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Russian in the context of  civilizational theories

Soheil Farah, member of the Russian Academy of Education

Abstract: The author examines the scientific positions whether or not Russia is considered 
as an independent civilization. In particular, he dwells on the cultural opinions of  Russian 
scholars, identifying two extreme perspectives. The first, described by a certain orthodoxy, con-
siders the Russian cultural spirit originated from the space of  the earth or the place where the 
Russians built their civilization; the second cultural view sees the development of  knowledge 
and the formulation of  discourses originated from a liberal Western approach of  civilization.

Keywords: Civilizational theories, Russian scholars, geographical specificity, identity 
and memory

Sommario: L’autore esamina le posizioni scientifiche se la Russia sia considerata o meno 
una civiltà indipendente. In particolare, si sofferma sulle opinioni culturali degli studiosi 
russi, individuando due prospettive estreme. Il primo, descritto da una certa ortodossia, con-
sidera lo spirito culturale russo originato dallo spazio della terra o dal luogo in cui i russi 
costruirono la loro civiltà; la seconda visione culturale vede lo sviluppo della conoscenza e la 
formulazione di discorsi originati da un approccio liberale della civiltà occidentale.
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In the mid-nineteenth century, with the book of  one of  the pioneers of  the 
philosophy of  history Rucker entitled “World History of  Original Sources”, 
interest in Russia as an independent civilization began as the question was 
addressed by philosophers, historians and sociologists such as Spengler, Toyn-
bee, Danilevski and Sarokin.
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The view of  Russia as a separate independent civilization was not supported 
by other European authors, an approach was presented even by some Russian 
researchers themselves. This vision was shared by the French scholar Leozonu 
le Due in his book (1853) “Russia and European Civilization”. Then we began 
to read works whose authors say that Russia is not a “civilization” or “pre-
civilization” or “an area of  civilization” and so on. These terms have often been 
discussed in the work of  Russian specialists whose names have been associated 
with the methodology of  “revival of  cultural theories” in historical sciences.

This is what is seen in the work of  the supporters of  the occidental trend 
in the Russian historical philosophical school, including Vasilyev (1996: 1-2). 
Those who read these proposals seem to think that this assessment of  the level 
of  civilization reached by Russia is not far from the field experienced by the 
group of  countries that belong to the “Third World”. 

A Russian colleague of  the same methodology goes further to say that 
Russia cannot be categorized as having reached the civilized point of  civiliza-
tion, but rather a civilization in the making. It is located on the edges of  the 
civilized world, and all the manifestations that may sound scintillating are 
usually not productive at home, but are taken from the West. Therefore, in 
order to keep pace with the real development of  contemporary civilization, it 
must free itself  from the constraints of  tradition on its chest (Yekofenko 1995). 
This view is shared by Western writers and Russians like Simon (1996: 25) and 
Kraslitskov, Zepporf  and Ryabov (1993).

Not far from these positions is the Russian specialist known in the science 
of  civilizations Erasov (1994: 87). While he was talking about his Russian 
“Occidentalist” colleagues he identified them as involved in western civiliza-
tional theories, but expressed their opinion less sharply when he focused on 
the absence of  institutions and traditions of  civilization in Russia, making it a 
state or an empire acting as a representative or proxy of  another civilization, 
based on their system of  rules, values, laws and management. This is why it is 
not only moving away from the Western model of  civilization, but even from 
a number of  civilized models in the East.

There is another point of  view that Russia is holding within it a mix of  dif-
ferent civilizations. One of  the supporters of  this theory, Russian researcher 
Kupchanov (1996: 96) states, “Russia grew up and developed as a dynamic 
system of  cultures and civilizations, it was not a space for a single civilization”.
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Russian researcher Semenkova (1996: 108) says, “Russia arose at the cross-
roads of  Christian civilization, Islamic civilization and Eastern Buddhism, 
and has been built on a vast area that has witnessed the movements of  groups 
of  nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples, in this context a historical gathering 
of  a host of  peoples with different cultural orientations, united by a strong 
central state throughout world history”.

Perhaps these extreme views come as a response to Russian zealotry of  
another kind, trying to give a purely Orthodox “Slavic” adjective to Russian 
civilization, considering that Russia has a special message of  transcendent 
ground and universe at the same time. The process of  “segmentation” in the 
perception of  Russian civilization from the angle of  “Occidental” or “Orien-
tal”, ethnic, religious, social, philosophical or socio-cultural identity makes the 
scientific attitude apprehensive, and man can only place it in the corner of  a 
one-sided view of  civilization.

