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ABSTRACT

Compiling a more precise body of knowledge concerning the present situation of cultural
affairs in Iran and attempting to search for more appropriate policies for its future
application are the goals pursued in this research. The research is carried out in two
principal domains: the status of cultural heritage in Islam and the development of cultural
heritage in Iran. Firstly, a framework for evaluating the importance and the role of
cultural heritage and its relevant activities in the outlook prevailing in Iran is presented;
secondly, the thesis tries to make the reader aware of the long history that formed the
present conception of cultural heritage in Iran.

In Part |, first the various reasons for paying attention to the past and its relics are
reviewed as expressed by Muslim and non-Muslim thinkers. Then, referring to Quranic
verses, we study the views of the most important reference of Muslims on cultural
heritage. Further, from an Islamic point of view an examination of the definition of
cultural heritage is attempted, including a discussion of values and their priorities.

Finally, relying on particular precepts of Islamic Laws and in view of methods which
existed in Islamic countries, propositions likely to increase the popularity of such
activities as the identification, preservation, conservation and presentation of historic
relics are presented. Thus, efforts are made to provide, as far as possible, a theoretical
framework upon which greater coordination may be achieved between future cultural
heritage policies and the value system of Iranian society.

Reviewing the historic events of three periods: Qajar rule; Pahlavi rule; and the years
following the Islamic Revolution, Part Il examines the effects of socio-political
developments on the formation of the people’s attitude toward cultural heritage. After
a brief reference to the long legacy of paying attention to relics and traditional methods
of conservation until Qajar times, the effects of the involvement and the activities of
Europeans in Iran during the Qajar period and the changes which consequently occurred
in all related matters are examined. Further, the Irano-French agreement of 1900
concerning excavations in Iran is analyzed, as a document which well expresses the
situation of cultural heritage in that period. The outlook on historic relics, the laws
concerning exploitation methods, the administrative structure, etc. under Pahlavi | and
Il, which took shape directly as a result of the influence of political and cultural
developments at that time, are next studied in this Part. Finally, describing the status
of cultural heritage under the Islamic Revolution and reviewing the events that led to the
establishment of the Iranian Cultural Heritage Organization, the thesis informs the reader
of the latest situation in this sector.

A summary of the research, which includes main principles deduced by studying the
Islamic perspective concerning historic relics (ideal situation), combined with principal
lessons we have learned from studying the development of cultural heritage in Iran
(present situation), shall help us offer propositions for future policies (transition from the
present situation to the ideal situation).
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Preamble

INTRODUCTION

The development of mass media, which raised hopes of greater contact and
understanding between cultures, has turned into an instrument for imposing the culture
of one part of the world upon the other. What could have become the means of cultural
unity among societies is calling the world to a sort of cultural uniformity, somehow
annihilating identities, and conversely increasing individual and social efforts aimed at

reasserting their identities.

If the future Global Village is to be governed without “overlords", and in order that this
may happen, the recognition and preservation of the cultural identity of every society are
particularly important, because this recognition determines the capabilities and the role
of each within a worldwide team. This is why the cultural heritage of every society, as

a document of its cultural identity, acquires ever-increasing importance.

The advent of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, and the slogan "Neither Eastern, Nor
Western" adopted by its people, can be considered as an expression of the fact that, by
denying the hegemony of alien cultures, Iranian society is attempting to recognize its
Islamic-Iranian identity, so as to determine its future path towards it. In these conditions,

Iranian cultural heritage can play a decisive role in recovering identity.

But before it can help the society to recover its identity, the Iranian cultural heritage itself
needs to earn its true identity in terms of the values prevailing in our society, because
the policies applied to the cultural heritage in the course of the past century not only
tended to overlook these values but where they were promoted, imprinted an upside-
down image of it in the minds of the Iranian People. Describing existing policies and
adopting new ones in this domain requires an understanding of the present-day realities

and needs of cultural heritage in Iran.



This study intends to:
Examine the grounds necessary for discerning the status that Iranian
society today may give its cultural heritage within the framework of the

values prevailing in that society.

DEFINING THE PROBLEM

"In South Asia the Conservation Movement has not yet
integrated the ethos of Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism,
Sikhism as well as Islam, and this is a critical area that
needs study by persons steeped in their own culture, yet
who understand the ethics and practice of conservation”
(Feilden, 1995:2).

Cultural heritage is afflicted with two principal ailments in Iran. Firstly, not only has the
interpretation of Western concepts weakened its traditional meaning, the alternative
concept put forward has failed to achieve wide popularity. The misuse of historic relics
during the past century has given cultural heritage a political, propaganda-oriented,
economic and recreational connotations. Secondly, the lack of an appropriate
relationship between the values of these relics and the value system prevalent in much
of society today has tended to block the way for the assessment of the relevant
priorities. It has seldom allowed respect for the cultural heritage to turn from words into
deeds. Studying these two hindrances and identifying the means of overcoming them
is the most urgent action required to assist us in reviving the true status and role of
cultural heritage in Iran. Attempting to correct these two phenomena is the major

intention of this study.

The national and international importance of Iran’s historic past and the quantity and
quality of its tangible and intangible patrimonies are of such magnitude that any type of
planning measures would inevitably touches upon it. Therefore, the lack of a clear vision
in this regard not only reduces the possibility of devising adequate policies for its
exploitation, but also decreases the possibility of other government projects being
achieved and gaining popular acceptance. With the advent of the Islamic Revolution and

the society’s increased attention to its national identity, religious values and social
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traditions, a rise in attention to the cultural heritage would have been expected, but the

existence of these very hindrances has created difficulties in this direction.

As one of the founders and director of Iranian Cultural Heritage Organization (ICHO) for
a decade, the author has reached the conclusion that, firstly, the absence today of a
proper relationship between the society and the cultural heritage in Iran is partially rooted
in history, and secondly, the establishment of a direct communication and tangible links
between the social value system prevailing in the society (Islam) and the values of the
country's cultural heritage is urgent, possible and necessary. It would therefore be true
to say that policies adopted, without paying attention to these two fundamental points will

not have the desired effectiveness.

Until the Europeans appeared in Iran, as the texts of that period attest, the public
conceived historic relics essentially as lessons to be learnt from the past. With the
advent of Europeans, and their multi-faceted, long-term control of all cultural heritage
activities, on the one hand the society’s traditional concept of historic relics was altered.
On the other, the close contact between foreigners and historic relics, and the negative
image that had emerged as a result of their political activities for long years, diminished
the importance and attractiveness of the relics and prevented the society from imagining
that it could and should use their scientific-cultural potential. The political and
propaganda-oriented misuses carried out in this field under the Pahlavi dynasty further
strengthened this impression. As with many other developing countries, Iran ventured
to become as similar as possible, be it in appearance, to Western countries. In
consequence, the need of referring to the cultural heritage and its values ceased to exist.
The relics were merely exploited along with a hollow nationalism glorying in the past for

tourists and specialists to behold.

Near the end of the Pahlavi era, because of its oil revenues, the country was an all
round consumer of American cultural-artistic and industrial products. And the limited
work that was done to revive the relics mostly emulated the Europeans’ trend of the
1960s and 70s to preserve their own cultural heritages, which had been imported rather
as a fashion. That period’s superficial attitude toward historic relics and its failure to
provide the necessary indigenous education transformed the cultural heritage into an

instrument of propaganda and recreation.
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Beside the above mentioned reasons, another factor which contributed to, and even
stimulated, the development of an erroneous impression of the status of cultural heritage
in the society, was the absence of any justification for its values to be assessed within
the prevailing value system. It is noteworthy that, against a mere measure of a historic
relic’s value, this assessment is meant in comparison with other social values. It is
within the system of social values that priorities can be determined and values can be

raised to preserve what warrants offering both life and wealth.

The degree of esteem and attention we devote to anything derives from the value we
attribute to it. A long time elapsed before it was realized that, without a strong belief in
the values of relics in any society, all measures aimed at their preservation would be
artificial and temporary. The true security of a relic is achieved when its values are

recognized and respected by the society.

Following the developments derived from the Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution
in European countries, the necessary factors of interest in historic relics and their
preservation were gathered. With the rapid growth and development of these societies,
the values of historic relics gradually found their place in their value systems, whereas
in Third World countries, including Iran, with the sudden appearance of Western views
in this domain, not only was the traditional status assigned to relics altered, but the new,
dictated values failed to achieve popular acceptance' for want of relationship and
conformity with the values prevailing in these societies. The main reasons of this
situation were that the promoters of these values were unfamiliar with the ethos of Islam,
and those who were acquainted with the cultural values within the Islamic worldly-view
had not yet found it necessary or opportune to pay attention to the ethics of cultural

heritage activities.

With the victory of the Islamic Revolution, a special opportunity emerged for the cultural
heritage. In the cultural realm, the main goal of the people in the Revolution was the
revival of Islamic values. Bearing in mind the reflection of over thirteen centuries of
Islamic presence in Iran, its historic monuments and artifacts appeared as the most

appropriate sources of inspiration for the Revolution. But, in practice, the society had

1 - — .
Here, religious, rather than scientific, acceptance is meant.
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no pre-conceived notion of the possibility of such a use for relics. Thus, the people
found it difficult to view what until then had represented an instrument of recreation for
tourists and Imperial nationalistic propaganda as a source of inspiration for the revival

of their own identity.

Therefore, in view of the overwhelming devotion of the people to Islam and their
awareness of Islamic precepts calling to refer to the past and the Holy Quran’s repeated
emphasis on paying attention to the fate of past peoples and the relics they have left
behind, studying historic relics appeared imperative. But the lack of a proper
interpretation of these sources, which could establish a correspondence between the
objectives of the Holy Quran and other Islamic sources and those of what is known today

as cultural heritage, complicated the achievement of this goal.

Something had to be done to overcome the hindrances mentioned. In view of the
experiences acquired during the administration of cultural heritage affairs, and imbued
with the minimum required acquaintance with Islamic concepts, the author attempted to
take steps in this direction. The establishment of the Iranian Cultural Heritage
Organization and the ratification of the Bill of its Charter can perhaps be counted as the
most important outcomes of these efforts. Yet, this rather long experience also revealed
the necessity of carrying out further research concerning the present-day image of

cultural heritage in Iran and relationships between Islamic values and cultural heritage.

Although, in view of the nature of the subject, it was impossible to restrict the scope of
the present study, it is hoped that efforts made in this direction will be considered as an

onset for further studies in this field.

THE AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The principal aim of the present study is to pave the way for more appropriate policies
concerning cultural heritage in Iran. In principle, policies are adopted with the purpose
of achieving a transition from an existing state to a desired one. Therefore, in adopting
any policy, a knowledge of the existing situation and orientations is necessary in order
to reach the desired state. This is why cultural heritage policies in Iran will only be

realistic and feasible when, firstly, they are based on an analytical perception of the
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existing situation, and, secondly, the value system of the society’s mode of evaluation

and expectations of historic relics are recognized.

The main objectives of this study are shaped around responding to these two needs.
On the one hand, care will be taken to investigate the principal cultural heritage
activities, i.e. identification, protection, conservation and presentation, in terms of Islamic
thought. In this concern, the research shall examine such issues as the values of the
past, the definition of cultural heritage, its values and their priorities in Islamic thought.
On the other, reviewing the evolution of the concept of cultural heritage in Iran, the main
factors affecting the development of this concept are identified and their effects
evaluated. In conclusion, on the basis of this knowledge, the thesis shall present

propositions concerning the future orientation of policies.

