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The Nature of History
Slide 1: Common Questions Asked about the Nature of History

Common questions that historians and philosophers of history ask:

Why do humans have history?

But, in order to answer this question I would break it down into other questions first

So, in response to this question I would ask:


What is history?


Where does history come from?

Do only humans have history?

Don’t other things like dogs have history?

Slide 2: Why Do Humans Have History?
Some historians and philosophers have suggested that humans have history because it helps us figure out why we have lived.

But, is having the ability to know why we have lived necessarily important for anything to go on living?

Slide 3: Dogs and History

As far as we can understand dogs don’t know why they have lived but they continue to exist; they live, reproduce, and persist over successive generations.

However, we do know that dogs have history.

We can chronicle a dog’s past.

And we do know that dogs can know their past.



They have to know the past in order to recognize their master.



They can recognize someone who treated them wrong in the past.

So, as far as we can know, dogs can know their past, but they don’t care to know why they have lived.
Yet, dogs continue to persist and thrive

So, knowing why we exist is not a necessary condition for us to go on living.

Thus, knowing why we exist shouldn’t be of any crucial importance in contributing to the emergence of the behavior of history among humans.
Slide 4: Human Uniqueness

Dogs obviously have history, but they don’t practice or study their history like humans.

So, there is something distinct that defines humans as unique in comparison to dogs and every other creature for that matter (and vice versa).
I think that the roots of history and the answer to the question “why do humans have history?” can be only be found by first understanding the nature of humanity.

Slide 5: A Definition of Humanity?
We have to know what makes us human first, before we can discover why we have history.

One common definition for “humanity” states that:

Humanity is defined by its “uniqueness,” especially in its cumulative ability to create change.

The term “cumulative” means growing by accumulation or successive additions, and people probably use this word in the definition of humanity to suggest progress.

Unfortunately this definition is wrong.

Can’t other things create change (even cumulatively)?

For example, prairie dogs, asteroids, and viruses can create all kinds of change.

Thus, humans are not unique in their ability to create change.

The definition of “cumulative ability to create change” is ultimately wrong because it is a definition by connotation.
Slide 6: Definitions and Knowledge

Connotation is a meaning associated with a word, but not what you need to know to properly use it.

Dictionary: the associated or secondary meaning of a word or expression; implication.

A connotation of “home”: a place of warmth, comfort, and affection.
This can apply to other things too, like a child care center.

Denotation
To define the necessary components a term we need to determine the denotation of that term.

Denotation is the essential meaning of a given word.  What you necessarily need to know in order to use it properly.

Dictionary: the association or set of associations that a word or expression usually elicits.

In other words, denotation is the set of necessary conditions that sufficiently apply to a certain term.

The denotation of “home” may be a place of residence, or a place where something lives.

In order for us to use terms correctly so we can communicate we must define those terms in a manner that establish the denotative nature of a word.

This is crucial for the advancement of knowledge and scholarship.

Because denotative definitions are logical propositions stating the necessary and sufficient conditions of a term, they are not arbitrary.

As propositions, they only have meaning if their referents are verifiable by observation.

Slide 7: Denotative Definitions
Therefore, denotative definitions are testable hypotheses stating the necessary and sufficient conditions for the referent of a given term.

The best way to describe necessary and sufficient conditions is from examples:

Example 1:


Clouds are necessary for rain.

But clouds aren’t sufficient for rain, because there are other conditions necessary for rain to occur.

However, rain is sufficient for clouds, because when we have rain we know that clouds are one of the conditions necessary for rain to occur.

Example 2:

Running is a sufficient condition of exercising, because if you are running you are exercising.

Running is sufficient for exercise.

However, running is not a necessary condition for exercising, because there are many ways of exercising without running (swimming for example).
Thus, running is not necessary for exercise, but it is sufficient for exercise.

Therefore, running cannot be the definition for exercise, because it is not both a necessary and sufficient condition for the existence of exercise.

Again, denotative definitions have to state both the necessary and sufficient conditions of a term, and the definition of any term​ must be observable, checkable, and potentially disprovable before they have concrete or real meaning.

Slide 9: An Example of Denotation
Pastoralism:

Animals owned by individuals (necessary condition)
Animals reproduce (necessary condition)
Animals are bequeathed to other individuals (necessary condition)
Individuals must use some consequence of the animals’ behavior (necessary condition)
When all the necessary conditions are in existence, then those collective conditions are sufficient for pastoralism.

When pastoralism is recognized to be sufficiently exists, then we can assume all the necessary conditions for pastoralism exist.

Slide 10: Another Definition of Humanity?
Another way historians often define humans is by focusing on culture.

The definition of culture has been problematic.
Culture is often defined as something characterized by complexity (e.g. “complex ways”) and progress (i.e. culture is progressive).
This is problematic because other creatures live in complex ways, demonstrate progress, and also seem to have culture (e.g. eusocial insects bees and ants).

