Result?: 
democratic collapse via legal mechanisms. 

 

B. Hungary under Viktor Orbán — Orbán openly describes his project as “illiberal democracy.”  Key empirical 
pattern:  Constitutional court powers reduced; Media regulatory structures reshaped; Electoral law revised.  All done 
legally.  The organizing narrative? Defense of “Christian Hungary.”  Here, culture becomes the legitimating core; 
law becomes the instrument. 

 

C. Poland (2015–2023 judicial crisis) — Judicial independence curtailed through legislative reform.  Framed as 
reclaiming sovereignty from cosmopolitan elites.  Again: law altered to reflect cultural majoritarian mandate. 

 

D. United States — Competing Narratives 

 

The internal debate now is not merely policy disagreement. 

 

It is: 

 

• Is America a constitutional project? 

 



• Or a civilizational inheritance to be defended? 

 

When leaders describe courts, bureaucracies, or electoral processes as obstacles to “the real nation,” the law-versus-
culture tension becomes visible. 

 

Not theoretical — operational. 

 

 

3. Why This Matters Strategically (Compound Security Lens) 

 

From the Compound Security perspective, legitimacy resilience is a core security asset. 

 

Post-1945 Western order rested on: 

 

• Rule of law 

 

• Procedural restraint 

 

• Civic inclusion 

 

Alliance solidarity grounded in shared constitutional norms 

 

If the West is redefined primarily as a civilizational bloc rather than a constitutional project, three things shift: 

 

1. Alliance Logic Changes 

 

Alliances move from shared legal norms to identity affinity. 

That weakens institutional predictability. 

 

2. Domestic Contestation Hardens 

 



If culture becomes primary: 

 

Political defeat feels existential. 

 

Electoral loss feels like civilizational displacement. 

 

Compromise becomes betrayal. 

 

That increases internal brittleness. 

 

3. Adversaries Exploit Seams 

 

Russia and China do not need to defeat NATO militarily. 

 

They amplify: Identity polarization; Migration anxiety; Elite vs populist divides; Legitimacy distrust 

 

That is compound competition: exploiting meaning fractures. 

 

 

4. So Why “Versus”? 

 

Because there are moments in history when culture and law align — and moments when they collide. 

 

We are in a collision moment. 

 

The current contest inside the West is not: West vs Islam | West vs Confucianism 

 

It is: Civic constitutionalism vs civilizational majoritarianism | Institutional restraint vs identity primacy | Law 
constraining culture vs culture redefining law 

 

The “vs.” marks that tension. 



 

It doesn't deny that culture births law. 

 

But it does recognize that law can either discipline culture — or be rewritten by it. 

 

 

5. Where Huntington and Joffe Intersect 

 

Huntington initially framed civilizations as external blocs. 

 

Joffe argues the clash is internal. 

 

I think both miss the structural point:  civilizational language has migrated inward.  It is now being used 
domestically to redefine legitimacy. 

 

That is not just cultural debate.  It is a contest over the organizing principle of Western political order. 

 

 

Final Clarification 

 

Once a constitutional order exists, the question becomes: 

 

Does culture submit to law? 

Or does law submit to culture? 

 

That is the “versus.” 

 

And empirically, across parts of Europe and within the United States, that contest is underway. 

 

That is not philosophy. 

 



It is observable institutional behavior. 

 

Final Word:  I wrote the attached back in 2003, while attending the U.S. Army’s School of Advanced War Studies 
(SAMS).  23 years ago.  My worry, then to now,  is that our country — the United States of America — has always 
been dangerously prone to this ‘pathology of republican imperium’, and that beginning during the 1990’s 
interregnum, the USA began to tack more and more with the winds of Michael Grant’s  “13 Indicators of 
Decline,”  revealed ‘American-style’.    