There is no doubt that these religious, ethnic, linguistic, national and socio-
cultural factors may appear on the façade of  this or that era, but the outlook 
of  civilization does not stand up or does not approach scientific truth unless 
the researcher takes Russian civilization in its entirety, with all its constituents, 
parts, features and presence. That means its artistic, cultural, psychological, 
material, political, legal, social, economic and scientific components, or a in 
brief  word all the system of  material and spiritual values that determines the 
lifestyle and mentality of  the Russian peoples.

If  we want to sum up the cultural views of  the Russians about themselves, 
it is possible to stop at two basic perspectives, knowing that the views of  the 
“in-between” are also present. The first view, which is described by some as 
orthodoxy, is that the Russian cultural spirit emanates from the space of  the 
earth or the place on which the Russians built their civilization, while the 
other cultural view is to develop its knowledge and formulate its discourse 
from the liberal Western vision of  civilization.

The conservative view of  the Russian historical school is based on a diverse 
vision of  Russian civilization that will stop at the very least of  its titles.

It depends on the privacy of  the place and the space in which it is active, it 
gives great importance to the land and the sky, so this view meets a conserva-
tive philosophical vision expressed by the German thinker Karl Mannheim 
(1943: 193) when he said, “History is not created by people, not by time, 
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but by the place or the earth on which events take place, the earth is the real 
baptism on which the state is based and developed, so the earth alone is the 
birthplace and the founder of  history.”

This view of  its spatial physical dimension is complemented by the con-
servative view of  Russian civilization through the spiritual dimension of  
the Russian cultural personality. And here the basic beliefs of  the religious 
consciousness of  civilization represented by the bona fides of  good and evil 
and the conflict between them, and the primacy of  divine creation over all 
other evolutionary and materialistic theories inhabiting this vision have been 
deeply rooted in Russian metaphysical consciousness since its entry into the 
era of  faith, despite the wave of  atheism in Russia’s Soviet-communist era. 
This view has a central spiritual idea that the struggle between good and evil 
in the human soul and in historical consciousness is the primary engine of  
approaching God or moving away from him. Philosopher Tikhomirov (2008: 
35), one of  the representatives of  this view, says, “Within every human be-
ing, and always, in the context of  every historical event, there is a constant 
struggle between the kingdom of  the Lord on the one hand and its opposite 
on the other.”

There is another view that presents itself  as a civilized alternative to the 
“conservative” one, characterising its holders as “people who live in past” 
and see the path of  human civilization only through the land on which they 
live and the religious vision they believe in. The other view is the variety of  
intellectual stripes, all of  which fall under a general name which we call the 
materialistic view of  existence, and in it the colours of  Liberalism, Marxism 
and even Agnosticism.

In fact, these two philosophical perspectives of  civilization are character-
ized not only by the main two-sided historical philosophical school of  Russia, 
but also by historians’ general approaches to their past in all countries of  the 
world. This position of  history always constitutes in this or that country a 
satirical material that is both raucous and fecund for the ideological conflicts 
associated with the history of  a particular country or even the march of  world 
history of  civilization.

If  we look carefully at the political dimension of  the two historical views 
of  the Russians themselves, two specific principles or approaches must be reg-
istered. The first is that the peculiarity of  Russia’s great size is that the pres-
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ervation its large geographical area requires centralised government, not a 
replication of  the Western democratic experience. 

Accordingly, it is not based on the statutory approach of  the constitutional 
mechanism of  governance in Russian history, as is the case with Western gov-
ernments. Here, the Russian liberal movement, along with Western specialists 
saturated with liberal democratic thought, all criticize the theory of  govern-
ance in Russia, saying that the Russian “imperative approach” has charac-
terized and imprinted the system of  governance in Russian history. This is 
confirmed by one of  the representatives of  this trend, Arkady Lipkin (2013: 
35) in one of  his important papers entitled “On the dual vision of  Russian his-
tory”. “In the Western case, a system based on the constitutional concepts of  
democratic compromise, which passes through elections based on the major-
ity principle, is based on a legal constitutional system, choosing the ruler and 
changing him according to their aspirations and principles. The standard that 
drives all this march is the legal awareness of  the constitution and is based on 
it. Whereas the equation governing Russian history is a central authority that 
spreads its orders over the whole wide Russian sphere and is based on a pyra-
mid of  employees who form a thick layer around the ruling palace, which has 
its own “kitchen” in choosing its own representatives, who usually come from 
large owners and diverse resource owners. However, the grassroots are usually 
marginalized, often burdened with stressful life-burdens and hardships, which 
people struggle for a living, far less aware of  what is happening in the upper 
echelons of  government and power.”

