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 Abstract. This paper aims to explore Danilevsky’s theory of cultural-historical 
types. The authors used hermeneutic, cultural-historical, and integrative 
approaches. Denying the understanding of the history of humankind as the 
linear reality for the formation of the socio-cultural system of universalism, N. 
Danilevsky relies on the multivariate historical development and elaborates a 
methodology of civilizational discreteness that takes into account the 
originality and integrity of each particular cultural-historical type. The thinker 
emphasizes that the core of any cultural-historical type is a certain ethnos 
with its specific set of attitudes and values. Although this approach can not 
explain global integration tendencies, it allows to take into account the 
multidimensional vectors of human cultural space and the unique experience 
of different civilizations. N. Danilevsky introduced into the scientific 
discourse the idea of the integrity and self-sufficiency of each cultural-
historical type. This idea was developed by a German historian, 
representative of the philosophy of life O. Spengler in his book “The Decline 
of the West”, in which the theory of local civilizations was enriched with 
morphological studies of history, and a British historian, philosopher of 
history, sociologist A. Toynbee, who laid out his universalist philosophy of 
history in the twelve-volume work “The Study of History”. 

Keywords: N. Danilevsky; culture; civilization; cultural-historical type; local 
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INTRODUCTION 

The 21st century reveals the new phase of the 
world transformation that causes inter-
civilizational conflicts and international terror-
ism. The most common and controversial fea-
tures of this transformation are the process of 
globalization against a background of postindus-
trial society and simultaneously the formation of 
a new generation of local civilizations [1; 4; 5]. 
New trends towards globalization have contrib-
uted to the emergence of the ideology of global-
ism, which largely ignores alternative scenarios 
for the future of humankind. At the same time, 
ideologists of the anti-globalist movement be-
lieve that globalization in its current form does 
not contribute to the improvement of interna-
tional relations. On the contrary, it became a kind 
of catalyst for socio-political tension and conflicts 
on our planet. The idea of the multipolar world is 
in direct collision with the ideology of unifying 
globalism.  

The growth of national self-awareness, attempts 
to return to the framework of national stereo-
types of thinking [7; 16], adverse effect of uncon-
trolled migration, weakening of the European 
Union, Brexit force us to take a fresh look at the 
theories of local civilizations that became wide-
spread in the late 19th – early 20th centuries, 
when natural science ideas were actively dis-
seminated [12]. This period became the heyday 
of the theories of local civilizations. In keeping 
with the spirit of the times and considering the 
need to review the commonly held views on his-
tory, N. Danilevsky, O. Spengler and A. Toynbee 
turned to natural science. Striving to reveal the 
general laws of the universe and identify the his-
torical and natural processes, they, according to 
their preferences, divided human history into the 
history of cultural-historical types, cultures and 
societies, that is, the history of different civiliza-
tions, each of which was obeyed the certain laws 
of heyday and decay. As living nature, civiliza-
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tions emerge, reach their heyday, decay, and die. 
The causes of their death, as well as the causes of 
the death of living organisms, are unidentifiable. 
Classifications of cultural-historical types, cul-
tures and societies resemble animal classifica-
tions by C. Linnaeus and G. Cuvier. The tradi-
tional division of history – the Ancient World, the 
Middle Ages and the Modern Period – was re-
jected, because it did not meet the requirements 
of natural systems. Insofar as the theory of linear 
and universal civilization did not take into ac-
count the pace and orientation of the East, 
N. Danilevsky, O. Spengler and A. Toynbee con-
sidered them to be outdated and no longer true. 
They finally broke with tradition of Christian his-
torians to consider history to be the same and 
historical time to be irreversible. Actually, they 
returned to the scheme of the cyclical history of 
individual nations professed by ancient thinkers. 
But unlike the ancient authors, they interpret the 
cyclical nature of the historical process through 
the lens of natural science. 

The civilization approach to the history of hu-
mankind emphasizes the fact that human history 
is a constellation of non-related human civiliza-
tions. This approach is based on the concept of 
cyclic time that represents the eternal circular 
motion. The social cycle does not have a certain 
orientation, although it is not accidental. Any 
state of the system may occur in the future; 
moreover, it already existed in the past. Changes 
occur within a short time interval, but within a 
long period of time there is no change, because 
the system returns to its original state. N. Berd-
yaev [2], L. Gumilev [6], O. Spengler [15], 
A. Toynbee [18], P. Sorokin [13; 14], A. Kroeber 
[8; 9], C. Quigley [11] interpreted the historical-
civilization process as development within the 
separate (local) civilizations. A prominent Rus-
sian scientist, philosopher, sociologist 
N. Danilevsky became the author of one of the 
first theories of local civilizations. In his magnum 
opus “Russia and Europe” he defined civilizations 
as the certain cultural-historical types [3].  

