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It could be said that of all the bipolarities defining the general trends of 
cultural development in the modern world, the one of greatest significance 
refers to the “East-West” divide. 

The multiplicity of cultural worlds that represents humanity tends to 
be recast into the meta-cultural East-West dichotomy. According to the 
particular situation, this dichotomy may show itself through the interaction-
opposition or interaction-dialogue between cultures, with nature of the 
interaction dependent upon the specific conditions of the contact between 
these cultures, their knowledge and abilities, and their understanding of each 
other. 

It is well known that this kind of bipolarity has been a source of 
destructive historical events (such as in the Balkans in Europe, the 
Hindustan Peninsula, the Maghreb countries, etc.). However, history also 
offers some examples which prove the existence of the possibility of 
dialogic confrontation resolution (for example, the synthesis from which 
Moorish culture1 was formed when Spain was conquered by the Arabs or 
the Métis in the Americas). 

Thus, the measure of constructive contact between the East and the 
West depends on the extent of mutual understanding of Western and 
Eastern cultures as they come into contact with each other. Particular and 
specific features in the images of the East and the West should not negate 
things which are universal and general, that are inherent to humanity as a 
race. Detection of universal origins in Western and Eastern cultural 
traditions, as well as the comparative analysis of specific features in the 

                                                 
 Kazan Federal University, Republic of Tatarstan, Russian Federation; e-mail: 
rustemr@mail.ru. 
1 Moorish culture, Moorish art, Moorish style: this is the name given to the medieval art 
that developed in the 11th-15th centuries in North Africa and southern Spain. Moorish art 
evolved through the merger of the artistic traditions of the Arab Caliphate, the Berbers, 
and the Visigoths. 
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subsequent development of these cultures, is one of the most important 
tasks of the modern Humanities.2 

Nevertheless, academics are not enthusiastic about the comparative 
analysis of modern Eastern and Western civilisations, and there are solid 
reasons for this. For a long period of time, under the influence of the 
political situation, cultural theorists contented themselves with superficial, 
simplistic oppositions between the “progressive,” “materialistic,” “active” 
West and the “retarded,” “passive,” “mystically oriented” East. 

The main mistake of the comparative culturology of the past lies in an 
effort to seek some social, psychological or intellectual substratum of the 
culture and to use this to fix the specific content and features of a “national 
character.” Any metaphysical discussion of the “national” soul represents 
the same kind of myth as an image of a “good” or “evil” savage. This myth 
is inevitable, even useful sometimes as a dialectical moment of public self-
knowledge. But the “myth of the image” should be followed by “logos of 
knowledge.” 

Is it possible to trace some of the dialogical stages in the development 
of Eastern and Western civilisations (paying attention to their genesis, their 
parallel and crossover coexistence, and the facts regarding the diffusion of 
Eastern ideas being ab initio in the West and Western technologies in the 
East)? 

The most important period in the joint history of the West and the 
East begins in the 4th-2nd millennia BC, when the first large-scale societies 
appeared in the Nile Valley, Mesopotamia, and in the river basins of the 
Indus, the Ganges and the Hwang Ho. Each of these four centres became a 
base for further dissemination of their influence on adjacent lands, and as 
populations and specific features of their culture spread, they gradually 
created zones with a unique interior habitat. But while cultural centres were 
shifting in the Mediterranean, in the Indian and Far East regions,3 according 
to A. M. Karapetyants, the “cultural centre did not shift, it was expanding 
and absorbing the periphery.”4 This meant that in the latter region a single 
cultural space appeared, while in the former region the displacement of the 
centre from one geographical location to another led to the creation of the 
ideal conditions for cultural and historical dialogue. 