With a stream of  Russian historians, Lipkin sees this pattern in the system 
of  governance and the position of  those governed within it as formative of  the 
history of  Russian culture as he characterises it. Even when the people rebel 
or revolt against the regime, the excess of  resentment by the people is usually 
expressed through uprisings, most of  which take the form of  bloody violence, 
but even with the victory of  this or that uprising, the regime goes back to the 
structure of  government to renew itself  on coercive-deterrent basis. 

This is what a researcher observes, according to Lipkin, in the history of  
the three major uprisings in Russian history; this is what emerged in the grey 
period, which dates from the late 16th century, and went on through the 19th 
century, and then during the period of  the 1917 revolution and the 1991 up-
rising. “The first uprising produced the Romanov family, the second produced 
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the Stalinist era, and the third was the Yeltsin era. At the ideological level, 
each era has produced a categorical rejection of  its predecessors, producing 
an army of  staff, a new political culture. However, the content and basis of  the 
governance regime remains self-sustaining, based on the principle of  the pu-
nitive-deterrent approach. It is also noted that the major reforms experienced 
by each era did not take place in depth, did not take place from the bottom, 
but took place from the outer crust of  governance, from the top.”

In this one-sided conception of  the theory of  government in Russia, there 
is something contrary to historical truth when the universalization of  the ab-
solute sovereignty of  the coercive-deterrent approach is made by the scholar 
Lipkin or other Russian researchers themselves or foreigners. Russian history 
is not monochrome, it is a multi-faceted pattern. It was not isolated from im-
pacts and the vulnerability of  its European and Asian surroundings, or from 
its connection with the western and eastern spheres. In every era, friction 
originated from the point of  contact with the Western style of  governance, 
as the constitutional legal spirit infuses the governing body with its approach.

It is partly true that the farther the Russian body politic goes in its rap-
prochement with the Asian spirit, the more subtly the subversive manifes-
tation of  the coercive-deterrent approach is evident. These two approaches 
have been the subject of  attraction, contradiction and even conflict between 
the concept of  Russia = Europe, and the concept of  Russia = Asia.

Thus, by virtue of  the human geography of  Russia, a social segment 
formed a human and cultural chemical mix between the two poles: the Eu-
ropean, which was usually led by groups of  the intelligentsia open to West-
ern and Eastern creative experimentation, and was always shared by some 
symbols of  the ruling class, while the Asian heritage remained in the Russian 
popular imagination with strong support. This has left its mark on priorities, 
also in the Russian style of  thinking and behaviour.

On the other hand, in the field of  the cultural outlook of  the thinking and 
behaviour of  the largest number of  Russians, it should be borne in mind that 
most of  the Russian population are remembered by those who knew them 
in terms of  the values of  personal honour and dignity, not professional pres-
tige and wealth as is the case for most Westerners. Russian thinker Lutman 
expresses the idea thus: “The loss of  the values of  honour and dignity of  the 
Russian man is worse than death, and the people with their exploits live to 
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record their names in history, not because of  their job, or because the ruler or 
Tsar to give them a hundred silver coins (1994: 62-63).”

The system of  governance, along with the system of  values in Russian 
history, has usually been driven by two main factors. The first is popular ide-
ology rooted in traditional religious institutions, in religious, linguistic and 
ethnic consciousness of  all the colours and spectrums of  the Russian people, 
on which the hierarchical system of  central government is based on orders. 
The second factor is the human aspects related to the physiological system of  
thinking and the Russian way of  life, which are continuous and interact with 
external influences. These factors have produced and continue to produce 
Russian heart and mind.

However, the external factor, and with it the emergence of  the wave of  
globalization, has left a strong impression on the body politic and the Russian 
mind, which leads a number of  western researchers to say that a clear confu-
sion is sweeping the system of  governance and the system of  Russian values 
towards the western compromise-constitutional system.

According to Lipkin “This confusion may come from below, from the in-
fluential circles in the running of  the popular mood, accompanied by the 
banner of  the strongest interaction with global culture, and this is a substitute 
for other disputes based on Russian nationalism, the Orthodox church, and 
highly centralized governing power, as Russian history again foreshadows a 
great change which may qualify Russia to enter the era of  renewal, and build 
a post-industrial economy.”

This present trend in the formulation of  Russian historical consciousness is 
contradicted by another stream, classifying itself  as the national trend closest 
to the reality of  Russian thinking and behaviour. It considers the critics of  the 
so-called conservative trend as affiliated with so-called “Russian Occidental-
ism”, which takes western practices and ways of  thinking and tries to graft 
it onto Russian consciousness, which in the view of  the researcher Panfilova 
(2012) has its own balance. She classifies all the advocates of  “Occidentalism” 
in Russia as under the umbrella of  liberal thought, which does its utmost to 
introduce Russia into the course of  globalization led by the United States, and 
which circulates in its orbit globally, as has been evident for the past 20 years. 
Thus, she says, “Since the end of  the twentieth century and at the beginning 
of  the twenty-first century, Russia has had to change its face, enter the path 
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of  globalization, enter the ‘game of  nations’ that made other governments, in 
one way or another, abandon their peculiarity.”