This paper aims to explore Danilevsky’s theory of 
cultural-historical types.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Putting aside Danilevsky’s concept of Pan-
Slavism, due to which he earned the fame of a 
Russian totalitarian philosopher [10], we want to 
focus on his theory of cultural-historical types. 

The starting point of Danilevsky’s theory is a re-
jection of the historical process as a single evolu-
tionary flow that unites all countries and peoples 
of the world. He does not agree with the point of 
view, which considers European civilization and 
culture to be the apex of human development 
and judges the non-European cultures through 
the lens of Eurocentrism: “anywhere where citi-
zenship and culture could develop, they have the 
same progressive character as in Europe” [3, 
p. 90]. N. Danilevsky rejects the Eurocentric idea 
of classification of history as such that does not 
reflect the richness of historical process.  

According to N. Danilevsky, the task of humanity 
lies in manifestation (at different times and 
within different peoples) of all sides, all features, 
which exist potentially in the very idea of hu-
mankind. The true representatives of historical 
life are “natural” systems, certain cultural-
historical types, which he understood as a com-
bination of ethnic, anthropological, social, territo-
rial, and other features. 

N. Danilevsky insists on the necessity to consider 
the history of every nation as an independent 
cultural-historical type, which differs from the 
other cultural-historical types and has its own 
“face” and destiny. Only in relation to a certain 
cultural-historical type, one could speak of the 
Ancient World, the Middle Ages or the Modern 
Period. The specificity of any cultural-historical 
type is determined by a God-given idea, which 
humans must develop in all spheres of their lives. 
The full development of this idea is regarded as a 
progressive process for any given cultural-
historical type. The more the field of historical 
activity of humankind will be “cultivated”, the 
more vivid, multifaceted the manifestation of the 
human spirit will be. According to N. Danilevsky, 
this is the only possible understanding of histori-
cal progress.  

N. Danilevsky emphasizes that the main reason 
for the division of the natural system of history 
lies in the fact of the existence of the cultural-
historical types, which he presents in chronologi-
cal order: 
1) Egyptian; 
2) Chinese; 
3) Assyrian-Babylonian-Phoenician, Chaldean, or 
ancient-Semitic; 
4) Indian; 
5) Iranian; 
6) Jewish; 
7) Greek; 
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8) Roman; 
9) New-Syrian, or Arabic; 
10) Germanic-Roman, or European. 

He also mentions two American types – Mexican 
and Peruvian, which were destroyed by the 
Europeans and did not have enough time to 
reach their full swing.  

The peoples who represented these cultural-
historical types were prominent figures in the 
history of humankind. Each of them paved their 
own way of development, manifested themselves 
both in the peculiarities of their spiritual nature 
and in the external conditions of life making a 
unique contribution to the general treasury of 
humankind. For N. Danilevsky, there is continuity 
of some cultural-historical types, namely Egyp-
tian, Assyrian-Babylonian-Phoenician, Greek, 
Roman, Jewish, and Germanic-Roman. This con-
tinuity has determined the Western world pro-
gress. At the same time, N. Danilevsky stresses 
that the other cultural-historical types developed 
such aspects of life, which were not to the same 
extent inherent in their more successful rivals 
and, thus, contributed to the multilateral mani-
festations of the human spirit. In fact, it was a 
progressive way. 

In addition to positively active cultural types, 
N. Danilevsky mentions the so-called negative 
figures in human history – the Huns, Mongols, 
and Turks. After destroying dying civilizations, 
these peoples disappeared from the historical 
arena. Some peoples, for example the Germans, 
were ambivalent – they played both positive and 
negative roles. There were also tribes (for exam-
ple, the Finns), which have not played either a 
positive or a negative role; they have not reached 
historical identity and can only serve as ethno-
graphic material for cultural-historical types [3, 
p. 111]. “While it sounds dismissive to call cul-
tures outside his cultural-historical types “ethno-
graphic material”, for N. Danilevsky this was not 
necessarily pejorative, but merely a way to de-
scribe the embryonic stage of tribal existence 
where all peoples begin the life cycle. Civiliza-
tions are organic, literally growing into existence: 
some to bear fruit, others not, like unpollinated 
blossoms left to wither” [19, p. XXIII]. 

Being “first and foremost naturalist concerned 
with the proper classification of specimens by 
their inherent similarities or differences” [19, 
p. XII] and proposing the new approach to his-
torical process, N. Danilevsky rethinks and re-
structures the world history as follows: cultural-

historical types can not exist forever, all of them 
are born, attain various degrees of development, 
grow old and decrepit and die: “To all living 
things – individuals, genus, species, animals and 
plants – there is given only a certain span of life, 
and when it is finished they must die” [3, p. 92].  