It could be said that the appearance of ancient Greece on the world 
stage represents the next important period in history. Ancient Greece (along 
with Rome) represents a historical foundation, a kind of alma mater for 

                                                 
2 Reese, Rosenfeld 2012, p. 3-21. 
3 Far East: a region that includes the Northeast, East, and Southeast Asia. Integral part of 
the geopolitical concept of the “Asia-Pacific region.” 
4 Karapetyants 2000, p. 133-134. 
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Europe. These ancient civilisations incorporated much which can be seen in 
the further development of European culture. Since ancient times, Western 
civilisation was characterised by its focus on the objectification of spiritual 
practice, the desire to give a substantive and conceptual expression to this 
practice and, ultimately, its reduction to a technique which operates on ideas 
and concepts. 

Nevertheless, if you compare the Oriental and Classical civilisations 
of antiquity, some mutual influence and borrowings can be detected. For 
example, Indo-Buddhist sculpture, which was widespread in China, dates 
back to the Kushan Hellenistic prototype.5 At this stage in history, we do 
not see such significant differences between the development of proto-
European traditions and the Arab (Jaahiliyyah) or Buddhist-Confucian 
world. Thus, this ancient period of history allows us to speak of the unity 
and universality of historical processes. However, in the Early Middle Ages 
we see a radically different situation. 

In discussing the unity of mankind in the ancient period of history, 
we might recall the term “axial age,” which was coined by the philosopher 
Karl Jaspers in order to designate the period (first century BC), when some 
radical changes in the attitude of a person to himself and the world around 
him occurred.6 The axial age was a period in which several new religions 
(“world religions”) and philosophical doctrines emerged which centred 
around the problem of the meaning of individual existence and the 
relationship between a man and the world, a man and his deity, a man and 
society and, finally, a man and other people. All these problems are 
essentially ethical problems: thus, we can see that people’s outlook and 
attitude began to be concentrated upon ethics and, in fact, to be determined 
by ethics. All the changes of this period occurred only in the spiritual realm. 

The emergence of a new ethics was not spontaneous: it was based on 
the old norms and principles, as applied to questions of the ruler’s role. 
Later, this new ethics formed the basis of the new religions of the axial age. 
The relevant questions and proposed answers were explicitly formulated in 
the scriptures of these new religions (which is why they are also called 
“religions of salvation”), and in the new philosophies, many of which also 
had (or later acquired) semi-religious and, subsequently, overtly religious 
features, having acquired their own mythology (e.g., Buddhism). Within 
these teachings, a holistic understanding and perception of personality was 
developed. A self-aware person is an ethical person. However, the 
beginning of the ethical quest refers to a much earlier time - the epoch of 
the appearance of class-based society - and perhaps to even more ancient 

                                                 
5 Murian 2005, p. 85-87. 
6 Jaspers 1994, p. 32-50. 
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times, when man first became aware of himself not as an inseparable part of 
a clan or a tribe, with no intrinsic value, but as a self-sufficient individual 
and as a unique personality. 

Changes in the spiritual realm led to changes in all spheres of human 
life: economic, political and social. Hereupon, the face of culture changed. 
The result of this process was the appearance of many cultural worlds, 
which began to develop independently. The single history of mankind 
became divided into separate national local cultures. As Jaspers puts it, “The 
deployment of the few great cultures is parallel. These are different 
histories.”7 

As a result, in the Middle Ages we find a number of local cults that 
retained practically no memories of their past. The only exceptions were 
Chinese and Indian cultures; for them the past remained a reference point. 
The European medieval world began to remember its past only during the 
Renaissance. By the second half of the Middle Ages, it becomes difficult to 
find items that clearly show their common origin and development. In 
contrast, this commonality is preserved in the regions which retained closer 
ties to their historical and cultural development (such as Afro-Asian, Indian, 
Chinese societies). The evidence of such tightly-linked communities can be 
found in the introduction of round sculptures, pagodas and temples into 
both Chinese and Japanese Buddhist culture; in the Samurai code of 
honour, Bushido, which was based, amongst other things, upon Chinese 
Confucian principles of fidelity to the emperor or lord; and the 
philosophical acceptance of death associated with Zen Buddhism,8 which is 
a Japanese version of Chinese Chan Buddhism.9 In fact, here we face large-
scale civilizations,10 such as Buddhist-Confucian. 