Perhaps this researcher is right, particularly in her examination of  the ap-
proach applied in the last three decades of  contemporary Russian history by 
those responsible for educational policy, ministers like Forsenko and Levanov, 
who seem to be guided by an external educational system that is alien to the 
Russian national cultural heritage. It seems as if  they want to change the face 
of  Russian educational culture through a system devised by Balonsky, who 
is guided by a strange methodological, philosophical and educational spirit, 
and is working with great determination to change the awareness of  Russian 
pupils and students from primary to higher education.

The result is the destruction of  the positive aspects of  the Russian-Soviet 
educational experience, which in practice will change the Russian mentality in 
its spirit and values. Such an approach is perceived by the researcher in both 
the “Occidental” and “Liberal” circles in all sectors of  the economy, educa-
tion and culture. It seeks to present a “grey” or “dark” image of  Russia while 
working to show a rosy picture of  all the educational curricula, parameters of  
thinking and life of  global western civilization. Russia’s entry into the course 
of  the international game of  economic and cultural globalization has taken 
its share of  the economic benefits of  globalization to a minimum, and from 
the position of  current economic weaknesses put it in the position of  hostage 
to the power of  the “whales” who control the course of  globalization. In this 
Russia is the biggest loser, and in this context the winner internally in Russia is 
linked to the circles of  global decision-making. These circles gambled and are 
gambling in a losing game for the Russian economy internally, but which may 
be a winning game for the liberal movement that has overseen the economic 
the policy of  the Russian government in the last 30 years since the collapse 
of  the Soviet Union, and for some of  the money tycoons whose interests are 
organically linked to the whales’ game.

The biggest loser is the Russian economy as a whole, Russian cultural iden-
tity, and therefore the Russian people and their cultural personality, bearing 
in mind that the course of  globalization is both economic and cultural. One 
has only to consider that the presence of  the Russian economy in economic 
globalization is mainly confined to the export of  raw materials. The Russian 
national trend in the historical school is a disgrace to the philosophy of  the 
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Russian Occidentals, total inferiority to the western style and to the prevailing 
theories of  civilization thereof. Perhaps this trend is well aware that the goal 
of  the Occidentals is the full liberalization of  the economy and culture, which 
deprives Russia of  many of  the conceptions that Russians have of  themselves 
throughout their history, on which their historical consciousness is based.

One sees that Russian liberalism has a tendency to burn or fragment the 
“historical-legacy” or “cultural self ” element of  Russia in the positive sense. 
Many Russian historians are warning against a systematic attack by the lib-
erals on all aspects of  Russian thinking and behaviour. They fear that the 
onslaught of  liberal globalization will beat Russian consciousness, because its 
success means the absence of  the need to think of  the philosophy of  Russian 
history as a component of  the Russian identity.

Indeed, any generalization that invokes the “model” in the Occidentals’ 
style or in the Russian style of  life depends on the orientation. Occidentals, 
for example, consider the “regime” to be the norm in Europe, while “chaos” 
prevails in Russia. The capitalist style is the most correct, while the socialist 
pattern is the “worst”. “The spirit of  individuality” is the best for freedom of  
choice for man, or, conversely, “the spirit of  the community” is the best.

Some think that giving priority to the “material dimension” is the best, 
while others consider that priority and preference should be in the “spiritual 
dimension”; whereas “the West” for some Russians is the centre of  the world, 
others consider that the East is the centre, and so on. These descriptions do 
not stem from a balanced vision and the golden medium philosophy of  things. 
Perhaps the wisdom we may draw from these contrasting visions is the crea-
tive combination of  the positive points in the two economic organizations, 
the community spirit and the freedom of  the individual, between the achieve-
ments of  the West and the achievements of  the East, between the material 
and spiritual dimensions, between the brighter aspects of  material and spir-
itual human behaviour, and between the creative harmony of  the trinity of  
“man, nature and universe”.

What we can summarize at the end of  our talk about the various theories 
of  civilization in Russia is that after Russia adopted Christianity it went on for 
more than a thousand years accompanied by a set of  theories and approaches 
counterposing those who reject it and put it in the list of  marginal civilizations 
in history, and others who are inspired by it. However, the “cold” mind that 
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seeks objectivity in research tends not to be unfair to it, nor to exaggerate its 
greatness. What is important in this context is characterization and realistic 
evaluation, and this requires further enlightenment on the ideas, facets and 
other properties of  this civilization.
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