SCOPE OF THE RESEARCH

On the basis of the objectives adopted, this study is divided in two main parts. Each
part has its own scope. In Part |, the objective of which is to assess cultural heritage in
Islamic thought, the main scope embraces issues of Islamic beliefs related in one way
or another with this subject. Therefore, the main references expounding these beliefs,
which are the Holy Quran, categories of Islamic canons and the views of Muslim

thinkers, will be examined.

In consulting the Holy Quran, beside giving reference to the Arabic text, one Persian and
two English translations will be used. Also two extensive interpretations, one ancient and
one modern, of the Quranic verses will be taken into consideration. In the examination
of Islamic canons, references shall be limited to titles cited in books of Islamic Laws and
a few such canons will be given in example so as to present the grounds for research
in this domain. Examining the entirety of Islamic regulations and their eventual
relationship with cultural heritage constitutes an immense field beyond the scope of this
thesis and requires an independent study. In reviewing opinions of Islamic thinkers,
reference shall be made to their most important books, whether describing historical
events or expounding the importance of history in Islam. In order to allow a comparison
between views of Muslim and non-Muslim thinkers, opinions of the latter on the

importance of the past, history and relics shall also be examined.
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In Part I, the objective of which is to examine the evolution of the concept of cultural
heritage in Iran, this evolution will be examined in the course of history and within the
geographic perimeter of lran. The most significant political-cultural events which
influenced the formation of policies governing the cultural heritage, as well as the quality
of this influence, will fall within the scope of Part Il. Having an analytical view of what
the cultural heritage of Iran has undergone to the present day, propositions for future

orientations will be presented in conclusion.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present study relies essentially upon the study of relevant written sources. In
addition, the author’s participation in and organization of several workshops, his
examination of ancient manuscripts and documents, and his carrying out interviews were

auxiliary methods utilized.

The vastness of the subject under research in its two main themes, Islam and Iran, made
the use of Arabic and Persian sources, as well as English ones, inevitable. What helped
in selecting appropriate sources, whether books or thesis and articles, was the clarity of
the questions of the research. Having clear questions also simplified selecting adequate
quotations from among the many texts under study. From the beginning, the main
questions and their sub-sections were defined and recorded as titles on distinct cards.
Each selected quotation was put in the box of the relevant question. Although the
questions were gradually altered and completed during the progression of the study, their
organization not only helped to set up its structure, but prevented the pain of facing

innumerable notes while drafting it.

In sections where the study concerned the Holy Quran, the Arabic text was initially
browsed through with the aid of a Persian translation and all the verses somehow related
to cultural heritage subjects were selected. Then, in order to better grasp the meanings
of the selected verses, two interpretations were consulted, one dating back to the 11th
century and the other contemporary. As English translations of the verses in question
were to be included in the text of the thesis, these too were checked against their

corresponding Arabic texts and Persian translations.
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In the section on Iran, beside the texts of historic books, a considerable number of travel
accounts and memoirs left behind by Iranians and non-lranians were studied. In
surveying parts of the history of cultural heritage where almost no textual reference
existed, original administrative documents of the time, which were in the custody of the
librarian of Iran-e Bastan Museum, were consulted by the author. The study of these
documents, which are all manuscript governmental records, involved cases where
expertise in reading ancient texts was called for, whether to decipher scripts, interpret

words or perceive allusions.

In the books published on the subject at the time, the political-cultural events of the
Pahlavi era were less reflected from the viewpoint the author had in mind. Therefore,
in order to study events of those years, newspapers and periodicals of that era were
consulted. Beside this direct use of press items, since the press reports of the most
important events of the past one hundred years in Iran had already been collected and
published in a book entitled "Chronology of Iranian History", this source was also utilized

in referring to some events.

As the author was in charge of the country’s cultural heritage for a decade after the
Revolution, the report of events related to cultural heritage which occurred during the
Revolution and in the years after it are the outcome of his own observations and the data
he gathered. In order to also provide information about views of other individuals,
influential in cultural heritage matters after the Revolution, five such persons were
interviewed. These interviews were arranged in a semi-structured manner and care was
taken to mainly raise general questions, so that all views may be freely presented. The
aim of organizing these interviews, was not to reflect the interviewees’ opinions in this
thesis, but for the author to develop a broader perspective of the subject. The persons

interviewed, and the subjects discussed, are introduced in Appendix IX.

While carrying out his research, in addition to taking part in several workshops during
which he exposed the problem and his method of research and benefitted from the
participants’ views, the author also organized an independent workshop, the results of

which were useful in adjusting the approach of his research.
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ORIGINAL CONTRIBUTION

Initially, it must be conceded that carrying out a scholarly research in order to devise or
correct policies governing such affairs as cultural heritage activities in Iran constitutes
a rare, if not unprecedented, endeavour. What takes place in practice is the application
of the views of the individual or group in charge of these affairs, with regard for the
conditions existing in the society and, lately, the general policies governing the country’s
development plans. These policies can be said to be based on the personal conceptions
of the responsible authority in charge of cultural heritage affairs and implemented within
the framework of the realities currently existing in the society. The present study will
attempt, by examining principal factors influencing these policies, to create an analytical

background for adopting decisions.

Rarely has any research been done concerning either the main aim of this study or its
objectives. The efforts made to compile the viewpoints of Islam on cultural heritage and
related activities by referring directly to the Holy Quran and Islamic precepts will at least
draw the reader’s attention to ways by which Muslims can evaluate their historic relics
in terms of their religious values. The necessity of a relationship between cultural
heritage values and the accepted values of the society on the one hand, and the
difficulties caused in Islamic societies due to their adoption of alien viewpoints on the
other, further emphasize the importance and the role of the objectives of this study. In
addition, alternative propositions concerning the orientation of the principal cultural
heritage activities are presented in Part |, opening the way to a critical review of the

current methods.

Unfortunately, all that has been written to the present about the evolution of the concept
of cultural heritage in Iran consists of brief reports that can be counted on one hand and
which mostly relate to activities carried out. Although the author recognizes that
surveying the policies governing Iran’s cultural heritage in the course of its history
represents a formidable task, he is convinced that his attempt at presenting an image,
albeit in summary, of the development covered, beside opening the way for future

studies, will play a decisive role in subsequent legislation for the cultural heritage of Iran.
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This study has also provided an opportunity for formulating a report based on the
author’s experience in administering the country’s cultural heritage for a decade, and the
reasons for the measures taken, to be recorded, perhaps serving as a beginning for a
complete history to be written about the evolution of the Iranian cultural heritage. In view
of the newness and range of some areas explored in this research, a large number of
texts given in reference were translated for the first time into English. Besides being
voluminous, the ancient language of these texts further complicated translation. It can,
therefore, be claimed that the present research has tried to make an original contribution
by determining the aim, objectives and areas, and by providing access to ancient texts

concerning cultural heritage of Iran.

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

In order to study, within the framework described in preamble, the areas stated in its

main question, this thesis is divided in two parts and a Summary and Conclusion.

Part |, which deals mostly with concepts underlying the research, attempts to find the
place of cultural heritage in an Islamic outlook. This part is divided in four chapters. The
first Chapter presents the view that, from any outlook, the quantity and quality of past
values are the main factors which determine the values of cultural heritage. Views of
non-Muslim thinkers on the value of the past are examined and compared with those of

Muslim thinkers.

Chapter Two Reviews the Holy Quran to introduce verses related in any way to cultural
heritage. It aims at classifying and analyzing their messages, expounding the Holy
Quran’s exhortations to refer to ancient relics, their values, the aims of visiting them, as

well as listing the qualities required for the relics’ messages to be perceived.

On the basis of conclusions reached in Chapters One and Two, in Chapter Three first,
an attempt is made, while reviewing definitions suggested, to find a comprehensive
definition of cultural heritage. The definition thus obtained is compared with several
definitions put forward by Unesco. Then, the listed values of cultural heritage are

reviewed, and their priorities from an Islamic point of view examined.
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Chapter Four, which closes Part |, studies the four main cultural heritage activities and
presents new orientations in this domain which can be adapted to Islamic societies such
as Iran. A number of Islamic rules in this context are examined, acquainting the reader
with traditional methods of cultural heritage protection in Islamic societies. The methods

introduced are given as examples of the approach this study envisages for these

activities.

Part Il examines the evolution of the concept of cultural heritage in Iran. This process
is reviewed chronologically and is broken down in three periods. Chapter Five deals with
a brief review of the development of cultural heritage until the year 1900, including an
examination of several views expressed on cultural heritage before the Qajar dynasty,
the effects of the Europeans’ appearance in iran on its cultural heritage, an assessment
of attitudes of rulers, intellectuals and the people toward historic relics, and finally
reasons for which caused the agreement in 1900 between Iran and France, which gave

the latter exclusive rights to excavate throughout the country.

Chapter Six, while examining documents prior to the rule of Reza Shah, examines the
uses of cultural heritage for political purposes and assesses the damages thus inflicted
upon the concept of cultural heritage in the society and the people’s attitudes toward it.
The second part of this chapter presents an analytical examination of the events which
affected the formation of cultural heritage policies under Pahlavi Il before and after the
coup d'état of 1941 up to the victory of the Islamic Revolution (1979).

In Chapter Seven, the situation of cultural heritage during the Revolution and the years
immediately afterwards is described and new orientations which led to the establishment
of the Iranian Cultural Heritage Organization are examined, following which the law of
ICHO's charter, the circumstances of its establishment and activities of this organization
until 1991, and finally its policies and activities in recent years are reviewed, acquainting

the reader with the latest situation of cultural heritage in Iran.

A summary of all Chapters and their conclusions, a synthesis of these conclusions and

suggestions for the future are presented in Chapter 8.
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Part One

Islam and cultural heritage



Chapter One

The past in Islamic and non-Islamic Thought'

1.1. INTRODUCTION

The way we look at the past determines the meaning and the direction of our cultural
heritage activities. This study develops on an Islamic point of view, for looking at cuitural
heritage policies in countries such as Iran, while avoiding adoption of other’s perceptions
of the past. The research will investigate various approaches in this regard as well as
the Islamic one, to demonstrate their differences and similarities. This will give a better
understanding of the Islamic out-look and will assist in making the ground ready for
presenting a more appropriate definition and direction for our cultural heritage from this

point of view.

1.2. THE NECESSITY OF STUDYING THE PAST

For all those people who are dealing with cultural heritage in any way, it is their destined
task to think about the past. Islam recommends three books for Muslim enlightenment;
the Book of Revelations, the Book of the Past (history), and the Book of Nature.
Accordingly, three samples are chosen to express how the Holy Quran refers to these

books.

O Those to whom We have given the BooK study it as it should be studied: they are the ones
that believe therein: those who reject faith therein, the loss is their own.
(Al-Bagara 2:121f

O There have been examples that have passed away before you: travel through the earth, and
see what was the end of those who rejected Truth. (ALi-Imran 3:137)

" An initial version of this section was presented in a seminar on Iranian Culture and Civilisation, organised by the Iranian
Cultural Heritage Organization in Tehran, on 20 July 1994, under the title of The Value of the Past.

2 The address of the verses are given in the brackets, first the name of the Surah (chapter) then the number of the Surah and
the number of the verse.
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O Do they not look at the Camels, how they are made? O and at the Sky, how it is
raised high? O and at the mountains, fow they are fixed firm? O andat
the Earth, how it is spread out? O Therefore, do thou remind for thou art one
to remind.  (AL-Gashiya 88:17-21)

As narrated by a contemporary Iranian historian:

"Indeed, there is nothing like nature, which has always
surrounded humankind, and the past, which chases him
everywhere, like a shadow, evoking the curiosity of
humankind." (Zarrinkoob 1991:29)°,

Archaeologists who see the remains of the past more scientifically and thus open new
avenues, make it easier for people to appreciate the past; those preservers of the
remains of the past who try to prolong the life of artefact to enable future generation to
confront the past; the museum keepers who try to represent the essence of old lasting
experiences of humankind to the viewers in the shortest possible time, even to those
who are merely the cause of this world’s movement, should all ask themselves the
same question regarding the value of the past. What is the dependence of humankind

upon the past while he is facing the future?

