Interculturality and Multiculturalism
Dr. Kebbout H.
Level: Master 01
Lecture 04

[bookmark: _GoBack]Clash of Cultures or within Cultures?
Introduction
The concept of cultural conflict has long been a topic of scholarly debate, particularly in the context of globalization and multicultural societies. The notion of a "clash of cultures" suggests that different cultural groups are inherently at odds, often leading to tension, misunderstanding, or even violence. Samuel P. Huntington's controversial Clash of Civilizations thesis (1996) famously posited that cultural and religious identities would become the primary sources of conflict in the post-Cold War world. However, this perspective has been criticized, and some scholars argue that conflicts often occur within cultures—due to competing ideologies, subcultures, and historical divisions—rather than between entirely distinct cultural groups.
This lesson explores whether cultural conflict arises more from differences between cultures or from tensions within a single culture. It examines the factors contributing to intra- and inter-cultural conflicts and challenges the traditional understanding of cultural clash.

1. Understanding the "Clash of Cultures"
The idea of a "clash of cultures" often refers to the belief that distinct and contrasting cultural systems—such as Western liberal democracies and Islamic societies—are inherently incompatible and will lead to conflict. This perspective gained significant prominence with Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations thesis, which argued that future global conflicts would be defined by cultural and civilizational differences rather than ideological or political ones.
According to Huntington (1996), cultural fault lines would become the dividing lines for conflict. He identified several major "civilizations," such as Western, Confucian, Islamic, Hindu, and African civilizations, which, according to his thesis, would clash due to fundamental differences in values, religion, and political systems. For example, Huntington argued that the West’s emphasis on individualism and liberal democracy would be at odds with the collectivist, often authoritarian practices found in many parts of the Islamic world.
However, Huntington's thesis has been widely criticized for oversimplifying cultural dynamics and for promoting a deterministic view of intergroup conflict (Said, 2001). Critics argue that cultural identities are not static or monolithic, and that conflicts often stem from historical, political, and economic factors rather than inherent cultural incompatibilities.

2. The Case for Cultural Conflict *Within* Cultures
While the "clash of cultures" narrative focuses on intergroup conflict, a more nuanced understanding of cultural conflict suggests that much of the tension arises from within cultures themselves. Conflicts within a culture can stem from competing ideologies, generational divides, class struggles, or the challenges of cultural assimilation. These internal dynamics often play a more significant role in shaping cultural conflict than clashes between distinct cultural groups.
A. Internal Divisions within Cultural Groups
Cultures are rarely homogeneous; instead, they are made up of multiple subgroups with competing interests, values, and worldviews. For instance, within any given nation-state, there may be disagreements between urban and rural populations, between different religious or ethnic groups, or between the rich and the poor. These conflicts often manifest as struggles for power, resources, and cultural dominance.
For example, in many postcolonial societies, there are tensions between traditional cultural values and the forces of modernization. In countries like India, for instance, there is an ongoing conflict between traditionalist Hindu values and more progressive, secular ideologies. This internal conflict is not a clash between separate cultural groups but rather a struggle within the culture itself over its future direction and identity (Nandy, 1983).
B. The Role of Subcultures and Social Movements
Cultural conflict within societies can also arise from the formation of subcultures and social movements that challenge mainstream cultural norms. Subcultures—such as youth cultures, LGBTQ+ communities, and feminist movements—often push for greater acceptance of diverse identities and lifestyles, leading to friction with conservative factions within the same culture. For instance, the civil rights movement in the United States was not a clash of cultures but an internal challenge to racial discrimination and segregation within American society (Cohen, 2004).
Similarly, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in parts of the Muslim world can be seen as an internal reaction to the perceived erosion of traditional values in the face of Westernization, secularism, and globalization (Hafez, 2004). While such movements are often framed as part of a "clash of civilizations," they may actually be seen as part of an internal cultural struggle over the values and identity of a particular society.
C. Generation Gaps and Cultural Evolution
Generational conflict also plays a significant role in shaping cultural tensions within societies. Younger generations often challenge the values and practices of older generations, pushing for social change. This is evident in many cultural revolutions throughout history, such as the countercultural movements of the 1960s, where youth in Western countries pushed against conservative norms surrounding gender, sexuality, and politics.
In countries like China, the conflict between older, traditional values and the younger, more cosmopolitan youth is a growing source of tension (Yang, 2002). This generational divide is not a clash of separate cultures but an intra-cultural conflict over how to balance tradition with modernity.

3. Criticisms of the "Clash of Civilizations" Thesis
The idea that cultural conflict arises from fundamental differences between entire civilizations has been widely criticized for several reasons. One of the main criticisms is that it overlooks the fluid and hybrid nature of cultural identities. Cultures are constantly evolving, and people often identify with multiple cultural frameworks simultaneously. For example, an individual in the Middle East may identify with both Islamic and Western cultural values, making the "clash of civilizations" theory less applicable to their lived experience (Appiah, 2006).
Furthermore, critics argue that Huntington's thesis oversimplifies complex global issues by framing them in terms of cultural monoliths. Instead, conflicts are often driven by economic, political, and historical factors that transcend cultural boundaries. As Said (2001) argues, the "clash of civilizations" narrative simplifies the complexity of international relations and reinforces divisive stereotypes that may not accurately reflect reality.
Instead of viewing cultural conflict as a clash between monolithic civilizations, many scholars emphasize the importance of intra-cultural conflicts, where differences within cultures—such as generational divides, class struggles, or religious disagreements—play a more significant role in shaping the social and political landscape.

4. Case Studies: The Clash Within Cultures
A. The United States: Racial and Socioeconomic Divides
In the United States, cultural conflict is often framed as a racial or socioeconomic struggle, yet many of these tensions arise from within American society itself. For example, racial conflicts are not simply between “black” and “white” cultures but involve deep divisions within each racial group regarding identity, class, and historical legacy. African Americans, for instance, are not a homogeneous group, and conflicts arise between different social classes, such as the wealthy and the impoverished, and between different cultural identities, such as African American, Caribbean American, or African immigrants (Baldwin, 1984).
Moreover, issues of gender and sexuality also create divisions within American culture. The debate over LGBTQ+ rights is not a clash between distinct cultures, but an internal cultural struggle within the broader American society over the recognition of diverse sexual identities.
B. The Middle East: Religious Fundamentalism and Secularism
In the Middle East, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism is often portrayed as a clash of cultures between the Islamic world and the West. However, this perspective overlooks the internal tensions within the Muslim world between secularists, liberals, and religious conservatives. Movements like the Arab Spring reflect a broad internal struggle within many Middle Eastern societies over governance, democracy, and the role of religion in public life (Hafez, 2004).

Conclusion
The idea of a “clash of cultures” suggests that conflict arises from fundamental, irreconcilable differences between distinct cultural groups. While this perspective has shaped global discourse on cultural conflict, it fails to account for the internal struggles that occur within cultures themselves. Intra-cultural conflicts—such as those driven by generational divides, class struggles, or ideological disagreements—are often the primary sources of tension. By understanding that cultural conflicts are not always between different civilizations but also within them, we can gain a more nuanced understanding of global social dynamics.
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