 

The current ’turn’ towards the more “blood and soil” variants of cultural nationalism — the new rhetoric and policy 
revivals of ‘preservation of Western Civilization’ — are concerning.  Rome’s final demise (beyond ‘decline’, into full 
freefall) was sealed, not by the Visigoths banging at the gates from the outside; but rather from within … once it was 
decided that Rome and “being Roman” was no long to be ‘universalist’ but prescribed and conditioned. Xenophobia 
led to Rome’s fall.  I hope today’s ‘West’ will choose not to repeat that history.      

 

Cheers,  

 

— Ike 

 

P.S., thanks again, Len, for pressing me on this question. I needed to narrate that out, not just as an answer to your 
question, but for my own clarity and confirmation.  

 

From: Leonard Hochberg <lenhochberg@gmail.com> 
Date: Tuesday, February 17, 2026 at 10:34 AM 
To: Isaiah Wilson <isaiah.wilson3@gmail.com> 
Subject: Re: Huntington thesis rejiggered in Atlantic 

David Betz will soon be addressing the Forum! 

 

Law vs culture?  Culture is upstream from law.  Perhaps you can explain the “vs”! 

 

Len 

 

On Mon, Feb 16, 2026 at 11:18 AM Isaiah Wilson <isaiah.wilson3@gmail.com> wrote: 

Hi Len, 

  

So good to hear from you and thanks so much for sharing this piece with me.  
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The timing of it could not be better, given this issue of civilizational culture having been the spinal theme of this 
year’s Davos and Munich Security Conferences, ... as well as its dovetailing with my own work on the subject of 
late.   

  

I have a six-essay series speaking to this broad subject that launches today at noon on my Substack, ‘Compound 
Security, Unlocked’. 

  

Here are some thoughts on the Joffe piece .... 

  

I agree with Joffe on one major point—and it’s a consequential one. 

  

Huntington’s original Clash thesis overstated civilizational blocs as coherent geopolitical actors. Power politics 
never disappeared. States still pursue dominion, security, and primacy regardless of shared creed. Orthodox Russia 
invading Orthodox Ukraine is Exhibit A. So is China’s posture toward Taiwan. So is the Abraham Accords cutting 
across supposed civilizational lines. 

  

On that, Joffe is right: cold interest routinely trumps shared ethos. 

  

Where I think the piece becomes more interesting—and where it intersects directly with my own work on Western 
Civilization—is his observation that the deepest fault lines are internal. 

  

But here’s where I’d sharpen the critique. 

  

Joffe treats Huntington’s error as misplacement: he looked outward when the real clash was inward. 

  

I’m not convinced it’s that simple. 

  

What we’re witnessing now is not merely intra-Western culture war. It is something more structural: a contest over 
the meaning-layer of Western civilization itself. 

  

In my recent essays (“The Civilizational Illusion,” “Who Counts as Western?”), I’ve argued that “Western 
Civilization” is elastic. It can function as a civic-constitutional project—rooted in rule of law, pluralism, restraint—
or as an ethno-cultural identity—rooted in heritage, ancestry, and civilizational defense. 
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The danger isn’t that Huntington missed internal conflict. It’s that he underestimated how civilizational language 
could migrate inward and become a tool of domestic majoritarianism. 

  

That’s the turn we’re living through. 

  

The conflict now is not “West vs. Islam” or “West vs. Confucianism.” It is: 

  

• Civic constitutionalism vs. civilizational majoritarianism 
• Universalist restraint vs. identity-based bloc politics 
• Law as organizing principle vs. culture as organizing principle 

  

Joffe is correct that states remain the primary actors. But he understates how civilizational framing reshapes state 
behavior. 

  

When leaders redefine the West as a civilizational bloc rather than a constitutional project, alliance logic changes. 
Legitimacy changes. The glue that held post-1945 order together weakens. 

  

From a Compound Security perspective, this is the core vulnerability. 

  

Security in the modern era is not merely about military capacity. It is about legitimacy resilience. When the 
organizing narrative shifts from civic to civilizational, systems become brittle. Internal fragmentation becomes 
exploitable. Adversaries don’t need to defeat us; they amplify our seams. 