It seems completely irrational to spend a good part of our life in any way studying past
works while neglecting the important question of what we are searching for in the past.
If we pay enough attention to the past, we will find out that responding to this question
is not only essential for those who are involved in cultural heritage, but for mankind as

a whole.

Studying the value of the past is particularly essential for those who are concerned about
cultural heritage. They need to justify their belief by clarifying its value. Facing
questions such as: why should we care about our cultural heritage?, gives the way
to the simple and perhaps comprehensive answers like: it is the most reliable means
to communicate with humanity’s past,

"To any generation, an identifiable past offers a line of
communication with others: between the living, the dead,
and those still to be born." (Shankland 1975:26)

3 All the quotes which are from Iranian references are translated into English by the author.
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In remembering that our past existed, we study its quality and it allows us a better
understanding of humankind.

“Historical buildings and archaeological sites can be used
to establish the history of a nation in people’s minds.”
(Feilden 1983:13)

Naturally the next indispensable question will be: what on earth is this past that we
should respect its means of communication? It is the answer to this question that

clarifies and justifies the value of cultural heritage.

This point will be more vital when we consider that our call for caring about the cultural
heritage is not only throughout a single country but on an international scale, with
different cultures. Even in a single society we evaluate the past from different points of
view. Therefore, this expectation is valid when its evaluation is grounded on what each

society believes is the values of its own past.

This study is based upon the hypothesis that; all ideas, laws, regulations and even
executive methods regarding cultural heritage in Europe are the outcome of the way
Europeans have looked at the past. The transporting of these European perspective to
Islamic countries not only failed to match the dilemmas facing those countries, which is
obvious from the results, but did not allow their peoples to think and grow through their
ideas and methods according to their own out-look on the past. Therefore, in this
Chapter we will attempt to study various attitudes towards the past and history, to
illuminate the value of the past as well as its similarities and varieties from European and

Islamic points of view.

In such a study, we are faced with the reality that, more or less, in the European case,
each out-look on the past has its reflection in cultural heritage concerns; while in Islamic
societies this assumption can not be made. For example, under the influence of the
industrial revolution’s rapid changes a new attention was paid to the past, “The old
represents history and meaning, [while]...the new is shallow" (Appleyard 1979:20),
apparently this had an effect on the evaluation of relics;

"Ruskin has searchingly examined the sources of his love
for medieval buildings. At the very centre of them he has
discovered, with absolute honesty and absolute conviction,
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the consideration that these buildings are old, that they

have lasted.” (Summerson 1966:26).
In the case of Islamic societies, although there is a common point of view towards the
value and the role of the past, there are some few examples to show their ideas about
relics. The author believes that, if one rarely comes across expressed theories about
preservation of cultural heritage in these societies, it is not because they disregarded its
value, as there is enough evidence to prove the opposite*. It is more related to a lack

of social appeal for cultural heritage policies in that era.

What we should bear in mind is that what Muslims call Taffaqoh (referring to details of
Quran and Hadith, as the main sources of guidance, to find new solutions), takes place
when there is an inquiry in the society. As the evolution of physical environment in
Islamic societies had not been so rapid as it was in Europe, there was no need for
cultural heritage policies. But from the 1930s, Islamic Societies have been facing
devastating new development, and now there is an ever increasing appeal for
appropriate policies in this regard. Whereas there is enough material in Quran itself and
its interpretations to pave the way for making required policies, it is now time to search
for these policies respecting their values and situations. This provides more proof for

the necessity of this research.

1.3. THE MEANING OF THE PAST

To be able to search into the meaning and the concept of the past, and to see what the
past, in essence is about, it is preferable to initially determine what is not the past. We
appreciate the past in conjunction with the present and the future. Paying attention to
the concept of the past, present and future makes it clear that deleting one of these
three tenses, i.e. the present, is not very difficult. In practice the present tense is not
objectively appreciable. In a more detailed study, the present tense is either in
association with the past or in continuation with the future. As Carr (1961:102) writes:

"But, as we all know, the present has no more than a
notional existence as an imaginary dividing line between
the past and future.”

* For example, we may remember the message in the poem from the Arabian poet Bahtary(11th C.), when he visited the
ruins of Casra Palace, and compare it with the same ideas narrated by Iranian poet Khagani (14th C.). As Zarrinkoob says; "The
connotations of moral thinking in the feelings both two poets has an absorbing continuity of their moral thinking"(1991:20-1).

The past in Islamic and non-Islamic Thought



5

In examination of the other two, the past and the future, we come to the same
conclusion that existing reality is nothing but the past, and the future cannot be

understood without fully appreciating the experiences of the past.

The principle of any conception of the future is based upon past experiences of
humankind. The realization of any simple concept of the future is not possible without
a fundamental understanding of the past. Therefore, it seems that although in
assessment of the human lifetime, our attention is drawn towards the present and future,
the past has a substantial role to play. In other words we are nothing but the past.
If the bow of our life has reserved energy for throwing towards the future, and has
chosen a direction for this throw, the energy and direction are nothing but the product
of an action that we have already performed. Is it not reasonable to say that a human
being is nothing but it's own past? In response to the somewhat rhetorical question,
Who am 1?, do we not have to answer in kind, Who have | been?

"...you do not know where you are unless you know where
you have been..." (Hewison 1987:10).

According to Lowenthal(1985:41):

"The past is integral to our sense of identity; ‘the sureness
of | was is a necessary component of the sureness | am™.

Even all of our plans and decisions for the future are affected by the cumulative factors
that has shaped our present being. If we raise the same question on a national scale
as: Who are we, the people of this land?, we will discover the place of our past and
its role in guiding our future path. Under these circumstances, this can be interpreted
as:

"We are none of the young, or the middle-aged, or the old,
comments a writer; we are all of these things" (Lowenthal
1985:61).

This is why the statement of Lucretius(550 BC), "It is from the ignorance of humankind
to the past that his ignorance to the future can be concluded." (Radmanesh 1991:146),
is appreciated; from this concept the statement, the man who lacks past, is a man
without memory, achieves new meaning. For a country, it may cause nationalism, if
pride is its goal; and a better understanding of the future, if learning from the past is in

its mind.
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If we disregard the natural instincts of humanity and only consider what has been
acquired from its entire learning, we will come to the conclusion that a human being
without memory is nothing but a biological creature, an animal who should gain again,
and build up the past in order to be fulfilled, as his moral life is based upon the existence
of his past. Under such interpretation of the past, it is not only the engraved lines on the
tablet of the past that are desirable, as is commonly thought, but it is its whole integrity
that should be considered. Thus the past is more than history. The past has occurred
in history, but no history is able to represent the entire past. Every historian interprets
the past from his own point of view, and any mind is a witness to certain episodes of the
past, for approaching the entire past, like approaching the absolute truth, is something
impossible.

"It used to be said that facts speak for themselves. This
is, of course, untrue. The facts speak only when the
historian calls on them: it is he who decides to which facts
to give floor, and in what order or context" (Carr 1961:5).

1.4. WAYS OF STUDYING THE PAST

"What matters is not the past, but our relationship with it"

(Hewison 1987:43).
The most important point in the study of the past is the quality of communication with it.
It is the condition of our communication with the past which specifies the form of our
interpretation, and the value that we give to it. Establishment of communication is
possible through three methods. The first method® is simply regarding very near periods
of times in the past which we recall as the present or current. The aim of this kind of
study is to raise lateral connections across the existing factors (or very near past), in
order to provide the grounds and possible sources to find and discover deeper historical
connections. The second method® is referring to the objective remains of the past, and
to finding the secrets of the language and understanding of the inhabitants of the past.

This methodology is subject to the preparation and provision of equipment, requires

5 This method is usually used by anthropologists who start their study on contemporary phenomena and then try to find its
roots in history.

® This is the method of archaeologists who examine historical remains to find historical facts.
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more research. The third method’ is to refer to what has been recorded about the past
and is regarded as history, which is the most important and common method of
addressing to the past. Our discussion is not about the probability of the success or

failure of these methods, as every procedure has it's own strengths and weaknesses.

Although there is a very wide discussion about the ability, quality and role of history in
the correct representation and reflection of the past, contemplation of which reveals other
aspects of referring to the past, history is still the most common means of
communication with the past, so we will study the quality of this communication. It is
worth mentioning that the fourth method for referring to the past is an application to what
has been stated in religions about the past of humankind, which we will refer to discuss

in the next Section.

In brief the final plan that can be considered for addressing the past is a particular and
coordinated combination of all the mentioned scientific methods in which each forms an
organ of a well-proportioned body. The aim and philosophy of referring to the past by
this method as well as the pure fact of history, can be extracted from Holy Books;
referring to written history for expansion, development and examination of these applied
realities, and studying the physical works as guarantees for the scientific and historical
conclusions which to change doubt to certainty. What is achieved from this method
combined with what is happening in the present, is an illumination of the way to the
future. This procedure allows for different approaches to the past e.g. theological,
historical and archaeological, possibly to merge into one direction. We may call this

fusion the method of cultural heritage studies.

1.5. APPROACHES TO THE PAST

In various global approaches, different aspects of the past can be seen, and through
each of them a particular understanding of cultural heritage is achievable. The
examiners of the past can study and criticize it under various reasons. We will review
these various ideas throughout history to demonstrate how different eras, schools of

thought, social conditions and idealogies etc. have affected our perception of the past,

7 This method is used by historians.
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and have produced various meanings for cultural heritage. This will make ready the
ground to compare an Islamic type of approach with non-Islamic ones. In this way we
will prepare a foundation for a definition of our cultural heritage from an Islamic point of

view which is discussed in Chapter three.

It is not the task of this research to analyze the reasons why these separate approaches
have emerged. Therefore, we do not concentrate on a group of thinkers, or a special
approach to the past, but on a wide range of ideas about it. Though our main objective

is to demonstrate differences between Islamic and non-Islamic points of view.

1.5.1 NON-ISLAMIC APPROACHES

From the very beginning there have been some perceptions of history that have lasted
until now. As Zarrinkoob(1991:53)® has stated, "It seems that in ancient Egypt, the
purpose of history was not for the discovery of the past, but for immortalizing the glories
of the past", and as Ranke (1952:446) says "What was important for Egyptians in this
studying, was only the transmission of the names and surnames of the rulers of the past
to their successors". Later on, this type of understanding of history was also prevalent
in Greece, Rome and all over Europe. We may assume that preservation of relics had
been thought about since ancient times. As Vitruvius (1985, vol.ll, BookVIl, p.65) has
narrated at 1st B.C., "We must censure those who plunder their [ancestors] works and
appropriate them to themselves; they...should not only receive censure but punishment
for their impious manner of life.". Even centuries later in the Age of Enlightenment,
Voltaire(1694-1778) with bitter regret stated that the history of Europe "is nothing but a
long list of aristocratic marriages, ancestors’ trees and titles" (Zarrinkoob 1991:53).
There is also some evidences to show the use of relics in recorded history. Among
ancient historians, Thucydides (460-400 B.C.) to some extent, has been the only one
who has used documents belonging to archaeology. In his description of Delos Island,
the dwelling place of the Dorians he writes about the condition of their graves
(Zarrinkoob 1991:80). This is why George Sartorn (1964:321) named him as the "father

of archaeology".

