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Putting History in its Proper Place

In his Mugaddima, Ibn Khaldun (rh) discusses the importance given to history. He
writes, ils JIsa Y Ll it CaS A5Ial (s W (gagis L. JuaYls ael) Al glais Sl il (e g )l a
1330 e cla s Jad ) per 535 i im 91 15 pac 5 Jlanally 3kl e S5l “The art of history is
one of the arts that peoples and generations pass on ... History conveys to us the
affair of the vicegerent man, how conditions changed and the scope and field of
countries expanded and they populated the earth until they were called to depart and
the time came for their demise.”

Studying the past grants greater insight into people, how they organise
themselves, and how they administer their affairs. Ibn Khaldun (rh) later writes, s
e ASal) 8 Jual A 568 Gaee Lol 5 @85l LSy ale 5 (580 Lholaa s il Jilay 3ty s askly
& Wby W gren s JLY JLAT g gl 38 Y1 (8 Codsell Jsad 05 Galis Leasle B an ob s
Sl clasa “Within history there is a careful examination, investigation, and
explanation of beings and their ideologies, and a profound knowledge of the nature of
events and their causes. Therefore, it is authentic in wisdom, deeply rooted, and
worthy of being counted among its bodies of knowledge. History is worthy of being
considered among bodies of knowledge. The most eminent historians in Islam have
absorbed the news of the days, collected them, and written them down on the pages
of notebooks.”

Ibn Khaldun gives a vision to the ideological historian, dalall JLall S5 g Lai) &Ll ¢
4 Oy saalie ST agle i FH5all Gl sed Jlac g Jall s G0 Al Jisal) S5 Ll a5l ey
» Jual “History is merely the mention of news specific to an era or generation. As for
mentioning the comprehensive conditions of visions, generations and eras, it is the
basis for the historian, upon which most of his objectives are built and through which
his news is clarified.”

lbn Khaldun adds, o= b dlall ol jee g8 3 Jlasy) glaia¥) e a4l f il diia cuilS
Loy Loy Gmny e pgany Liall il Ciliaal 5 Clgpmally (il 5 i il Jia J15aY) (30 (g sanll lld dxplal
Lo s ailiall s aslall 5 Gilaall s ol (g pguelins agllacly ) alatiy Lo Lesil e s Jsall s cllall o el e
I sa¥l e inghay o)) jeadl Sl e Sasy “The truth of history is that it is news about human
society, which is the civilization of the world, and what is exposed to the nature of that
civilization of conditions such as savagery, domestication, partisanship, and the types
of domination of some people over others, and what arises from that of authority and
states and their ranks, and what people assume through their works and endeavors of
earning and livelihood, sciences and industries, and all the other conditions that occur
from that civilization by its nature of conditions.”

From the past, lessons can be drawn. This is affirmed in the Noble Qur'an when
Allah (swt) says, &CnS ob T S0 e Gl Qe H& Gk ) ki 02 (b 1 g e de%, “Say,
O Prophet, “Travel throughout the land and see what was the end of those

destroyed before you - most of them were mushrikoon.” [TMQ Surah ar-Rum
30:42].

Sometimes, however, people misuse history to justify their indecent or
condemnable actions. lbn Khaldun (rh) mentions this when he writes, a5l @i
pslly il gl g ol jadall oL clia 5 da jaall ClAl 8 GlegdY) gy Cuaall Lprua g o Cany Lai) 5 485 yna
sl sl 31y 5Y) agaiaal die Lgie (5 ks JLAY) o3a oludly () sael Lo 1S aal 3 IS agildl delha (e 45y L
Osalay |58 5l gl 1 ud QIS agie 3 sdiall ag A8 JLaSl cilia s agll gal (0 138 i (A age suiil 15 “Itis
known in the books of historians, and what prompts them to write this down is their



preoccupation with forbidden pleasures, and the removal of the barrier to intoxicants.
They make excuses by imitating the people in what they do of obedience to their own
desires. Therefore, you see them often babbling on similar stories, and focusing on
them when they browse the papers of the recorded history. If they had imitated them
in other than this of their conditions, and the attributes of perfection, that are
appropriate to them and are known about them, o%aéj 1% &Iy “it would have been

better for them” [TMQ Aali Imran 3:110] §&saka 1588 35 “if only they knew” [TMQ
Surah al-Bagarah 2:102].”