Many people also understand human culture as something that has been built by humans’ conscious choice as well as by nature (nature/nurture).

Nature/nurture is a false dichotomy.  All nurture is nature.

This way of thinking, however, suggests that human cultural behavior was originally forged by nature, but at some point humans’ conscious choice and cultural progress has liberated human development from the effects of the natural world on human nature.

This approach is ultimately saying that at some point in time humans consciously decided to exist outside, or beyond the effects of nature.

Many historians and social scientists often separate humans from nature, therefore making humans essentially exist beyond nature or supernatural.
Is this possible?  Are humans supernatural?  This is absurd.

How can we resolve these problems associated with definitions of humanity?

Remember we have to sufficiently identify the essence of humanity before we can answer the question of why humans have history.

Slide 11: Five General Misunderstandings

Many people generally have a common misunderstanding of

1) Natural Selection

2) Social behavior

3) Kinship behavior

4) Culture and tradition

5) What distinguishes humans from other animals?
Slide 12: Natural Selection

To begin to understand what distinguishes humans from other animals (especially mammals) we first need to understand what natural selection is.

Natural or Darwinian selection is the influence of any inheritable and replicable traits on their own frequency in later generations.


Any inheritable and replicable traits can have an influence on their own frequency in later generations.

Natural selection helps us account for why traits persist through time and become more widespread over generations.

The discovery of selection is a discovery of logic in the finest scientific (hypothetical) tradition.

The essence of science or knowledge is potentially disprovable hypothesis, not fact.

The necessary conditions of natural selection are inheritable and replicable traits.

When these two necessary conditions simultaneously exist, that is sufficient for the existence of natural selection.

Land and money is inheritable, but not replicable.  Therefore land and money have no influence on their own frequency in later generations.

Natural selection can be disproven if one can find traits that are inheritable and replicable and don’t have any effect or influence on their frequency in later generations.
Or, identify inheritable but not replicable traits having influence on their own frequency in later generations (or vice versa).

Slide 13: Science and Religion
Science and religion are not exclusive of one another.  The dichotomy of religion versus science is a false one and therefore fallacious.

They are compatible, and this can be demonstrated by the logic of denotative definitions.

A necessary condition of science (knowledge) is that it concerns NATURE.



We observe nature and acquire knowledge through our senses.


A necessary condition of religion is that it concerns the SUPERNATURAL.



“Supernatural” means beyond nature.

Therefore, religion necessarily deals with things beyond our ability to observe them with our senses.
Thus, one cannot use science to prove or disprove the claims of religion, and religious claims cannot be used to prove or disprove the claims of science.
As far as logic is concerned, neither has anything to say about the other.

Besides if one were to scientifically prove the existence of God then religion would cease to exist.  From that point on God would be a science.  Religion would be destroyed.

On the other hand, atheists making the statement “God does not exist,” are engaging in the very behavior that they criticize, because that statement is necessarily a supernatural claim equivalent to the supernatural claim that God exists.
Thus the statements God doesn’t exist and God does exist are equal in logical truth value.

Slide 14: Social Behavior

Understanding the trait of social behavior provides further clues towards discovering what distinguishes humans.

Social behavior implies sacrifice.

Most people think that social behavior implies either a group or some kind of interaction between individuals.  (Sociology is the study of groups.)

But social behavior implies neither.

Mother’s behave socially to their young regardless of their belonging to a group or not.

And, although social behavior does imply two or more individuals, it does not imply interaction, because an individual can help another who does not realize it.

(For example, anonymous contributions to charities, charitable foundations [Carnegie], covering someone with a blanket while sleeping, a nurses care for a coma patient are all examples of helping other individuals without interaction.)

Also interaction itself doesn’t imply social behavior.

Enemies that fight in a war interact but the behavior is not social behavior.

Social behavior requires one individual helping another individual at their own expense.



This can be applied to another human, an animal, or an inanimate object.
Slide 15: Kinship

The basic social behavior exhibited by mammals is seen between close kin.

Such sacrifice begins with a mother nursing her offspring and then extends outward, through her to her other offspring.

Humans everywhere have recognized that social behavior is based on kinship and have come to extend such sacrifice to distant kin and to non-kin in modern societies.
Kinship relationships are based solely on birth, not on shared blood (metaphor) or genes.

A kinsman is someone who is linked by one or more birth links to oneself and therefore is either an ancestor (a parent or grandparent), a descendant (a child), or a co-descendant (one who shares a common ancestor, a cousin, aunt, or uncle).

So long as two individuals, living or dead are identified as being an ancestor, descendant, or a co-descendant, they are kinsmen no matter how distant.

People use various kin terms and family names to identify a wide range of relatives.