  

So yes—Huntington overstated civilizational wars between cultures. 

  

But we may now be witnessing a different kind of clash: civilizations collapsing inward under competing definitions 
of themselves. 

  

That is not a repudiation of Huntington so much as a mutation of his thesis. 

  

The “clash” wasn’t entirely wrong. It was misdiagnosed in scale and direction. 

  



The war is within—but it’s not just cultural. It’s ontological. It’s about what the West is. 

  

And that, strategically, may prove far more destabilizing than Huntington imagined. 

  

Cheers, 

Ike. 

  

  

Isaiah (Ike) Wilson III, PhD 
Soldier-Scholar-Strategist | (Inter)National Security & Democratic Resilience 
Founder & CEO, Wilson W.i.S.E. Consulting LLC 
Professor of Practice, Arizona State University 
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IDEAS 
THE CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS WAS AN INSIDE JOB 
After 9/11, Samuel P. Huntington’s big idea was everywhere. But he missed the coming war within. 
FEBRUARY 14, 2026 
Samuel P. Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order turns 30 this year. The book 
was a worldwide hit in the late 1990s and has been published in some 30 translations, including in Arabic, Chinese, 
and Bengali. After 9/11, the first part of the title practically became a household phrase. Huntington had been an 
eminent political scientist at Harvard, but his 1996 book made him a global celebrity. (I first met him when I was a 
Ph.D. student at Harvard, and we later became friends.) 
The gist of Huntington’s argument: The end of the Cold War did not mark the “end of history,” as the political 
theorist Francis Fukuyama had argued in a widely discussed article and subsequent book imagining that the collapse 
of the Soviet empire would virtually end the strife among states of millennia past and that liberal democracy and 
market economics would now rule. 
Follow The Atlantic on Apple News 
Huntington predicted that a new conflict would rage after the demise of Communism. Now not states, but the great 
civilizations, would clash “along the cultural fault lines” separating them, including “Western, Confucian, Japanese, 
Islamic, Hindu, Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American and possibly African.” In the 21st century, the altar would again 
be mightier than the throne. Inter-civilizational conflict would “displace the political and ideological boundaries of 
the Cold War as the flash points for crisis and bloodshed.” 
At first blush, the predictions in Clash seem to have panned out. Russia is now propelled by not Marxism but 
nationalism under the two-beamed cross of Orthodoxy. The Confucians—that is, the Chinese—are challenging the 
West across the board. Serbs went after Muslims in the former Yugoslavia. The Orthodox in Ukraine’s east clashed 
with the Catholics in its west along precisely the fault line Huntington sketched. 
Huntington seemed most prescient regarding Islam. This civilization, he wrote in a notorious line, has “bloody 
borders.” Al-Qaeda murdered nearly 3,000 Americans on 9/11. Soon after, the United States went to war with the 
Muslim nations of Iraq and Afghanistan. The trail of terror since is too long to lay out in all its horrifying detail—in 
Madrid and Munich, in Strasburg and Stockholm, and all the way to Hamas’s mass murder of Jews on October 7, 
2023. 
From the December 2001 Issue: Looking the world in the eye 
But upon closer inspection, Huntington’s predictions begin to wobble. Three decades after Clash, rivalries among 
the great powers, rather than a new clash among faith-based civilizations, continue to dominate the globe. During 
the Cold War, two heavies, the U.S. and the U.S.S.R., were the lead players. Now the conflict has been joined by 
China. 
Buddhist-Taoist Japan, anointed as a new giant in Clash, has all but withdrawn from the stage. India, with its nuclear 
weapons and 1.4 billion people, has defied Huntington’s expectations as well. Instead of demanding a seat at the 
table of the Big Three, let alone dominating Asia, India keeps maneuvering among the U.S., China, and Russia to 
extract benefits from each. 
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And Europe? The past master of the universe is an economic colossus but, strategically, its civilization is an also-
ran. Even during the presidency of Donald Trump, the European Union depends on the United States to be its 