It is therefore important to put history in its proper place. As a believer, it is
understood that legislation is from Allah (swt). Our actions are based on the Ahkam of
the Shariah. Once the permissibility of an action has been established, the strategies
and styles of implementing the action can be numerous. To find the worthiest
strategy, history can be referred to.

For example, when the Ottomans expanded their territories into the Balkans,
many non-Muslim communities came under their rule. To administer these
communities effectively, they referred to the Pact of Umar (ra) as a precedent.

From Karen Barkey's paper, “The Ottoman Millet System: Non-Territorial
Autonomy and its Contemporary Legacy”: “Ottoman rulers recognized the diversity of
religious and ethnic communities that made up the empire. They understood that this
vast diversity could not be assimilated and that there was no viable way to grant
groups territorially based rights. Instead, in accordance with the organizational
strength of each community and the precedent created during the seventh century by
the Pact of Umar, which spelled out the privileges and burdens of non-Muslim
communities living under Muslim rule, they negotiated ad-hoc agreements with the
heads of religious communities. The millet system is the general name given to these
arrangements between communities and the imperial state.”

The millet system persisted for centuries in the Ottoman Khilafah, organising the
relationship between the Muslim authorities and their dhimmi subjects. However, the
19th century saw the introduction of the Tanzimat reforms, where Ottoman
statesmen, who were influenced by the French legal system, began making several
changes to the Shari’a rulings. The Ottoman Law of Nationality in 1869 formally
replaced the distinction between Muslims and dhimmis with the term “Ottoman”.

The attempt by the Ottoman statesmen to “equalise” their subjects was met with
opposition from both Muslims and non-Muslims.

In his book, “A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire,” M. SUkrd Hanioglu
provides details on the matter: “The edict also weakened the privileged status of the
Greek Patriarchate vis-a-vis the other non-Muslim religious institutions. A typical
Greek reaction to the reform edict was: “the state has made us equal with the Jews.
We were satisfied with Muslim superiority.” Particularly revealing was the insistence of
all Ottoman religious communities that the relationship between each community and
the center remain a bilateral one; millet leaders insisted that any new privileges must
be conferred on them as a distinct community, not as Ottomans. Thus, far from
encouraging the dissolution of barriers between the various communities, millet
representatives fought for their preservation.”

The old system, which was based in the Shari’a and granted rights to the different
communities based on their religion, was replaced by a system rooted in ethnic
nationalism. M. Sukru Hanioglu later writes: “As late as 1870 the Bulgarians appealed
to the state for recognition not as ethnic Bulgars, but as a distinct religious community



in the traditional mode, to be headed by the ethnarch (political leader of an ethnic
group) in Istanbul”.

However, attempts to preserve the traditional arrangement failed. The insistence
on equal citizenship for all communities, coupled with a number of unpopular
economic reforms, contributed to the spread of dissatisfaction amongst both Muslims
and non-Muslims. In areas such as Bulgaria and Macedonia, the peasant class began
to revolt and these rebellions, with the support of European powers, eventually
developed into the nationalist independence movements that eroded the Ottoman
Khilafah.

The final result is the arrangement that we see today: the Muslim world divided
into a number of nation-states. Each territory is in a far weaker state than they were
before the collapse of the Khilafah and each are shackled to the schemes of the
Western neo-colonialists. It is difficult to see what good nationalism has brought the
Muslim world. The Kurds, who were once the loyal subjects to the Ottoman Khalifah
are now subject to violence and hostility from the Turkish government. The Jews and
Muslims of Palestine lived together in harmony for centuries under the Khilafah and
now today, the Zionist nationalist program is responsible for the deaths of close to
50,000 Palestinians in 2024 alone.

Karen Barkey notes that in the aftermath of the Lebanese Civil War, one journalist
wrote: “A large number of Lebanese intellectuals and politicians, faced with the war in
their country and the failure of authoritarian regimes in neighbouring countries, are
nostalgic for the last period of the Ottoman regime. They set it up as a model of civil
peace and modernization. They deplore the destruction of this system by European
imperialism”.

Here, then, do we see the importance of history. It is common for people to
assume that the reality they live in is unchangeable and thus they accept their
condition even if it is oppressive and unjust. History, however, presents us with a
number of alternative realities and helps us to understand the possibility of changing
our present circumstances. As sincere believers, our goal is to establish the rule of
the Shariah and in the pages of history we may find lessons to help assist us in our
goal.

Allah (swt) said, §cmial e s S 1ok @ Gal b g 33%9 “Say, “Travel
throughout the land and see the fate of the deniers.”” [TMQ Surah Al-Anaam

6:11].
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