Kin terms (father, mother, son, daughter, and cousin) imply a precise genealogical distance.

These terms allow us to identify a relatively limited set of close relatives.

Clan, ancestral, descent, and family names allow us to identify a much broader range of kin.

Ultimately, the function of all these names and terms is to identify individuals with whom we might cooperate or behave socially with.

Slide 16: Culture

Culture and tradition are behaviors that emerge from kinship relationships, especially the relationship between parent and offspring.

What is culture?  How can we define culture?

A common definition says that culture is the accumulation of shared experience and knowledge.

However, neither shared experience nor shared knowledge is necessary for the existence of culture.

People (and dogs) on opposite sides of the earth can share experiences of the same things independently.

A person who had experienced ant stings in Africa wouldn’t make him of the same culture of someone who experienced ant stings in the US.

In a similar vein, shared knowledge is not necessary for culture because we experience things independently.

The knowledge of Africans and Americans that standing in ant beds is painful does not make them part of the same culture.

Culture simply is any behavior that is learned and copied from any individual.

Slide 17: Tradition


What is tradition?

For millennia humans and other animals chiefly learned and copied various behaviors primarily from their parents.

We are physically set up for this ability primarily because this behavior has helped our ancestors leave descendants.

Any cultural behaviors that are acquired from ancestors are called traditions.

Language and religion are good examples of cultural traditions that are passed from ancestor to descendant.

Traditions are powerful because they are potentially 100% transmittable, and because they are inheritable and replicable they can have influence on their own frequency in later generations.


One can inherit two language traditions and can be fully bilingually fluent.

This helps us understand why traditions can persist and become widespread.

Slide 18: What Distinguishes Humans from other Animals?

So, knowing the nature of mammalian social behavior, kinship, culture, and tradition, 
allows us to gain insight into an important feature among humans that distinguishes us 
from other animals
Selfish appetite is the main cause of competition, conflict, and violence.

What seems to distinguish humans from other animals besides descent from ancestral human related lineages is the suppression of selfish appetites through ancestral traditions.

Ancestral traditions generally encourage social behavior among kinsmen through self-restraint and cooperation.

Although, like animals, humans are restrained by threats posed by other individuals, they actively encourage restraint and cooperation through traditions.

Religion and moral traditions especially encourage restraint and sacrifice for others at the expense of one’s own interests and appetite.

This behavior has persisted over the generations for millennia because it has had tremendous influence on the ability of our ancestors to leave descendants.


So the essence of humanity is our ability to suppress our selfish appetites through ancestral traditions.


Unsurprisingly, this has been understood by the ancient Greeks, if not before.

Slide 19: Social Origins of Tradition of History

I would argue that the discipline of history ultimately evolved from human ancestral tradition of religion.


If we look at tribal religions and early historical works, such as Herodotus and Thucydides, you will see and incredible concern with the behavior of individual ancestors among tribes, and among individuals living in previous generations among the Greeks (metaphorical ancestry).

These examples suggest that history evolved from humans’ capacity to pass traditions from ancestor to descendant and was originally aimed at encouraging restraint and sacrifice among kinsmen.



Tribal myths are always about encouraging social behavior or restraint.



Ancient Greek (modern) histories contained similar lessons.

I think one would find a strong concern with restraint and sacrifice if they looked at the various tribal narrative histories, or the various histories of the ancient world.




Herodotus—king and son




Thucydides—Peloponnesian Wars


Thus, history didn’t originally come about to help us figure out why we have lived.



As we learned from the example of dogs, knowing why we exist is not necessary 


to exist.


History instead originally evolved among humans to show us how to live.


Therefore, the reason why we have history was originally to show us how to live.



It is necessary to know how to live in order to live.


All we can know is the past.  We have no knowledge of the future.



History looks to the past as a template for the future.  (This might be why history 


seems 
to repeat.)


The discipline of history today should serve the same purpose as it did with our forebears: 
to teach us the lessons that our ancestors learned.


History seeks to conserve lessons learned by those who have gone before us.
Thus, the historical tradition is an ancestral tradition and is part of a successful ancestral descendant leaving strategy that has persisted for a couple of million years.


There is a cliché that states that those who don’t know history are doomed to repeat it.


This is true because those who don’t learn the history of their ancestors don not benefit 
from their ancestors’ learning and are more apt to make the same or similar mistakes their 
forebears did.

This is the nature of the study of human history and helps explain why humans have it and other creatures don’t.


Other creatures don’t need it to be successful.



Humans apparently need it to be successful or it wouldn’t be widespread.

So a denotative definition of history might be:


A narrative of past human behavior transmitted from ancestor to descendant (or from 
generation to generation).


The effect of this behavior is that it shows latter generations how to live successfully by 
instructing them in the lessons learned by their ancestors.


Therefore it has influence on its own frequency in later generations.