Although cultural-historical types are born, live, 
flourish and die independently, their develop-
ment is subject to five general laws. The first law 
requires a certain language that unites a family of 
related peoples. Within aforementioned ten cul-
tural-historical types, the three were of the Se-
mitic tribes with their own languages (Chaldean, 
Hebrew, and Arabic). The Aryan group of lan-
guages included Sanskrit, Iranian, Hellenic, Latin, 
Celtic, German, and Slavic linguistic families. Five 
tribes related to these language families (Indian, 
Persian, Greek, Roman/Old-Italian and German) 
represented distinctive cultural-historical types 
that had developed into distinctive civilizations.  

The second law emphasizes the political inde-
pendence, the existence of the independent state 
for any given people or group of peoples. There is 
no civilization that would have emerged and de-
veloped without political independence. Though, 
according to N. Danilevsky, civilization having 
reached a certain level of development may for 
some time continue to exist after the loss of in-
dependence (for example, the ancient Greeks) [3, 
p. 115].  

The third law – the law of the noninheritability of 
civilization – fixes the originality of the cultural-
historical types. Analyzing the oldest cultural-
historical types, N. Danilevsky insists on the im-
possibility of transferring the achievements of 
one civilization to another. All attempts to im-
pose their civilization on the other peoples were 
not successful, because it is impossible to absorb 
all the cultural elements (religious, domestic, so-
cial, political, scientific, and artistic) [3, p. 121]. 
However, this does not mean that the interac-
tions between the different cultural-historical 
types are impossible: the peoples do not live in a 
vacuum and there are no insurmountable 
boundaries between them. Cultural contacts have 
a complex, controversial nature; they can also be 
both a good and evil thing for the actors of civili-
zational process. 

The fourth law argues that a cultural-historical 
type can reach completeness only if the various 
ethnographic elements, which constitute it, have 
a certain degree of independence and form a fed-
eration or a certain political system of states. 
These were Greek and European cultural-



Traektoriâ Nauki = Path of Science. 2019. Vol. 5, No 10  ISSN 2413-9009 

Section “Philosophy”   2004 

historical types, the elements of which had de-
veloped independently. That is why these peo-
ples achieved impressive success. N. Danilevsky 
believes that the peoples who speak the same or 
related languages should form a unitary state. If 
the peoples speak different languages within a 
single linguistic family that forms the basis of a 
cultural-historical type, they need to create a fed-
eration based on positive legislation or even exist 
within a political system of states.  

The fifth law – the law of the brevity of the peri-
ods of the cultural-historical types – defines their 
periods of life: ethnographic, state period, civili-
zational / cultural period and a period of decline. 
Then they return to the ethnographic form of be-
ing, which can be used by the other positive peo-
ples who are just starting their way.  

For N. Danilevsky, every cultural-historical type 
realizes its own idea in the field of human activ-
ity. For instance, the civilization of the ancient 
Greeks brought to perfection the idea of beauty, 
European civilization – natural science, Semitic 
tribes – religious ideas and the belief in one God 
the Creator. Let us stress that this does not indi-
cate the one-sidedness and limitations of the 
spiritual life of each type. Each of them has con-
tributed to the other spheres of life. N. Danilevsky 
proposes a classification of the cultural-historical 
types based on the main directions of cultural 
activity of humankind. He highlights four areas: 
– religious activity, which covers the relationship 
between humans and God; 
– cultural activity: scientific, artistic, and indus-
trial; 
– political activity;  
– social-economic activity.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Denying the understanding of the history of hu-
mankind as the linear reality for the formation of 
the social-cultural system of universalism, 
N. Danilevsky relies on the multivariate historical 
development and elaborates a methodology of 
civilizational discreteness that takes into account 
the originality and integrity of each particular 
cultural-historical type. The thinker emphasizes 
that the core of any cultural-historical type is a 
certain ethnos with its specific set of attitudes 
and values. Although this approach can not ex-
plain global integration tendencies, it allows to 
take into account the multidimensional vectors of 
human cultural space and the unique experience 
of different civilizations. 

Thus, “Danilevsky’s theory and his core concept – 
a cultural-historical type – had initially been of 
significant methodological and cognitive poten-
tial that predetermined their widespread use 
both in culture studies and in a number of an-
thropological studies of American and British 
scholars of the 20th century (F. Boas, B. Mali-
nowski)” [17, p. 20]. N. Danilevsky introduced 
into the scientific discourse the idea of the integ-
rity and self-sufficiency of each cultural-historical 
type. This idea was developed by a German his-
torian, representative of the philosophy of life O. 
Spengler in his book “The Decline of the West”, in 
which the theory of local civilizations was en-
riched with morphological studies of history, and 
a British historian, philosopher of history, soci-
ologist A. Toynbee, who laid out his universalist 
philosophy of history in the twelve-volume work 
“The Study of History”. 
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