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Scientific History

To begin with, | would like to remind that scientific history is to in the light of the view discussed earlier
that the society has a reality, and personality independent of the individual. If society does— not have a
reality independent of its members, there may not be any laws except those governing individuals,' and,
consequently, scientific history, which is the science of the laws and principles that govern societies,

would be pointless.

That history is governed by laws is a necessary corollary of the proposition that history has its own
nature, which again follows from the proposition that society has its own nature and reality. In the context
of scientific history, the following problems should be studied.

1. As has been pointed out earlier, scientific history is based on traditional history. Traditional history
provides the material for the laboratory of scientific history. Hence, firstly, it should be thoroughly
investigated whether the contents of traditional history are authentic and reliable. If the material is not
reliable, all research and scientific inference regarding the laws governing the societies of the past would
be futile and pointless.

2. If we proceed with the supposition that traditional history is reliable, and that society has an essence
and personality independent of individuals, then deduction of general laws from historical events and
episodes would depend upon the hypothesis that the law of causation, or causal determinism, governs
the sphere of human activities_that is the sphere of problems associated with human freedom and will,
which are expressed in historical events.

Without accepting it; the laws of history can neither be generalized nor universalized, nor can there be
any orderly system of such laws. The question is whether the law of causation governs the course of

history, and if it does, what are we to think of human freedom and responsibility?

3. Is history materialistic in nature and governed by materialistic forces? Is the principal force dominating
human history a material force? Are intellectual and spiritual forces secondary, subordinate, and
dependent upon the material forces that shape history? Contrarily, is it true that history is essentially

spiritual, and the dominating force of history a spiritual force, the material forces being secondary,


https://www.al-islam.org
https://www.al-islam.org/
https://www.al-islam.org/al-tawhid/vol1-n4/sociology-quran-part-ii-murtadha-mutahhari
https://www.al-islam.org/al-tawhid/vol1-n4/sociology-quran-part-ii-murtadha-mutahhari/scientific-history

subsidiary, and subservient to it?

In other words, is history in itself “idealistic’? Or do we have a third alternative, i.e. history possesses
essentially a composite character, governed by two or more forces? Is it true that a number of material
and spiritual forces—more or less harmonious and occasionally conflicting, depending on a

system—_govern history?

1. Authenticity and Inauthenticity of Traditional History

There are some who severely criticize traditional history, considering it as a series of fabrications of the
narrators based on the historian's personal interests and objectives, his social affiliations, or on national,

communal or religious prejudices-all of which have more or less led to fabrications or distortions.

The historians have compiled history according to their own wishes, and even those who, from a moral
point of view, refrained from deliberate fabrication and distortion of facts, were selective in their choice

while recording incidents.

That is, they have invariably related only those incidents which did not go against their objectives and
beliefs. They avoided giving accounts of such events which happened to be against their beliefs and

feelings.

In this way, though they might not have added anything of their own, or recorded any fabricated material,
yet through their choice they gave history their desired form. A significant event or an important
personality can be studied and analysed only when all the relevant material is accessible to the

researcher.

If only a fraction of the required material essential for the study is available and the rest is not, the true
face of reality is hidden and, replaced by a radically different face.

The pessimism of these critics of traditional history is similar to the attitude of some skeptics among
Islamic jurisprudents (fugaha' or mujtahidun) about Islamic tradition (hadith) and narrations (riwayat)an

attitude which has been termed “insidad bab al-"ilm” (“closure of the door of knowledge”).

Some have made such ironic statements about history as, “History means, a series of events that never
occurred, recorded by a person who was not at all present at the time.” A journalist is quoted to have
said that “realities are sacred, but one has freedom of faith [ to believe or disbelieve them].” Some are

not so pessimistic, but they, too, prefer to be skeptical regarding history.
In the book What is History?, the following statement has been quoted from Sir George Clark:

... Knowledge of the past that has come down through one or more human minds, and has been

processed by them, and therefore cannot consist of elemental and impersonal atoms which nothing can



alter ....The exploration seems to be endless, and some impatient scholars take refuge in skepticism, or
at least in the doctrine that, since all historical judgments involve persons and points of view, one is as

good as another and there is no “objective' historical truth. 1

The fact is that though we may not entirely trust even the records of the most reliable historians, but
there are, firstly, a series of definite indubitable in history, similar to the self_evident postulates accepted

in other disciplines. These can form the subject of the historian's study, analysis, and research.