% Abdol-Hosain Zarrinkoob, born in 1922, is one of the most knowledgeable contemporary historians in Iran. He has
published several books mainly on history. His very valuable book *Tarikh dar Tarazoo" (History in the scale) is a review of the
value of history within different nations, and is used by the author several times. Tarikh dar Tarazoo' has not yet been translated
into English.
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Herodotus (480-425 BC), the father of history, believes that all of the historical events
are the will of the Gods. This manner of thought can also be seen in the ancient literary
books of the church. St. Augustine (354-430 AD), in his famous dissertation named City
of God, described the process of history as a concept which was acceptable for more
than a thousand years after his death, by European historians and scholars. Roman
Historians regarded history as a hybrid of oratory and philosophy. In the era of August
Caesar(2nd c.BC), national pride, patriotism and the attentions of the Emperor were also
added to the motivations of historians. In particular what encouraged historians to seek

the past, was the interests of Rome and its past glories.(Zarrinkoob 1991:199-200)

This is one of the most usual ways of regarding the past. As we will see in the next
section, Islam is totally against any kind of genealogy. Although, during the lIslamic
period (622 AD. onwards) there is a tendency towards this kind of approach, it is obvious
that it did not have any Islamic roots. But in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in
Europe and in Islamic countries after the First World War this was the dominant out-look
towards the past. In evaluating cultural heritage, looking to the past for glory played an
important role. Sometimes it was used to legitimize a king or kingdom, sometimes to
motivate nationalism, to divide neighbouring countries, and to justify the gap between
‘developed’ and so called ‘developing’ countries. In succeeding Chapters we will study

this issue from an Islamic point of view, with particular reference to the Iranian case.

Historiography in Europe in the Middle Ages did not usually go beyond the narration of
events. The historians of that era had nearly always been clerics, and in the recording
national or sectarian events, their point of view was always that of the church. Although
the works of these types of historians does not suggest they were brilliant talents of
historiography. They acted at least not in contradiction with the policy of the church,

which was based on precision and honesty.(Zarrinkoob 1991:90)

The Renaissance Movement (14th-17th C.) initiated changes in historiography as it did
in the sciences and the arts. But as a literary activity the interests of Humanists, in this
era through research of libraries and retrieval and study of manuscripts of the ancient
Greeks and Romans, showed the first signs of a new awareness in the history of
Europe. The movement of religious reforms at the out-break of the conflict between the

Catholic and Protestant religions necessitated historical investigation. The defense of
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both sects also necessitated reference to the history of the church and reference to the
history and governments to present enough evidence for both sides and to justify their
claims. All these events made historiography more serious than it had been. This
strong desire and interest in compiling the manuscripts, documents and records in the

Renaissance era, filled the whole of W.Europe with enthusiasm.

The Humanist movement of Italy that was formed in the era of the mighty Medici family,
was called the era of Hunting for ancient manuscripts; history and literature alike have
benefited from this event(Zarrinkoob 1991:150). Indeed while the Humanists of the
Renaissance intended to restore Europe to its ancient glories beyond the darkness of
the Middle Ages (of Christianity), they took the past into consideration:

"The three main themes introduced by poets of the period
can be summarized as follows: human vanity and the
fragility of man’s works, moral and Christian accusation of
fallen humanity, and praise of the greatness of Rome"
(Jokilehto 1986:11).

However, by the late nineteenth century, history was seen largely as a recapitulation of
crimes and calamities, as in Browning’s dying Paracelsus:

"I saw no use in the past: only a scene
Of degradation, ugliness and tears
The record of disgraces best forgotten
A sullen page in human chronicles
Fit to erase” (Lowenthal 1985:64).

In Europe, particularly in France and Germany, the Romantic movement created an
interest and even excitement towards the past. It was due to this enthusiasm that the
nineteenth century paid such attention to history that it is referred to as the Century of

History.

In this wholesale return to the past, a variety of tendencies can be observed:

"Cultures, like individuals, respond to this dilemma in quite
different ways. Some look back with gratitude, others with
regret, at the past that has made them what they are”
(Lowenthal 1985:74).

"Jacopo Sannazaro(1456/8-1530) was the first to see the melancholic reality of the ruins
being returned to nature and wilderness, and to express the majestic sadness of a site
and the fragility of human life."(Jokilehto 1986:11). This outlook to the past was not
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limited to that period but "Humanist insights and technigues remain vital down to our own
time; most subsequent efforts to come to terms with precursors are variations on
Renaissance themes." (Lowenthal 1985:75). Each philosopher or historian added a new
dimension to it. For Issac Newton(1642-1727) history even in its details is the sign of
the beauty of God. (Radmanesh 1991:162). G.Vico(1668-1744) and C.L.Montesquieue
(1689-1755) are among those who tried to find a new goal for history beyond divine will
(Zarrinkoob 1991:200). Voltaire(1694-1778) looked at history as mankind’s travel from
the darkness of superstitions to the illumination of knowledge (Zarrinkoob 1991:202).
Hegel(1770-1831) like Herder(1744-1803) comes to the conclusion that the ultimate goal
of history is the fulfilment of what is designed by God for the World, and in this regard
he reaches to the Divine Will (Zarrinkoob 1991:219). The study of history gave Schiller
(1759-1805) the ability to foretell that "sooner or later a powerful and clever man will
appear and will govern not only France but a large part of Europe (Zarrinkoob 1991:93).
J.R. Green (1837-1883) tried to clarify that all the people, not alone heroes, even the
most simple player of the theatre, has had influence on the growth and prosperity of
England. But on the other hand, history for Carlyle (19th C.) was the incidents and
endeavour of great heroes (Zarrinkoob 1991:101-2). These different approaches have
caused the emergence of some special perceptions of the past in the twentieth century

which have led to different definitions of cultural heritage and various expectations about

it.

One of the main long lasting approaches to the past is so called nostalgia. "... nostalgia
(literally, homesickness, a seventeenth-century medical term coined to describe the
melancholia of Swiss mercenaries fighting abroad) is not simply a longing for the past,
but a response to conditions in the present."(Davis,F. quoted in Hewison 1987:45).
"Both classicism and medievalism contain elements of nostalgia, in that they look back
to imagine earlier aesthetics and states of mind. But their use of the past was somewhat
different, in that they sought to re-use ancient elements in a creative way. The nostalgic
impulse has waxed and waned, but is presently getting stronger, and twentieth-century
nostalgia is of a new kind." (Hewison 1987:28). It seems that in the beginning of the
Twentieth century, the United Kingdom was the first country which accepted nostalgia.
It was in those same years that Ditchfield wrote, "Let us live again in the past, surround
ourselves with the treasures of past ages."(Lowenthal 1985:9), and as the writer of the

book The Past is a Strange Land writes, "Nostalgia is today the universal catchword for
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looking back"(Lowenthal 1985:4). The consequence of this tendency is to see something

good in whatever remains from the past.

It is believed that the most significant factors that could account for the appearance of
this demand to return to the past are the deep and wide changes that have occurred in
Western societies. One who is under the domination of the rapid changes in these
societies feels like a stranger who needs to return to his original homeland. Appleyard
(1979:19) interprets it as follows:

“Change no longer conveys a sense of freedom when it

takes place too fast and out of one’s control. Change,

then, represents a loss more than a gain. Our personal

and cultural identities are threatened. The past, after all, is

evidence that a society has existed. Wipe it away and a

culture begins to feel, like a man without a memory,

shallow and supefficial.", "We turn, therefore, to the past

as a repository for our sentiments and values, to escape

the difficulties of the present. Such conservatism is

fundamental to our survival®.
Thus we notice that the meaning of the new has been entirely changed. It is the o/d that
represents history and meaning; the thing which was accepted by numerous people and
has been used for a long period of time, while the new is superficial and only belongs

to those who have created it and support it.

Nostalgically looking to the past can give rise to a kind of confidence and tranquillity.
The childhood that is remembered has a lack of family quarrels. All memories are filled
with delightful scenes. "Nostalgia is a memory with the pain removed" (Lowenthal
1985:8), or "...the past is appreciated because it is over; what happened in it has
ended"(Lowenthal 1965:62). A science fiction character notes, "Never before in all my
long life have | heard so many people wish that they lived ‘in the good old days’, For the

first time in man’s history, man is desperate to escape the present"(Finney 1961:37).

With this aspect, the past offers various opportunities to people, "...free from day-to-day
cares in the workaday present. A desire to escape for a time from the tyranny of the
modern lock-step world of digital watches and computers, to slacken the pace of life and
regain a sense of rootedness" (Lowenthal 1985:49). "A well-loved past enriches the
world around us, ‘The present when backed by past is a thousand times deeper than the

present when it presses so close that you can feel nothing else’." (Woolf,V. quoted in
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Lowenthal 1985:47). This is why the past seems safe and secure. Its moments have
been assessed before. In the past, we have a sense of our roots, as it is really our
home, the past is where we come from. This nostalgic out-look to the past that was
created under the process of industrialisation produced a special understanding of
cultural heritage. What ever belonged to the past seemed sacred. “...praise of the past
today is so conventional that almost anything old may be thought desirable” (Lowenthal
1985:36). Remoteness from the past, purifies its image, moving all its problems from
a personalized dimension into public territory, free from personal belonging and open to

public commendation.

This perception of cultural heritage was adopted by other countries which had not
experienced such rapid changes and led to real ambiguity about the way they should
look at their heritage. For example, when the style of country life was admired by
dwellers of large modern cities in Western countries, and clothes, furniture, and even the
colours of nature were fashionable, the same fashion became popular in Third World
Countries and they imitated this style, while they were still living in cities that were more

like large villages.

Another element that is noticeable in referring to the past is self-glorification, which is
somehow related to nostalgia. "...nostalgia is also deeply linked with snobbery"
(Hewison 1987:29). This kind of observation can also be seen in ordinary people.
People remember that high-lights of their lives have coincided with success and
prosperity and refer to them when introducing themselves and even keep some
documents to prove the veracity of those moments that pleased them, preparing others
to become acquainted with them. Nations also feel and nourish this pride, while
considering the past, trying to immortalize it:

“The exposure of a culture to the eyes of those raised in
another cultural tradition may increase the prestige and
understanding of the culture so exposed. ...for these
reasons nationalistic motivations have been behind the
promotion of transfers, exhibitions and exchanges of
cultural objects abroad' (O'Keefe&Prott 1989:9).

These act as evidence for both positive and negative sides of this introduction.

Sometimes the objective is merely to satisfying one’s pride, pride that makes one feel
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better than others and sometimes, in a positive way, reinforces self confidence and
minimizes self-effacement in dealing with others.

"This almost magical power of the past does not lie only in
the intrinsic beauty of what is being preserved, survivals of
an age when towns were made by artisans, but above all
in the identity they confirm” (Shankland 1975:25).

It is obvious that nations in different periods of time, need to motivate such feeling. In
recent centuries, the founders of the Renaissance in Europe, proposed the same
observation of the past. This movement began when after the dark years of the middle
ages, the pressure of Europe’s civil wars, epidemics of disease that killed millions, and
the power of hypocritical theocracies caused people to feel disappointed and frustrated.
Intellectuals decided to search for a lost paradise in the past and again wished for the
glory of golden days like those of Greek’s and Roman’s.

“Francisco Petrarch (1307-74) wrote to his friend ‘It will be
an honour for you to have saved these ruins, because
they testify to what once was the glory of unviolated
Rome" (Jokilehto 1986:8).