The memory of the unity of ancient empires (such as the Roman 
Empire, which united the European and Afro-Asian worlds), led to the idea 
of a world empire, a world theocracy, but this idea was not typical of 
everyone in the Middle Ages. The bourgeois revolutions of the 17th-18th 
                                                 
7 Ibid., p. 94. 
8 Zen Buddhism is one of the most important schools of East Asian Buddhism. It emerged 
in China in the 5th-6th centuries. It is believed that the teachings of Zen came from India to 
China, where it was brought by Bodhidharma, and was further extended to the Far East. 
Traditions of Chinese Chang, Japanese Zen, Korean Thien and Vietnamese Son continue 
to develop even now, retaining aspects of a single entity but with their own unique features 
and style of practice. The Japanese school of Zen is the most well-known in the West 
among all the schools of Buddhism, although historically Chinese Chan is considered to be 
its predecessor (Buswell 1992, p. 21). 
9 Nikolaeva 1996, p. 5-13. 
10 In the interpretation of the term “civilisation” we adhere to the views of Arnold 
Toynbee, who believed that civilisation is something more than the nation-state: it is 
primarily a spiritual and cultural unity (Toynbee 1991, p. 14-34). 
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centuries changed Europe both socially and politically, and the Napoleonic 
wars modified ideas of how Europe might develop. The concept of nation 
came to the fore in Europe in relatively modern times. In each European 
country, a national consciousness awoke that had been virtually absent until 
then. The isolation and restraint of states and nations decreased with the 
growing sense of national identity that characterised the 19th century. It 
could be said that Europe became unified only through the development of 
national identities in during this period. From that point onwards, there was 
an ongoing movement towards the formation of political unions with 
multiple states. 

The world wars of the 20th century contributed to this process even 
more forcefully. Many countries around the world were brought into the 
global political and economic system. If the First World War drew old 
European powers into a violent global interaction, the Second World War 
brought to the fore many other countries that had previously been cut off 
from global processes. World Wars led to 

“the end of Europe as a monopoly of culture, as a closed global province, 
claiming to be the universe. It brought the East and the West into closer 
contact than they had ever had previously in history.”11 

The interaction of Western civilisation with the East did not begin 
with the world wars. The crisis of European culture and the search for a 
way out encouraged the European creative elite to begin considering not 
only the origins of European art, but also the traditions of the East. This 
crisis was, in part, caused by the scientific and technological revolutions of 
the 19th century, which changed the European world view but left its 
methods of artistic reflection unchanged. As such, the appeal of Eastern 
culture was associated primarily with the search for new methods and forms 
for the creative reflection of reality. 

Eastern culture was well known long before the crisis. During the 
17th-18th centuries there was a passion for Eastern countries, as a result of 
which Europeans became acquainted with the cultural heritage of the 
Orient. But there was no comprehensive understanding of the East by the 
West at that time; indeed, such an understanding would have been 
impossible, as it was the West’s first attempt to perceive the culture of the 
East. We can say that the Orientalist myth of the East as a fabulous, 
mysterious and distant corner of the earth was formed around that time. 
The European world began to act like or imitate the East. Nevertheless, this 
was still in the context of Enlightenment thinking, in which the idea that 
only Europe was “civilised and cultural” was entrenched. 

                                                 
11 Berdyaev 1990, p. 106-110. 
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The end of the 19th century saw a qualitatively new stage in the 
interaction of civilisations. European artists were attempting to understand 
the creative principles of the Eastern masters, as is reflected in the works of 
a number of Impressionists.12 The works of such masters as Edgar Dega, 
Oscar-Claude Monet and Vincent Van Gogh are imbued with Oriental 
motifs and colours. For example, Matisse was convinced that “the East 
opened up new aesthetic patterns for creating artistic imagery.”13 If at first 
this was mere imitation, artists nevertheless gradually began to develop a 
new understanding of line and colour in the visual arts. However, only in 
the first half of the 20th century do we see the emergence of the most 
interesting results of Oriental influence on the forms and methods of 
Western creative traditions. In Western Europe during this period, a desire 
emerged to truly know the world of Oriental culture and, through this 
understanding, to approach the creation of new cultural forms. Thus, from 
this period we can speak of a deeper interaction between the cultures of the 
East and the West. 