Secondly, the researcher can exercise his discretion in reaching a conclusion regarding the truth or
falsehood of some narrations by subjecting them to critical scrutiny. Today we see that researchers have
conclusively proved the unreliability of certain matters which were exaggerated out of proportion and
were held in reverence for several centuries. The story of burning of the library at Alexandria, which
began to be circulated since the seventh century of Hijrah, gradually found its way into several books of
history.

But the findings of the last century researchers have proved it absolutely baseless, only a fabrication of
some prejudiced Christians. In the same fashion, sometimes certain truths are obscured and hidden, but
after sometime they are somehow uncovered. Therefore, it is not justifiable to be totally skeptical of the
historical records.

2. Causation in History

Does absolute causation govern history? If the law of causality dominates history, it would be essential
to accept that occurrence of every incident in itself should be certain and inevitable, and that some type
of determinism prevails over history. If determinism governs history, then, where is the place for the

individual's freedom and choice?

If in reality occurrence of events is deterministic, then no one has any responsibility, and no one may
deserve any praise or reproach for his deeds. If the law of causation does not govern history, there can
be no universality, and if there is no possibility of generalization or universalization, history cannot have
any law because law is dependent upon universality, and universality is a corollary of the principle of

causality.

This is the main difficulty with regard to scientific history and philosophy of history. There are some who,
on the basis of the principle of causation and the principle of universality, negate freedom and choice.
They maintain that whatever is accepted in the name of freedom is not actually freedom. Contrarily,
there are others who approve the principle of freedom and negate the view that history follows certain
laws. Many sociologists accept the incompatibility of causality and freedom, and, therefore, they accept
causality and negate freedom.

Hegel, and Marx following him, accept historical determinism. According to Hegel and Marx, freedom is



nothing but consciousness of historical necessity. In the book Marx and Marxism, the following passage

of Engels is quoted from his work Anti—Duhring:

Hegel was the first to state correctly the relation between freedom and necessity. To him freedom is the
appreciation of necessity. Necessity is blind only in so far as it is hot understood. Freedom does not
consist in the dream of independence from natural laws, but in the knowledge of these laws and in the
possibility this gives of systematically making them work towards definite ends. This holds good in
relation both to the laws of external nature and those which govern the bodily and mental existence of

men themselves.2

And also in the same book, after a brief discussion of the view that man can and should act according to
his particular historical conditions and in the direction determined by those conditions, Engels says:

Identifying and understanding these given conditions render human action more effective. Every act in
the opposite direction amounts to resisting and obstructing the historic course. To act in the direction
determined by the historic course means moving within the course of history and participating in the

process.

But the question, as to what is meant by freedom, still remains to be answered. The Marxist school
answers that freedom of the individual lies in his appreciation of the historical necessity, and the social

movement towards which the whole course of history is directed.3

It is evident that these remarks do not solve the difficulty. The real problem regarding man's relationship
with historical conditions is as follows: Does man control historical conditions? Can he give history his
preferred direction? Is he able to change the course of history?

If man is unable to direct the course of history, or change it, he is forced to follow the course of history.
This is the only way through which he can not only survive but also continue to evolve. If he goes in a

direction opposite to that of the historic course, he will definitely perish.

Now the question arises whether man is free or determined to participate in the course of history. If we
accept the principle of priority of society over the individual and that the consciousness and awareness
of the individual and his feelings are moulded by historical and social conditions-especially economic

conditions—-does there remain any room for individual freedom?

Moreover, what is meant by the statement that ‘freedom is the consciousness of necessity'? Does it
mean that an individual whose life is threatened by a storm and who has the full consciousness of the
fact that after some time the tide would take him down into the depths of the sea, or an individual falling
from a high cliff who is conscious that according to the law of gravity his bones would be crushed into

pieces within a short time, is “free' to drown into the sea or fall into the valley?

According to the materialistic theory of historical determinism, social conditions act as restraining factors



for man, which determine his direction and mould his personality, his consciousness, his determination
and choice. Man is nothing but an empty pot, merely a raw material in the hands of social conditions.
Man is the product of the conditions, which are not created by him. Preceding conditions determine the
future course for man. It is not man who determines the future course of historical conditions. On the

basis of these notions, freedom has no sense and meaning.

In reality, human freedom cannot be conceived apart from the theory of (specific human) nature.
According to this theory, in the general course of the essential movement of the universe, man enters
into the world with a certain dimension that is over and above the physical universe, and this extra

dimension is the essence and core of human existence.