protector against Russia’s stockpile of 4,300 nuclear weapons, which dwarf the diminutive deterrent of Britain and 
France. 
The problem: 27 is less than one. What sounds like bad arithmetic is correct politics. The 27 EU members don’t 
amount to a unitary actor on the global stage. The EU’s $20 trillion GDP does not translate into political weight, 
because Europe does not obey a single will. So this civilizational giant ends up a political lightweight. 
As for Islam, the key borders run inside this culture, something Huntington mentioned only in passing. We are not 
witnessing a clash of civilizations, let alone “The West against the Rest,” to invoke another famous Huntington line. 
What tortures the Muslim realm is the reverse: a culture of clashes at home. 
Some telling examples: The longest war in the modern Middle East pitted Iraq against Iran from 1980 to 1988—
incurring 1 million casualties. In Bashar al-Assad’s Syria, from 2014 to 2024, 350,000 died, according to the United 
Nations—or close to twice that many, as counted by expatriate outfits. In the ongoing Yemeni civil war, close to 
400,000 have died since 2014—and the number will go higher still. 
Likewise, the Christian West has never been a bunch of choir boys. In the 17th century, the Thirty Years’ War 
between Catholics and Protestants claimed as many as 8 million victims, about a fifth of the population in the 
Central European battlefield. 
And China’s civil war during the past century left behind as many as 10 million dead. Mao Zedong is said to have 
been responsible for another 40 million. 
Today's essential stories. In audio. Listen in The Atlantic app. 
Idrees Kahloon: The return of MAGA’s favorite forbidden book 
Huntington’s clash among cultures cannot explain any of these blood orgies. What can? The culprits are, as always, 
states and empires seeking power, possession, and primacy, no matter whom they revere, whether Jesus, Marx, or 
the Prophet Muhammad. 
And thus in history, if Huntington were right, Catholic France would not have fought with Germany’s Protestant 
princes against the Catholic Habsburgs in the Thirty Years’ War. Why did France’s King Francis I ally with the 
Muslim Ottomans against the Spanish-Austrian Empire, unified under Holy Roman Emperor Charles V in 1519? 
Easy—because le roi wanted to break the encirclement on his eastern and southern flanks. So bring in the Turks. 
Power politics beat belief then, and it continues to do so now. 
Cultures and creeds were never the true engines of bloodshed—and aren’t in our day, either. Russia wants to 
swallow Ukraine, even though both nations share Orthodox rites. The driver is dominion, not religion. 
At the same time, there is the rapprochement between Israel and Arab states, which began with the country’s peace 
deals with Egypt and Jordan—and then there is Israel’s recent Abraham Accords with sundry Muslim states, 
including Morocco and Sudan, with Saudi Arabia as silent partner. The common foe of all is expansionist Iran and 
its handmaidens Hamas and Hezbollah. 
States keep calling the shots. South Korea and North Korea are rooted in the same culture, as are China and Taiwan. 
Yet they are deadly enemies. Cold-blooded interest beats ethos and faith. 
Finally, a word on our present moment: When The Clash of Civilizations came out, the culture war in the West was 
in its infancy. It did not fit into the book’s scheme. 
Eight years later, Huntington published a new book. It is titled Who Are We?: The Challenges to America’s National 
Identity, and it zeroes in on what he glossed over back in 1996. What then focused his mind was the clash within the 
United States—and by extension the rest of the West. Uncontrolled immigration by Latinos and Muslims, he darkly 
warned, would divide America into “peoples, cultures and languages.” He felt it was time to reaffirm Protestant 
values and English as the national language of the United States. 
In Who Are We?, Huntington concedes that the deepest fault lines run not among clashing civilizations but within 
them. And today, the dominant conflict within the United States is between those who are “woke” and those who 
want to conduct a “war on woke.” 
Even great minds err, but the greatest revise their predictions when they fail. 



Josef Joffe is a distinguished visiting fellow at the Hoover Institution who has taught international politics at 
Harvard, Johns Hopkins, and Stanford 

 