This kind of approach can be seen once more today in the expressed effect of the
decline of the power of some industrial countries from the middle of the twentieth
century, and their song of selfishness /I am the one who ...I, which once echoed
worldwide in different ways. On the other hand some countries which witnessed their
younger generation’s self-effacement in confronting the alien culture, have tried by
reference to their glorious past, to increase national pride and to revive their identity.
Thus, the struggle to recognise and revitalise the national identity was another reason
for studying the past. As already stated, we can convincingly prove our existence, if we
can prove that we have existed in the past. More than ever, before important issues of
national and cultural identity are being discussed; for this reason they deserve in depth

research.

Another reason for looking to the past is the mere love for the past. The author of The
picture of Dorian Gray writes "The one charm of the past is that it is the past" (Wilde
1963:434), or as Lowenthal (1985:51-2) has described:

“The benefits the past confers vary with epoch, culture,
individual, and stage of life. Different pasts - classical or
medieval, national or ethnic - suit different purposes. Once
morally instructive, the past has become a source of
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sensate pleasure. But most of the benefits discussed
above remain viable in some context. More than for any
functional use, we treasure the old things in our homes for
the pastness inherent in them; they reflect ancestral
inheritance, recall former friends and occasions, and link
past with future generations."”

So many antique buyers pursue objects without having any historical knowledge about
them. They just purchase them because of their antiquity. This kind of approach can
be seen not only in dealing with antiques, but also in social policies and public affairs.
Itis in this way that the mere past becomes valuable, "l just love history: it's... it's so old"
(Thompson 1979:57), and then, as a response to this extremist point of view there are
statements like; "The past is growing around us like ivy." (Hewison 1987:30), or
"Hypnotised by images of the past, we risk losing all capacity for creative change"
(Hewison 1987:10). Therefore, as "Devotion to the past [is] one of the more disastrous
forms of unrequited love." (Sontage 1977:40), the question "How to enjoy the benefits
of the past without being overwhelmed or corrupted by it is a dilemma that confronts us
all" (Lowenthal 1985:74).

Our present day inclination towards the past is evaluated and values obtained from the
past are used to justify our immediate actions. As long as we act in @ manner similar
to the past, we have legitimised it. To justify an action, it is enough to say that the
action has occurred exactly as it has in the past, and therefore, we try to vindicate
today’s necessary policies by borrowing them from the past.

“I would go so far as to maintain that nowadays it is more
useful to imitate something "old" but prove, rather than to
turn out something new which risks causing people
suffering” (Krier 1988:293).

The author believes that nations, like individuals, have different characteristics. Each
nation is engaged in a process of evolution. Socio-psychological characteristics appear
according to the dominant conditions of that nation. Although there might be some
similarities between nations, each case should be recognised and understood in the
context of its individual conditions. It is obvious that there is a considerable distinction
between Eastern or specifically Islamic evaluation of history, culture, and social concerns
and Western or European. Neglecting these distinctions and transferring policies which

result from a particular socio-psychological environment might not be a logical operation.

The past in Islamic and non-Islamic Thought



16

1.5.2 THE ISLAMIC OUT-LOOK

Another approach to the past that can be employed is to learn from it. Muslims look at
the past and history in this way. There are many discussions about the state of history,
and one can remember sayings such as: an action that has taken place once, can never
be repeated in the same way again, and one can never swim a river twice, but still "The
past is most characteristically invoked for the lessons it teaches. The idea that the past

can teach the present dates back to the dawn of written history and animates much of

it." (Lowenthal 1985:46)

The question of learning directly from history has always been asked, but without
becoming deeply involved in this issue we can accept that in everybody's belief, studying
the past increases the power of facing the present and future:

"What today's generation eagerly and enthusiastically seek

from history, is not only knowing the past but also finding

the meaning and the purpose of the past and the future”

(Zarrinkoob 1991:198).
General history is a source for finding the solution to present day problems. Even for
professional historians, whose purpose is not to learn from history. Although history
cannot be considered as a pattern, it is a good adviser. If it cannot say what we must
do, it can tell us what we might do (Lowenthal 1985:47). Therefore:

"...the past which an historian studies is not a dead past,
but a past which in some sense is still living in the

present” (Carr 1961:32).

He draws a general conclusion from historical cases and as Carr has stated (1961:57),
"The historian is not really interested in the unique, but in what is general in the unique”.
The same historian in the answer to the question of what is history? has claimed, "...an
unending dialogue between the present and the past’(1961:24). The histonian’s duty is
not to be in love with the past and not to step away from it, but he has to find a special
power to use it as a key for understanding the present. Therefore, history fnds a
meaning that establishes a balanced relation between the past and the present. The
philosophy of history has neither had any relation to past events nor to the histor an
understanding those events, but to both of them in a mutual re at'onship. From such an
understanding of the meaning and the role of history and the past, and ther relation with
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the present and future, we can comprehend more to the points of view of the religions’

followers.

In the view of all the world’s religions, people have been created with a special purpose,
have travelled a specified route and will arrive at a clear conclusion. Divine Will decides
humankind’s destiny and according to Zarrinkoob (1991:198), "The interesting point in
this education is the triumph of divine will and what is called Ebrah (history’s lesson), is
in fact drawn from this conception". Among the world’s religions, we investigate the
Moslems’ approach to history and the past. There are two sources that can be referred
to. One is what Moslems have said about this subject and the other is what directly may
be perceived from the Holy Quran and its interpretation. We will study the latter in the

next Chapter separately.

Introduction to the nature, objective and method of history in Islam, goes back to the
birth of Islam, which can be found in the Holy Quran and among the prophet’s sayings.
These indications, naturally, are brief and general and are about the relationship between
God and human history, with the emphasis on the temporary lifespan of humans in this
transient world. Moslems have been ordered to think about mortal life, victories and
downfalls of kings and God'’s rewards and punishments (Mahdi 1974:170-1). Moslems
loved history due to its practical and moral benefits. *Whatever Moslems have
introduced in history, regarding dimension and versatility, is even richer than the Greek
and Roman's heritage"(Zarrinkoob 1991:66). Some Caliphs researched history and the
prophet’s sayings to find patterns for every day routines. As Masoody (10th C.) the writer
of Al-Morojo-Zahab, one of the early Iranian history books, says, "Moavieh, the founder
of the Omavid Dynasty(7th C.), according to Ravayat (sayings), used to spend some of
his time hearing about history, every night...even Chengiz(13th C.)and Tamerlane(14th
C.) used to. They deeply respected their ancestor’s experiences and histor cal events”
(Zarrinkoob 1991:19). Reading Shah-Nameh (The King’s Book) was a trad ton 'n the
king’s courts, and even those ministers who d'd not want to be seen as redundant, used

to keep historical books away from the kings (Zarrinloob 1991:67).
Centuries before the Renaissance, gathenng manuscnpts was a very s gn f cant function

for both sc’ent sts and wealthy rulers. Book auctons 'n the Ca phs’ temtones were the

place to exchange wealth with enthusiasm. Rosenthal, the wnter of the book H story of
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Historiography in Islam, states; "Stories, poems, and historical data formed part of the
knowledge which parents would transmit to their children. The historian Ibn Najjar (13th
C.) received history lessons from his brother, since his father had died when he was only
seven years old"(1968:48). According to Ayneh-Vand (1985:180) "There were two
schools in Islamic historiography, one was the School of Medina (more about traditional

adages and the other the School of Irag (more about historical facts)".

Moslem historians have evaluated history in several ways. Tabary (Sth C.), as with all
the other Islamic historians, believes that the occurrence of all the worlds’ events is
God’s will and the fulfiiment of this will is the purpose and the meaning of all history
(Zarrinkoob 1991:70). Akhvan-as-Safa(10th C.) included history in the nine branches of
mathematical science (1926:202), and they suggested that to investigate and think about
it makes you aware of the world’s instability (Rosenthal 1968:34). Abol Hassan
Beihaghi(11th C.) believes, "...history is the treasure of the secrets of affairs" (Ayneh-
Vand 1985:38). Abo Ali Meskuye(11th C.) who strongly believed in the usefulness of
history of other nation’s experiences, had a book named Tajarebol omam which means
Nation’s Experiences. Ibn Hazem(11th C.) in Marateb-ol-Oloom says: "History serves
as evidence for the instability of the world and for the fact that tyranny and injustice are
always punished in the end, while virtue is always rewarded. It stimulates the imitation
of the deeds of virtuous men and is a warning against following the example of
evildoers"(Rosenthal 1968:36). “Mahmood al-Amuli(14th C.) started out with a few words
about the instructiveness and manifold practical uses of history, in that it teaches the
fleeting character of worldly greatness and the instability of material possessions and

gives man an opportunity to keep his name alive and to live on as a good memory”
(Rosenthal 1968:39).

Ibn Khaldon(14th C.) is seen as an exception in the Islamic history of historiography.
The preface of his book al-Ebar’, is an analytical encyclopedia of all the information
about the methods of historiography which a historian needs to know to be able to reach
some scientific conclusions. The main point in his thought in this preface is about
civilization and its destructive tools. For him the benefit of investigating humanity’'s past

is that it can lead to understanding the lessons (Ebar) of history and to learning from

® The chosen name for h s book defnes the general Mus m's out-look to the past
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them. He says, "The reality of history is to give information about human society, about
world society and the qualities that affect the nature of this society"(Ilbn Khaldon
1953:64)"°. For him, "History refers to events that are peculiar to a particular age or
race" (Rosenthal 1958:63).

According to Ibn Athir (13th C.), historical experiences, not only make ordinary people
wiser and more aware, it is as if they see the past with their own eyes; but historical
experiences show, especially to kings and rulers, the end results of tyranny or
righteousness and generosity. The belief that one could benefit and lead a better life by

studying, learning from past experiences was apparently a common thought in those
days (Zarrinkoob 1991:73-4).

Kaffijy (14th C.) in his book al-Mokhtasar Fi EIme Tarikh (A brief summary in the Science
of History) writes "One useful science about the beginning and the end of life and
whatever is related to these two, is history whose benefit and wonders are countless.
The science of history is a sea of pearls and corals and there is no way to explain or
describe it. In this science there are wonders from the kingdom on earth and the

heavenly kingdom and it is a route towards the lord*(Ayneh-Vand 1985:33).

In Reyhanat-ol-Adab (13th C.) history is defined as; "The revival of our ancestors’ works
and provision of life for future generations and their children and 't is the best way to
gain experience and receive advice"(Ayneh-Vand 1985:40). The beneft of h story
according to the book Meftah-hos-Saadah (16th C.) is to take lessons and adv ce from
the past and to access those experiences that can inform humans of a those past
events, of those losses and benefits that our ancestors have expenenced (Ayneh-Vand
1985:35). The lessons of history echo in Santayana’'s (1905:284) words "Those who

cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it".

Thus, whatever relgon or morals and law or economy teaches humankind t s
theoretical. Only h story can teach real actual examples, and "...chang ng h story to a

kind of sc ence that does not correspond to the present will cause to occur n h story loss

" fom Kraidon, The Mugadamah An ntrodiucton to History  trans Roserral 1853 New York
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and ruin. And if that happens it will change human beings into mere collectors of

information" (Zarrinkoob 1991:13).

Perhaps what Ibn Fandogh (12th c.) explained about the benefits and practical and
scientific objectives of history, is a conclusive summary of all Moslems’ views. He stated

that:

"The relatively short human lifespan does not allow each
person to experiment in every individual action and obliges
us to reap the benefits of others’ experiences, especially
the predecessors and this is what can be achieved by
studying history. Therefore, thinking about history and
trying to learn from past events, is like seeking advice from
all the wise people from history for every day actions”
(Zarrinkoob 1991:73).