Afterwards, under the influence of the environmental factors, man's personality develops and matures. It
is this existential dimension that gives man a unique human personality, so that he may rule over the tide
of history and determine its course. | have already discussed this problem under the heading
“Determinism or Freedom,” and | shall discuss this issue further under the title, “The Role of Personality

in History,” when discussing the historical role of heroic figures of history.

Human freedom, in the sense pointed out, is neither inconsistent with the law of causation, nor is it

incompatible with the universality of the laws of history. That man, in spite of his freedom of choice, his
will and his thought, should have to adopt a predetermined, specific, and an inviolable course in social
life_a freedom loaded with necessity_does not imply anything but the rule of blind necessity over man

and his will.

The problem regarding history being subject to laws and their universality poses another difficulty. It is
revealed through the study of historical events and incidents that sometimes a sequence of trivial
accidents change the course of history. Of course, the accidents contrary to the belief of some
people—do not occur without any cause; such events are called “accidents' because they cannot be

explained by a general and universal system of causal laws.

If accidents do not follow any universal law and have played an effective role in the movement of history,
then history would be regarded as devoid of any kind of specific laws. Among the accidents which have
been effective in determining the course of history, the nose of Cleopatra, the well_known queen of
Egypt, has become proverbial. Many times there have been in history where, according to the
well_known saying, “A waft has ruffled the pages of history.”

In his book What is History? Edward Hallett Carr writes:

The other source of the attack is the famous crux of Cleopatra's nose. This is the theory that history is,
by and large, a chapter of accidents, a series of events determined by chance coincidences, and

attributable only to the most casual causes.

The result of the Battle of Actum was due not to the sort of causes commonly postulated by historians,



but to Antony's infatuation with Cleopatra. When Bajazet was deterred by an attack of gout from
marching into central Europe, Gibbon observed that “an acrimonious honour falling on. a single fibre of a

man may prevent or suspend the misery of nations.”

When King Alexander of Greece died in the autumn of 1920 from the bite of a pet monkey, this accident
touched off a train of events which led Sir Winston Churchill to remark that “a quarter of a million
persons died of this monkey's bite.” Or take again Trotsky's comment on the fever contracted while
shooting ducks which put him out of action at a critical point of his quarrel with Zinoviev, Kamenev, and
Stalin in the autumn of 1923: “One can foresee a revolution or a war, but it is impossible to foresee the

consequences of an autumn shooting —trip for wild ducks.” 4

In the Islamic world the instance of the defeat of Marwan ibn Muhammad, the last Umayyad caliph, is an
evidence of the role of accident deciding the fate of history. During his last battle with the "Abbasids,

Marwan, feeling the necessity to answer the call of nature, went aside to ease himself.

Accidentally, a person from the enemy's camp happened to pass by, he saw and killed him immediately.
The news of his death spread among the soldiers of his army. As such an accident was never antici-
pated, his soldiers became panicky and fled from the battlefield. The Umayyad dynasty was thus

overthrown. It was on this occasion that it was said:
ity alyalt il

(“a dynasty was swept away by urine.”).

Carr, after explaining that every accident, far from being without cause, is governed by a chain of causes
and effects, which terminates another causal chain, says:

...How can one discover in history a coherent sequence of cause and effect, how can we find any
meaning in history, when our sequence is liable to be broken or deflected at any moment by some other,

and from our point of view, irrelevant sequence? 5

The solution to this difficulty is dependent upon the question whether society and history have a
particular direction. If history in itself has direction, the role of accidents would be insignificant, which
means although certain accidents may change the position of some pawns on the chess—-board of

history, they do not exercise any significant influence on the course of history as a whole.

At the most, they can accelerate or arrest it for a moment. But if history is devoid of nature and
personality and does not follow a path determined by its own nature, it would be without any particular

direction, and also it would be impossible to formulate any universal laws and to forecast the future.

In my view, history has a specific nature and personality which is a composite product of the individual



human beings who make it, and who have a natural urge for perfection. | believe that the role of

accidental events does not affect historical necessity and universality of history.

Montesquieu has beautifully explained the role of accidents in history, a part of which | have quoted
earlier. He says:

...if the outcome of a single battle, i.e. a particular cause, was the ruin of a state, there was a general

cause which decreed that, that state was destined to perish through a single battle. 6
He further says:

It was not the affair of Poltava that ruined Charles. Had he not been destroyed at that place, he would
have been in another. The casualties of the fortune are easily repaired; but who can be guarded against

events that incessantly arise from the nature of things? 7

1. E. H. Carr, What is History?, p. 8.
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