As an example, consider theatre and cinema. European theatre of that 
period was experiencing a rather difficult period of reorientation, partly 
associated with the general cultural trends of the century, but also to do 
with the emerging role of theatre directors, who began to search for new 
forms and methods of expression. In Russia, one founder of a new theory, 
Vsevolod Meyerhold, believed that theatre needed movement and plasticity 
but not dialogue, and that the element of movement should dominate 
theatrical performances. He felt that a work was is ideal if you can perform 
it without words, as a pantomime.14 In Europe, Antonin Artaud, following 
the ideas of Meyerhold, wrote that the theatre should be  

“not just a reflection of the written text, not a physical representation of 
what is expressed in words, but a fiery projection of everything that can be 
extracted from gesture, expression, sound, music, and their relations.”15 

It should be noted that during this period, the European public was 
only just becoming acquainted with the theatre traditions of the far East 
(China and Japan). In 1928, Japanese Kabuki theatre was toured in Russia. 
This was the first time Russian theatre audiences had been introduced to 
Oriental theatre, and the tour turned out to be a sensational event for the 
Russian intelligentsia. Representatives of the dramatic arts were amazed to 
see this distinctive Japanese theatrical form, so different from the Russian 
theatrical tradition. The Kabuki plays had a great impact on the works of S. 

                                                 
12 Breuer 2010, p. 17-20. 
13 Zavadskaya 1970, p. 82. 
14 Zingerman 2001, p. 8. 
15 Polyakov 2000, p. 64. 
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M. Eisenstein and V. Meyerhold. There was also great interest in the (male) 
Chinese actor, Mei Lan-Fang, who played the roles of women.  

S. M. Eisenstein studied Japanese at the Department of Oriental 
Languages of the General Staff Academy,16 and was particularly interested 
in Mei Lan-Fang and Kabuki theatre. Eisenstein never missed a 
performance, and also communicated with Mei Lan-Fang during his visits 
to the Cinematography Institute (the Russian State University of 
Cinematography, named after S. A. Gerasimov, Moscow).17 Given this, his 
influence by the traditions of Eastern dramatic arts when director of the 
Moscow theatre was quite natural. Eisenstein carefully researched the 
compositional principles of Japanese poetry and the features of Far Eastern 
painting; he considered them to be the key to universal expressive 
manifestations. In his memoirs, recalling his own linguistic and cultural 
studies, he writes: “It is this” unusual “course of thinking that helped me to 
understand the nature of the installation.”18 

Eisenstein deserves great credit for opening up new methods of film 
editing. The director himself explained the essence of this method, citing 
the nature of the hieroglyphs he had learned when studying the Japanese 
language. In the article Behind the Scenes, Eisenstein discusses the nature of 
the symbol and explains how the image of an object gradually becomes a 
conventional sign-symbol.19 He shows how the transition from an image of 
an object to the transfer of concepts by hieroglyphics is made by means of 
“editing.” This editing in hieroglyphics interested him as an analogy to 
editing in cinematography. Eisenstein’s greatest innovation was to suggest 
that scenes should not be edited according to the text (as theatre tended to 
push the director towards) but according to their associative semiotic 
relations. Through this, he discovered some very important principles and 
laws, but he came to these discoveries through studying features of the 
culture and performing arts of Japan and China. 

Unfortunately, World War II interrupted this process of cultural 
interaction between the East and the West, but the post-war years brought 
dramatic change to the Western European world. The spiritual “flight to the 
East” began in the West in the early 1960s and gathered pace over time. 
The impact of philosophical and aesthetic postulates from the Chang/Zen 

                                                 
16 This was an educational unit, established in 1920, for training diplomats and military 
intelligence officers of the Red Army to become fluent in Oriental languages; it is now 
known as the Military Academy of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow. 
17 Kuleshov 1975, p. 206-207. 
18 Eisenstein 1964, p. 99. 
19 Eisenstein 1998, p. 29-30. 
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school of Buddhism proved significant for Western culture.20 The influence 
of Eastern philosophical and religious concepts and of Eastern 
philosophers was very strong, particularly among the youth. For many, 
Eastern philosophies represented a means of protest against the mass 
consumption society, against the “one-dimensional man.” This was a 
movement that changed the face of Western culture. 