Or as David Hume(1748:8) says:

"Mankind are so much the same, in all times and places,
that history informs us of nothing new or strange in this
particular. Its chief use is only to discover the constant
and universal principles of human nature".

Finally, "The most abstract and pure enjoyment that can be gained from history is a kind
of mystical experience; a consciousness of unity and continuity"(Zarrinkoob 1991:26).
In another definition, whatever a person calls himself is in fact his past. Thus the world’s
past, which is the history of the universe, forms the whole universe-self and in this way
the entire history, the history of the past, is alive in human existence and as Zarrinkoob
(1991:125) has quoted from Benedetto Croce (1866-1952);

“The entire history consists of the contemporary history,
therefore, it cannot be said that the universe has a history,
it has to be said that the universe is history."

1.6. CONCLUSION

We saw that, unlike what appears at first glance, the past, far from being a silent,
inanimate, wasted part of man’s life, is actively present, when compared with the present
and future, which have a relative existence. In reality, every being, in order to say what
it is, must make clear what it was. The past not only plays a role in shaping the present,

but also provides future orientations. This role is determined in practice by our outlook

upon the past.
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For those somehow in contact with historic relics, interest in the past bears a twofold
importance, because the main characteristic of historic relics is that they belong to the
past. We also noticed that the importance and value we attribute to a historic relic
depends on our evaluation of the past. In conservation, all the questions of why, what
and how find adequate answers once the reasons of our reference to the past are
clarified. But our main point of interest was that, in the course of history, various schools
of thought have conceived the past in different manners, and that, alongside social
changes, the reasons of men’s interest in the past have also changed. Some of those
concepts lasted longer and had greater effect, to the extent of affecting our present-day
conceptions. Therefore, in any theoretical discussion concerning cultural heritage
values, the viewpoint from which we evaluate the past must be made clear. This is
where the necessity of examining the views expressed by Muslim and non-Muslim

thinkers, in order to distinguish the particular viewpoint of Muslims, becomes evident.

Studying the views of Muslim thinkers shows that, among the followers of various
schools of thought, they conceived the past essentially as a source for learning lessons.
But, in the preceding decades, with the introduction of European viewpoints in Islamic
countries, including Iran, their outlook upon the past, and therefore their cultural heritage,
was altered, upsetting the harmony between cultural heritage values and other social

values in the value system of Islamic societies.

In the course of this study, the author came across various reasons for referring to the
past as expressed by non-Muslim writers, which naturally also affected Islamic societies
by way of transfer. These include:

* Immortalizing the glories of the past;

* Transmitting the names and surnames of the rulers of the past to their successors;

* Studying the past as the will of gods;

e Studying the past as the sign of human inanity and the fragility of man’s works;

* Nostalgia;

* Evasion from the rapid changes of industrial societies;

* Aspiration for security and peace;

* Preserving inimitable past glories;

* Self-glorification;

 Acquisition of national and individual identity;

The past in Islamic and non-Islamic Thought
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* Pure gratification of love for the past;

* Repeating things experienced instead of risking to design something new.

All Islamic thinkers, obviously inspired by the teachings of the Holy Quran, have
considered the purpose of referring to the past to be paying heed to its examples,
although they have considered the implementation of various scientific, historic and

cultural studies necessary for this admonition to become effective.

We saw that this outlook upon the past had prerequisites as well as outcomes. The
most important among these prerequisites were the beliefs that man is created with a
particular aim, covering a definite path to reach a pre-determined goal, and that man’s
fate is ruled by all-encompassing laws (Sonnat-ollah). Therefore, an action done by a
group in the past, from which results have been achieved, can be instructive for

contemporary man.

In the minds of its adherents, this type of conception entails the unification of the past,
the present and the future. The past is seen as a guide to the future. This viewpoint
has been very influential on such cultural heritage matters as the selection, evaluation,

conservation and presentation, of relics as discussed in Chapter Three.

Since an Islamic outlook is based upon the Holy Quran, our discussion concerning the
value of the past, the relics it carries and the activities related to these relics will be
incomplete unless we also examine the matter as reflected in the Holy Quran. As the
verses of the Holy Quran have not yet been studied from this perspective, the author
believes that such research can yield extremely interesting points, which can prove
effective in drawing Muslims’ attention toward their cultural heritage and the vulnerable

conditions of conservation in which they exist.
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Chapter Two

The Past in the Quran

2.1. INTRODUCTION

QO How many population have We destroyed, which were given
to wrong-doing? They tumbled down on their roofs. And how
many Wells_are lying idle and neglected and castles lofty and
well-built? O Do they not travel through the land, so that their
hearts (and minds) may thus learn wisdom and their ears may
thus learn to hear? Truly it is not the eyes that are blind, but the
hearts which are in their breasts. (Quran, Al-Hajj 22:45,46)

It is necessary to investigate the past, history and cultural heritage in the Quran, in order
to identify their importance in Islamic culture, because the Quran has always been the
source of reference for values to every Moslem. All the individual and social relations
and regulations which dominate them, have originated from the Quran, either directly or
indirectly. Therefore, if in an acceptable way, a special meaning is obtained clearly from
particular verses, this meaning may not only be acknowledged, but become the basis

of policies, legislations and relationships in Islamic societies.

The aim of this Chapter is to investigate the amount and type of attention the Quran
shows to the past and history, in order to show, that not only does the Quran
consider the past relevant but has a special point of view and usage for it. This

can be understood from a comparative study of its verses'.

It has to be mentioned that in this study all cases have been examined from an Islamic
perspective and a comparative study with other schools of thought has been avoided.
This thesis is based on an extensive interpretation of the Quran by the great Iranian
contemporary professor and philosopher, the blessed Allameh Tabatabaii(1900-1983)
which was written in Arabic and then translated into Farsi. Reference is also made to

the older sources such as the interpretation of Imam Fakhre Razi, a philosopher of the

' The comparative study of verses of the Quran is a school of interpretation that allows understanding of new meanings
without assuming or inventing them.
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eleventh century. To give a closer reading to an English translation of verses, two
versions of the Quran have been used; the first one a recent translation by Abdullah
Yusuf Ali (Al-Madineh, Saudi Arabia, 1982), the other one by M.H.Shakir (Qum, Iran,
1928). The location of each verse is given in brackets, first the name of the Surah
(chapter) then the number of that Surah in the Quran and the number of the verse in that

Surah.

2.2. WORLD'S PAST, HUMANITY'S PAST

There are two historical concepts visible in the Quran. The first one explains how the
world was created and how it will ultimately end, while the second is about the history
of mankind's life on earth which is referred to numerous times in the Quran. In the first
instance, by creating a panorama from the beginning to the end of creation, man sees

his entire life as a moment going through a long passage of time.

The Holy Quran, clearly and in so many verses, by describing the quality of the creation
of heaven and earth, and the quality of their destruction, has expanded man's mind to
see life in a much greater dimension than his own limited time. Therefore, not only
man's history and its remains, but also the history of the creation and destruction of life,
is a reminder of the instability of mankind on a immense historical journey. This
approach by Islam, which concludes and intensifies with reference to the Prophet's
Sunnah? has affected all aspects of the social and individual life of Moslems and has
played an essential part in the quality of the interpretation of the relationship between

the past, present and future.

The second historical aspect has been created by mentioning the history of mankind and
that of the nations that have lived prior to us. This concept has been approached and
described in a special way. Since we are more concerned with the physical remains of
the past, which have been described by the Quran, we concentrate on those sections
of the verses that focus on this issue. Although in the past, Moslems have always

looked on history to learn lessons, this attention was generally concerned with what was

2 sunnah or Sunna-or-Rasool contains all of the recorded and narrated behaviours and the statements of the
prophet(PBUH), and is a sacred source and a modsl for Moslems' behaviour.
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mentioned by the Quran. As we will see later, the Quran has clearly mentioned
references to physical artefact. But these matters in the Islamic period have generally
been understood as a common human approach to those remains and the beneficial
aspects of visiting them: the attitude to be shown when facing relics, or preserving them,

introducing and discovering them has not been properly valued.

Undoubtedly, considering that this kind of approach to the Quran is not very common,
the author steadfastly attempts to invite people to look at the Quran from this point of
view. He attempts this by alluding to the verses that might have explained this
approach, and to the words and their meanings. If whatever can be accomplished in this
way can be analyzed, investigated and hopefully accepted by the Quran’s interpreters,
then a new door will have been opened to improve and complete the policies of cultural

heritage in Islamic societies.

2.3. THE METHOD OF REFERRING

The Holy Quran investigates the history of different nations with the Prophets that have
been chosen for them. The life of these nations has not been named Tarikh® in the
Quran.

"In Arabic, Tarikh means both, ‘date’ and ‘era’. The word

has apparently been used in pre-Islamic literature. It has

not been used in the Quran. It does not appear in the Old

Hadith® either." (Rosenthal 1968:13)
“The words such as Qasas (al-A’raf 7:176), Hadith (an-Naziat 79:15), Nabaa (Ibrahim
14:9) and etc. have been used in the Quran to explain the meaning of history. It has to
be mentioned that "...none of the words, Tarikh in Farsi and Arabic, History in English
and Histoire in French can correctly interpret the words that have been used in the
Quran" (Radmanesh 1991:13). "...the word Tarikh must evoke in the Moslem reader a
set of notions which are not identical with those suggested by our History."(Rosenthal
1968: 15). "Tarikh should be understood not only as ‘epoch’ but also as something like

‘fixed habits™ (Rosenthal 1968:13).

¥ This word means history in Farsi and Arabic languages.

* What is cited from Prophet(PBUH).
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means to follow up, to follow something, to be in search of reality,
to pursue it and to find it. It also means, to find and to discover,
to find the lost, changing the unknown to known. It has also been
said that Qasas is to follow the foot prints and to proceed, to
follow the news and to understand all.

“They (Qasas) are not viewed under the
aspect of historical cause and effect, and
are thus essentially timeless.” (Rosenthal
1968:21)

means a new statement, a new word or act, a new interpretation,
to invent something that did not previously exist or existed in a
different form or shape. Hadith talks about creation and creativity
and where it substitutes the word history it is a symbol of
innovation, and there is no difference whether it is accidental or

purposeful.

means news, but only a specific kind of news. It should have
three characteristics: it should be free from lies, be sequential and
its reference should be Divine. To use the word Nabaa instead
of the word history also has another reason. Nabaa is news that
has a huge benefit, the kind of benefit that creates science. The

word history fails to satisfy the above requirements.

To use words which give different meanings to history, proves that the interpretation of

history by the Quran is not only to state past events for the sake of increasing our

historical information. The Holy Quran describes an idea, which has hidden meanings,

as well as an immediately apparent reality. In this way, the revealed history in the Quran

is a truth free from deviation (Nabaa), not only in stating events but in their hidden

substance; forming a new statement (Hadith) which does not look at subjects because

they are new, but its interest is how to face and apply them; and is to be researched and

perceived (Qasas), which leads mankind from a physical reality to a spiritual one.
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2.4. REPETITION

Discussions about the form and details of historical events mentioned in the Quran have
not been referred to in this research. What relates to our interest is the conclusion

drawn from these events and the way to refer to our ancestor’s remains.

Concerning the limitations of the Quran’s verses and regarding its extensive topics,
interpreters believe that the repetition of a concept is to indicate its importance, as well
as to serve as a reminder. So to become acquainted with the verses, regarding the past
and our heritage, specially for those who might be less familiar with the Quran, and to
provide firmer ground for studying the topic, which has seldom been paid serious
attention to until now, we will first present a list of verses containing relevant information,
then systematically categorize and examine them. The selection of these verses which
lay the foundation for this study, are the result of several readings of the Quran from a
special point of view. The presentation of a sellection of the whole verses here, in their
complete form, will help the reader to have a fuller understanding of the issue under
study, as well as allowing the author to refer to any part of them when needed. The
original of all the verses in Arabic and their references in the Holy Quran will be in

Appendix | for further reference.

O So We made it an example, to their own time, and to their posterity, and a lesson, to
those who fear Allah. (AL-Bagarah 2:66)

O Or (take) the similitude of one who passed by a hamlet, all in ruins to its roots. He said
"Oh! how shall Allah bring it (ever) to life. After (this) its death?" But Allah
caused fim to die for a hundred years, then raised him up (again). He said: "How
long didst thou tarry (thus)?" He said: "(perhaps) a day or part of a day." He said:
"Nay, thou hast tarried thus a hundred years: but look at thy food and thy drink;
they show no signs of age: and look at thy donkey: and that We may make of
thee, a sign unto the people. Look. Surther at the bones, how We bring them
togethier and clothe them with flesh. When this was shown clearly to him, he said:
"I Know that Allah hath power over all things." (AL-Bagarah 2:259)
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There have been examples that fave passed away before you: travel through the earth, and
see what was the end of those who rejected Truth. (Al-i-Imran 3:137)

How many towns have We destroyed (for their sins)? Our Punishment took them on a
sudden by night or while they slept for their afternoon rest. (ALA'raf 7:4)

So the earthquake took them unawares, and they lay prostrate in their homes in the
morning! (ALA'raf 7:78)

"This day shall We save thee in thy body, that thou mayest be a Sign to those who come
after thee! But verily, many among mankind are fieedless of Our Signs!"
(YUnus 10:92)

Verily in Joseph and his brethren are Signs for seekers (after Truth). (YUsuf 12:7)

There is, in their stories, Instruction for men endued with understanding. It is not a tale
invented, but a confirmation of what went before it, a detailed exposition of all
things, and a Guide and a Mercy to any such as believe. (YUsuf 12:111)

Is it not a guidance to such men (to call to mind) how many generations before them We
destroyed, in whose haunts they (now) move? Verily, in this are Signs for men
endued with understanding. (Ta-Ha 20:128)

How many population have We destroyed, which were given to wrong-doing? They
tumbled down on their roofs. And how many Wells are lying idle and neglected
and castles lofty and well-built? O Do they not travel through the land, so that
their hearts (and minds) may thus learn wisdom and their ears may thus learn to
hear? Truly it is not the eyes that are blind, but the hearts which are in their
breasts. (Al-Hajj 22:45,46)

Say: "Go ye through the earth and see what Ras been the end of those guilty (of sin).
(An-naml 27:69)
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And We have left thereof an evident Sign, for any people who (care to) understand.
(AL AnkabUt 29:35)

Does it not teach them a lesson, how many generations ‘We destroyed before them, in
whose dwellings they (now) go to and fro? Verily in that are Signs: do they not
then listen? (As-Sajda 32:26)

Verily, ye pass by their (sites) by day, O and by night: will ye not understand?
(As-Saffat 37:137,138)

And We made them (a People) of the Past and an Example to later ages.
(Az-Zukhruf 43:56)

Do they not travel through the earth, and see what was the End of those before them
(who did evil)? Allah brought utter destruction on them, and similar (fates await)
those who reject Allah. (Muhammad 47:10)

But how many generations before them did We destroy (for their Sins), stronger in power
than they? Then did they wander through the land: was there any place of escape
(for them)? O Verily in this is a Message for any that has a heart and
understanding or who gives ear and is a witness. (Qaf 50:36,37)

And We left there a Sign for such as fear the Grievous Chastisement. (Az-Zariyat 51:37)

So that there covered it that which covered. (An-Najm 53:54)

And We have left this as a Sign (for all time): then is there any that will receive
admonition? (A-Qamar 54:15)

Seest thou not how thy Lord dealt with the Ad (people), O Of the (city of) Iram, with
lofty pillars. (AL Fajr 89:6,7)
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2.5. LEARNING

In the verses pertaining to the past, some words have been used which make clear the

Quran’s intention of showing the instructive aspects of referring to history and it's

remains. These words ‘Ayeh’, ‘Ebrah’, ‘Mathal’, ‘Nekal’, ‘Moezah’ and ‘Zekr together

with their meanings and an example of the verses are as follows:

0O 00

O

O

Ayeh: means point, sign, arrow, reason, guide. This word has been
used when the Quran refers to its own verses, as well as to

natural creations.

..and that we may make of thee, a sign’ unto... (AL-Bagarah 2:259)

This day shall We save thee in thy body, that thou may be a sign to those who come after
thee! But verily, many among mankind are ficedless of Our Signs!  (Yunus 10:92)

Verily in Joseph and his brethren are signs for seeKers (after Truth)  (Yusuf 12:7)

Behold! in this are signs for those who understand. (AL Hijr 15:75)

Is it not a guidance to such men (to call to mind) how many generations before them We
destroyed, in whose haunts they (now) move? Verily in this are signs for men
endued with understanding. (Ta-Ha 20:128)

And we have left thereof an evident sign, for any people who (care to) understand.
(AL Ankabut 29:35)

Does it not teach them a lesson, fow many generations ‘We destroyed before them, in
whose dwellings they (now) go to and fro? Verily in that are sign: do they not
then listen? (As-Sajda 32:26)

And we left there a sign for such as fear the Grievous Chastisement.(Az-Zariyat 51:37)

Ebrah: Ebrah comes from the word ‘Ebar’, meaning to pass, to travel, to
go from one state to another, to reach from nonsensical to
sensible knowledge, to obtain a result from observing a
phenomenon, to avoid ignorance and derive knowledge or

advance to a higher state of awareness. And finally it is advice

% The whole meaning of the word Ayeh should be bome in mind to give the complete meaning of the Verse.
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that is gained from studying the words and sayings of others, an
instruction.

There is, in their stories, instruction for men..... (Yusuf 12:111)

Mathal: means example, sample, witness, what that can be referred to,
testimony.
And we made them (a people) of the past and an example to...(Az-Zukhruf 43:56)

Nekal: means evidence, confirmation, indication, demonstration,
testimony and example.

So we made them an example in their own time, (ALFBaqarah 2:66)

Moezah: Useful saying, advice, guidance to truth, a lesson.
So We made it an example, to their own time, and to their posterity, and a lesson, to

those who fear Allah.  (ALBagarah 2:66)

Zekr: Reminder, message, quotation which leads to the truth, this word
has been applied to the whole of the Quran.
Verily in this is a message for any that has a heart and understanding or who gives ear
and is a witness.  (Qaf 50:37)

The meanings and roots of words, as mentioned above, have counted our ancestors’

remains as one of the three main sources of guidance for Moslems and placed them on

an equal footing vis a vie the Quran, which for them is the main source of the theological

(Olome-Elahy) and natural sciences.

"Tarikh(history) in the Quran means God’s days (Ayam-o-
llah) and according to the Quran is the third source of
science and knowledge.(Ayneh-Vand 1986:13)

% In translations of the Quran there are different words which are translated the same way. Two words Mathal and Nekal are

translated as ‘example’.
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Whatever is understood from the collective verses and has been agreed by Moslem
interpreters and historians is the aspect of learning lessons from history and our
heritage.

"The ‘lesson’ that mankind has been invited, by the Quran

after each legend, to learn, is the main use of history for

Moslems. According to the writer of the book Moroj-0z-

Zahab, the books of Moses which is the history of the

Jews, has been expressed in this way by the Prophet

himself (PBUH)" (Zarrinkoob 1991:17).
"Ibn Khaldon named his book ‘Al-Ebar’ to show the significance of history’s experiences"
(Mahdi 1957:65-78). "Among Islamic philosophers, Avicenna(10th c.AD) in al-Esharat
and Ibn Tofale(12th c.AD) in Hay-yebne-Yaghzan, like most interpreters in discussion
about the Qasas (stories) in the Quran, refer to the Quran’s similar meaning of al-Ebrah"

(Zarrinkoob 1986:275).

The writer of Tafsir al-Mizan’ states, "The desire to travel and visit the remains of our
ancestors, the past generations, the king and the rebellious pharaohs, is due to the
lessons that we can learn. We witness that they have vanished alongside their grand
abodes, or their hidden accumulated treasures, or their luxurious thrones and their
people did not receive any benefit from them. God has simply left them there for future
generations to glean advice from and by which common people can see and learn" (vol.4
p.37).

Some Sovar (chapters) of the Quran generally concentrate on this subject. For example,
in Surah Al-Qamar, the verse; And we have left this as a sign (for all time), thus is there any
that will receive admonition?", comes near the end of stories of past nations, with a special
meaningful rhythm. Therefore, the past in general, clearly from the Quran’s point of
view, is not only a sign for guidance which can be realised from the interpretation of the
above verses, but is also a sign to remember and remind us (the words Zekr and
Mathal) and to make people ignore immediate appearances and pursue the hidden truth
(the word Ebrah). This is the teaching and advantage for us that can be found in the

meaning of the word Moezah.

7 This is the name of the latest interpretations of Quran in the Shiite World, written by the Late Allameh Tabatabaii, that
includes twenty volumes which were written in Arabic Language and have been translated into Farsi. Its translation into English is
in process in New York. Allameh Tabatabaii's work is highly appreciated by many scholars all over the Islamic World.
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2.5.1. The addresses

The Quran’s invitation to refer to historical remnants is a general invitation. This subject
will be clearer with careful observation of some verses. This does not mean that
anybody who refers to relics has the ability to understand what has been offered. To be
able to, you must possess various special characteristics, which will be explained later
in this section. But, what needs to be considered is that this invitation is not confined
to an esoteric group. It is general. The proof of this statement can be found in the

following verses:

O Do they not travel through the earths?, and see... (Muhammad 47:10)

This statement has been repeated, with the same sentence at the beginning of the

verse, more than 12 times in different cases.

O ..that thou may be a sign to those who come after thee. (Yunus 10:92)

O See they not fow many of those before them We did destroy?  (AL-Anaam 6:6)

O And We made them (a people) of the past and an Example to [ater ages.
(Az-Zukhruf 43:56)

2.5.2. Who are those who learn?

Although the invitation to refer to the past in the Quran has a general aspect, to
understand the lessons offered, the possession of various motivations or conditions is

essential.

. for any people who (care to) understand;  (ALAnkabut 29:35)

o for men endued with understanding. (Taha 20:128)

.. to those who fear Allah. (Al-Bagarah 2:66)

.. for such as fear the Grievous Chastisement. (Az-Zariyat 51:37)

... do they not then listen? (As-Sajda 32:26)

. for any that has a fieart and understanding or who gives ear and is a witness.
(Az-Zariyat 51:37)

OO0O00O00O0

The Past in the Quran



34

The above verses, and the other similar ones, prove that those who refer to the past will
learn from it if they prepare themselves to receive the truth that exists in history. These
people are those who listen, who think, who search, who are wise and clever, who have
the power of understanding and those who are virtuous and humbly fear God's
punishments. In verse 37 of Surah Qaf it has been observed that the existence of
Tazzakor (mention) in these signs can be felt by any warm-hearted person, truth seeker
or impartial witness. Therefore, the viewer has to have two characteristics, individual

preparation (wisdom and intelligence) and motivation (questioning).

2.5.3. The rate of influence

The learning aspect of referring to the past has been explained, now the question to be
asked is, how much influence can be expected from the Quran in this way? Is the

purpose here to provoke responses by transferring historical information?