This situation lasted until the mid-1970s. Since the beginning of the 
integration process in Europe, there had been a change in attitude towards 
the East. There was no longer a search for an alternative to the European 
consciousness and European ways of development. Instead, people started 
to search for answers to the urgent questions of the West in the historical, 
spiritual experience of the East. 

The flight to the East was also connected to the scientific and 
technological revolutions which changed the face of the West during the 
second half of the twentieth century. The cult of engineering and 
technology generated a sense of alienation, prompting a desire to go “back 
to the source,” to return to a natural state when people lived in peace and 
harmony with their environment and themselves. Eastern aesthetics still 
influence the nature of Western art and literature; their effect can be found 
in design, literature, films and philosophy. The European intelligentsia 
continue to seek various forms of interaction between Western and Eastern 
cultures. 

During this period of time, the East was living within its cultural and 
historical paradigm, protecting it and trying to preserve it unchanged. This 
situation lasted until the 19th century, when the pressure of Western 
European countries became especially strong. A desire to adapt to these 
new historical conditions came in response to this “challenge,” as can be 
seen, for example, in the reform movement in the Arab-Muslim world21 
(Islamic modernism).22 But at the same time, we also see the appearance of 
forces ready to defend their traditional cultural norms to the end. The desire 
to maintain traditional norms and institutions has led to some appalling 
scenarios. However, an alternative example of positive interaction can also 
be seen: the integration of the norms and values of Eastern cultures into the 
international system. Of particular pertinence in this regard are the role of 

                                                 
20 Zavadskaya 1977, p. 23; Macfie 2003, p. 315-322. 
21 A movement in Islam focused on reconsidering Islamic culture from the perspective of 
the changed conditions of modern life. Islamic modernism is a reaction to imperialist 
policies and economics and the dominance of the West, an attempt to reform the law, 
society and educational systems. 
22 Kirillina 1989, p. 138. 
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the Chinese economy in the modern world, the attempts of the Republic of 
Turkey to join the European Union, and the parliamentary system in India. 

Nevertheless, the East is forced to sacrifice and give up some 
elements of its traditional culture in order to move towards integration. As 
an example, consider Japan and South Korea. The peculiarity of the modern 
situation is that for all the differences between the historical paths of 
development of these two historical and cultural regions, they have resulted 
in very similar - to some extent even identical - outcomes. Both the West 
and the East in the 20th century experienced an acute spiritual crisis, the 
roots of which lay not only in the dehumanisation of human culture, but 
also the damage done to traditional Oriental culture, first through 
colonisation and subsequently as a result of globalisation.23 

According to these new circumstances, the heirs of Oriental sages, 
unburdened by the metaphysics of truth, had a distinct advantage over the 
Western heirs of Plato and Aristotle. The East can outrun the West, and can 
do so not only economically but also spiritually, as the rapid development of 
China’s economy in recent decades proves. 

It could be said that tradition, culture and civilisation comprise three 
levels, three dimensions of human practice, and culture occupies an 
intermediate, mediating position between tradition and civilisation. The 
main feature of modern times that defines both their greatness and their 
insignificance was the ousting of tradition by civilisation, whereby culture 
itself became essentially an appendage of civilisation. A peculiar feature of 
the modern situation is that despite all the differences between the historical 
paths of development of these two historical and cultural regions of the 
world, they have very similar, even identical results. Both the West and the 
East experienced an acute spiritual crisis, the roots of which lie not only in 
the dehumanisation of human culture, in the sudden alienation of the 
individual, but also in the constant denial of person’s human-ness. 

We can say that this latest and most dangerous form of human 
savagery goes back to the neglect of the symbolic dimension of experience 
and generated cultural norms. “My spirituality is my power over the 
material”: this is the credo of the modern Western man, who made 
machines his idol. “I’ll lead a materialistic life because the spiritual is still 
indeterminable”: this is the position of the modern Eastern man, burying 
his pessimism under the cover of busyness. The world of electronic illusions 
arising from modern scientific and technological revolutions marks the end 
of both the West and the East. For the West, it is the end of the civilisation 
of Classical rationalism. For the East, it is the end of the recollection of 
“eternally absent” sources of spiritual power. Here and there during the 
                                                 
23 Tomlinson 1999, p. 205-207. 
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post-modern era, life is deprived of depth, goes back to the relevance of 
personal experience and becomes a pragmatic reality. 

In ancient times in an era of cultural and historical syncretism, the 
canonical image of Buddha appeared in Gandhara art24 as a symbol of the 
merging of the two worlds: the Hindu-Buddhist and the Hellenistic. In the 
20th century, the emergence of new European theatre owes a great deal to 
conscious acquaintance with Japanese and Chinese dramatic traditions. In 
the second half of the 20th century, Europe - the successor of ancient 
spiritual values - gave its attention to the East, trying to work out a new 
crisis-free and tolerant attitude. Relations between the West and the East 
have become isolated: now we talk of the quantity and quality of their 
perception of each other, about how to find a new global syncretism of 
Eastern and Western civilisations whilst retaining their identities and 
distinctiveness. 

Various concepts based on aggregating and making connections 
between characteristics of the West and the East have appeared recently. 
These can lead to ideas that will help to build a dialogue between the East 
and the West. An important step in this direction is the comparative analysis 
of the logic behind Eastern and Western cultural development and the 
specifics of the dialogue between these cultures. But as long as  

“the average European remains a barbarian with respect to the thoughts of 
the Upanishads and the Sung landscape, the intelligentsia of the East cannot 
abandon its role of zealous guardians of these traditions. Until the values of 
the East become congenial and relevant for the entire emerging world 
culture, the writers of the East will have to defend their “soil” from erosion 
of its colourless cosmopolitanism.”25 
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(Abstract) 
 
The article deals with the development of Western and Eastern civilisations and their 
movement away from unity through opposition in order to seek ways out of geopolitical 
crisis. It is known that of all the bipolarities defining the general trends of cultural 
development in the modern world, the one of greatest significance refers to the “East-
West” divide. The multiplicity of cultural worlds that represents humanity tends to be 
recast into the metacultural “East-West” dichotomy. It is well known that this kind of 
bipolarity has been a source of destructive historical events (the Balkans in Europe, 

                                                 
24 Gandhara is the ancient name of the area in the north-west of Pakistan; on the territory 
of Gandhara during the first century BC - first centuries AD there existed a kind of art of 
one of the leading art schools in the time of the Kushan Empire, called Gandhara. 
Gandhara art is closely connected with Buddhism. 
25 Pomerants 1972, p. 302. 
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Hindustan Peninsula, the Maghreb countries, etc.). However, history also offers some 
examples which prove the existence of the possibility of dialogic confrontation resolution 
(e.g., the synthesis from which Moorish culture26 was formed when Spain was conquered 
by the Arabs or the Métis in the Americas). 

The article concludes that the spiritual “flight to the East” in European culture 
began in the early 1960s, and even now it is a very important indicator. Eastern aesthetics 
ifluenced the nature of Western art during the last decades of the 20th century. The impact 
of Western culture turned out to be highly significant for the philosophical and aesthetic 
postulates of Chan (Zen) Buddhism, as well as other religious and philosophical ideas of 
the East. In the 20th century, Europe - the successor of ancient spiritual values - gave its 
attention to the religious and philosophical systems of the East, trying to work out a new 
crisis-free attitude. The relations between the West and the East became isolated; and now 
we talk of the quantity and quality of their perception of each other, about how to find a 
new, global syncretism of Eastern and Western civilisations whilst retaining both their 
identities and their distinctiveness. 
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