With help of such verses as, ...is it not a guidance to... (Taha 20:128), or ...is it not a guiding
lesson that..(ALA’raf7:100), and other such verses, it becomes clear that this reference can
not only be used as a tool to guide mankind generally but also for finding a feeling heart,
a hearing ear and a seeing eye: it is necessary to travel the earth to see mankind’s

legacy. This interpretation is from Surah Al-Hajj, verses 45-46.

O How many populations have we destroyed, which were given to wrong doing? They
tumbled down on their roofs. And how many wells are lying idle and neglected and castles
lofty and well-built? Do they not travel through the land, so that their hearts (and minds)
may thus learn wisdom and their ears may thus learn to hear? Truly it is not the eyes that
are blind, but the hearts which are in their breasts.

Many interpreters believe that ignoring the eye in this verse is, to understand the truth,
one should personally use ones own wisdom or hear it from others®. This probability
can also be seen as, that this lack of suggestion may be due to the reason that in
confrontation with the remains, eyes have been regarded as the main means of

observation, and for the same reason this sentence, ...truly it is not the eyes that are blind.,

® There is a comprehensive explanation about this issue in Tafsir Almizan in vol. 14, p.577-580.
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has been instantly quoted. If this probability is correct, then there will be more emphasis

for referring to the physical and material remains.

In Surah Al-Bagarah, which is one of the longest Surah of the Quran, three long verses,
with a certain rhyme and in a very specific way, raise the three methods of guidance of
mankind towards God, by stating the three examples in this regard, as it has been
explained in Al-Mizan by the deceased Tabatabaii (1974, vol.14, p.577):

“In these verses we are faced with three methods. The
first is guidance to God, by proof and reason, the second
is guidance to God by representation and displaying of the
remains, and finally the third is, guidance to God by
expressing the event and showing it’s truth and the cause
by which this event has occurred, in other words, by
showing the cause and the effect together”.

What we are concerned with is verse 259, the second verse, in which a glance at the
ruins of a village provides a foundation for raising the question about the perception of
the truth. It is interesting that in the third verse, the subject of the instant death and
resurrection of birds has been mooted up, which in conjunction with the perspective of

cultural heritage requires special study and contemplation.

2.6. REFERRING TO HISTORY OR THE REMAINS?

It can be assumed that the invitation of the Quran for paying attention to the past can
be confined only to history that has been expressed by the Quran itself. Whereas such
achievement is general, and paying attention to the relics and particularly their
conservation in the Islamic community has been inspired by Western thoughts, it is
essential to insist on the point that numerous examples can be extracted from the Quran
that refer to the original remains. The significant part of these examples are distinct in

the verses that begin with:

O Do they not travel through the earth and see....(AL-Mumin 40:82)

It seems that this invitation or suggestion draws the attention of mankind to the remains,
particularly when in continuation of any of these verses the extent of the power and the

scale of the remains of those past civilizations are thoroughly discussed. By referring
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to other verses than the ones above and their details, the previously mentioned
achievements are made more pronounced. All the significant themes in these verses

are shown in bold.

O So the earthquake took them unawares, and they lay prostrate in their homes in the
moming! (ALA’raf 7:78)

O This day shall We save thee in thy body, that thou mayest be a Sign to those who come
after thee! ‘But verily many amony mankind are heedless of Our Signs!"
(Yunus 10:92)

O These are some of the stories of communities which We relate unto thee; of them some are
standing, and have been mown down (by the sickle of time). (ALHud 11:100)

O and the (Cities were) right on the high road. (AL3Hijr 15:76)

O Out of the mountains did they fiew (their) edifices, (feeling themselves) secure.
(AL-Hejr 15:82)

O Is it not a guidance to such men (to call to mind) how many generations before them We
destroyed, in whose haunts they (now move)? Verily, in this are Signs for men
endued with understanding. (Ta-Ha 20:128)

O How many populations have we destroyed, which were given to wrong doing? They
tumbled down on their roofs. And how many Well are lying idle and neglected
and castles lofty and well-built? (ALHajj 22:45)

O And how many towns We destroyed, which exulted in their life (of ease and plenty)!

Now those habitations of theirs, after them, are deserted, all but a (miserable) few!
and We are their heirs! (al-Qasas 28:58)
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But they rejected him, then the mighty Blast seizes them, and they lay prostrate in their
homes by the momning. (Remember also) the Ad and the Thamud (people); clearly
will appear to thou from (the traces) of their buildings (their fate)..
(ALAnkabut 29:37,38)

Does it not teach them a lesson, how many generations We destroyed before them, in
whose dwellings they (now) go to and from? Verily in that are Signs: do they not
then listen? (As-Sajda 32:26)

Between them and the Cities on which ‘We had poured our blessings, We had placed cities
in prominent positions, and between them ‘We had appointed stages of journey in

due proportion; "Travel therein, secure, by night and day." (Saba 34:18)

Verily, ye pass by their (sites) by day, - And by night; will ye not understand?
(As-Saffat 37:137,138)

Everything will it destroy by the command of its Lord! then by the morning they nothing
was to be seen but (the ruins of) their houses! Thus do We recompense those given
to sin! (ALAhqaf 46:25)

But how many generation before them did We destroy (for their Sins), stronger in power
than they? Then did they wander through the land? was there any place of escape
(for them)? (Qaf 50:36)

So that there covered it that which covered. (An-Najm 53:54)

Then seest thou any of them left surviving. (ALHagqqa 69:8)

Seest thou not how thy Lord dealt with the Ad (people), O Of the (city) Iran, with lofty
pillars. (AL-Fajr 89:6,7)
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According to Islam there is not a word in the Quran which has been written without a
reason, therefore the question of why such information has been given in these verses
is asked. Can they not be regarded as an invitation, which draw the reader attention to
the remains of the past? Even in some verses the command to see can explicitly be
noticed. Perhaps the information is given as a clue to the archaeologists to recognise

the past remains.

In many verses we encounter the extinction of the previous nation. From some verses
it is understood that after their extinction their dwellings lasted for a while, and to some
extent they were used by others (AL-Qasas 28:58), despite the presence of corpses (due
to an earthquake), (Al-A'raf 7:78). In archaeological excavations we have already been
faced with these consequences from events. For instance, we can refer to the remains
of the Burnt Town in Sistan, a province of Iran, which existed in the 4thC.BC. In joint
excavations made by Iran and ltaly, no skeletons of the inhabitants were found®. The
archaeologists’ beliefs were based on the assumption that before the holocaust, they had

fled from the city, though their reasoning is still ambiguous.

Referring to these kinds of examples and paying attention to the information provided
by the Holy Books, will reveal previously undiscovered links between the science of the
archaeologists and religious stories. This can have a very significant effect upon the

quality and quantity of the people’s reference to their cultural heritage.

2.6.1. Discovery and conservation

What is agreed among all the interpreters of the Quran is the significance of paying
attention to the stories and history of our ancestors cited in the Quran. The question is:
can it be drawn from the Quran that more than inviting us to refer to the past and its
remains as only a resource, the Quran advises us to discover and conserve those
remains? In response to this question two points should be regarded. First, we are all
aware of the inevitable loss that will occur in our cultural heritage if we do not preserve
it. It is surrounded by different causes of decay. The main ones are nature and the

action of people. Although methods of preservation and conservation have been

% For more nformation refer to Shahr-e-Sokhieh the bumt town reports n ICHO.
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improving during the last decades, the expansion of industrialisation in one way or
another has increased our losses. In the developing countries, unfortunately, damage
caused by use and misuse of industry is often greater. Daily problems such as
increasing pollution, population and lack of environmental control, present a very dark
picture for the future of cultural heritage in these countries. It is certain that without a
serious programme for preservation nothing will remain other than a few monuments.
We should notice that if in Islamic societies we did not address our cultural heritage
policies, it was because of the limitation of the means of their destruction during the last
centuries. Even in Europe, the cradle of the conservation movement, it is only in the last
few decades that this issue has been generally respected. Limited demands for new
developments, as well as the low price of land did not lead societies to pay attention to
this issue. Whenever there was a demand there was enough vacant land to build on.
There is much evidence at present, at least in Iran, to verify this approach to
development in the past. But now that all the Islamic countries are confronted with a
rapid growth in their population, this process will lead to a real loss of many authentic
remains. On the other hand, it seems needless to say that all Moslems believe that the
Holy Quran has been revealed to be understood and obeyed for ever. Therefore, its
commands are timeless. There are some verses that are understood to be related to
the years of the life of the Prophet (PBUH), but there is a clear distinction between these
and general commands. It is conceivable to accept commands such as;

O Do they not travel through the earth, and see...Muhammad 47:10)

and many other similar ones as general. Firstly, none of the interpreters of the Quran
have said this. They all believe that these are timeless orders of the Quran. Secondly
the subject of these verses that acknowledges relics as a means for guidance do not
logically limit these verses to a specific period of time. Therefore, when on one hand,
without an appropriate conservation policy an important part of our cultural heritage
vanishes, and on the other hand, there are general timeless commands to refer to and
learn from, it is a moral responsibility for each Moslem to care about the preservation of
his cultural heritage, and not only for Moslem policy makers to enforce suitable policies

for the conservation of their relics.
In addition, when the Quran pays so much attention to remains, should we not strive to

determine, study and present as much of our cultural heritage as possible, directing

actions in conformity with the Quran’s commands and conserving historical remnants by
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the most efficient means, and also protect them from harm, in order to guarantee the

obedience of these commands by future generations?

The author knows that this type of assumption and conclusion may result in many
arguments but believes that the debating of this subject at this time is essential. It is one
of the most significant methods which can culminate in the establishment of a firm

foundation for the purposes of conservation.

A motivation for discovering ancient artifacts will widen the ground for their reference and
study, and greater availability will improve the attitude of the public towards remains.
What is grasped from the verses is that, an increased encounter between mankind and
past remains is necessary in every day life, idly and effectively. What is grasped from
the meaning of the verses is that an increased encounter of mankind with past remains
is necessary in everyday life. For instance, if cemeteries, built at the entrance of a town
or village for religious reasons serve as reminders of our mentality, how can it be
concluded that the prominence of a monument or historical site or museum is less
relevant? There are currently in Iran, monuments on outskirts of many Islamic towns
and villages. Can we not, in some way, alter the appearance or condition of these
places to enhance their appeal to present and future generations, and establish these

locations as centres of learning and research as envisioned by the Quran?

2.7. THE AIM OF REFERRING TO THE PAST

There is no doubt that the majority of Islamic philosophers with the inspiration of the
Quran have believed that the goal of addressing the past is to learn from the past. What
is the meaning of learning from the past, and how is it possible for mankind to learn
lessons from events which occurred hundreds or thousands of years before? In simple
terms, it can be said that learning from an event, whether it belongs to the distant or
close past, means taking advantage of knowledge from the result of an event through
similar circumstances. From some points of view, acceptance of the possibility of the
reoccurrence of what has happened in a certain period of the history, is considerably

instructive and worthy of contemplation.

Firstly, as was discussed in the previous section, the living conditions of mankind are

essentially being changed throughout time, therefore the precise repetition of any event
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cannot logically be assumed. Secondly, in the case of accepting that in practice
mankind relies upon experience, then the proportionate similarity of the effective
conditions in any event will be raised. Therefore the main condition of using historical
or personal experiences, is that the effective factors of those experiences should be

constant.

Now with regard to the recommendation of the Quran for considering the remains of past
nations, what is the continuous factor which connects us to the extinct? The explicit
question is, for example, what are the common factors governing us and Moses (PBUH)
in his confrontation with the Pharaoh, from which we may learn a lesson? At first, it is
necessary to pay attention to the difference between benefiting from the experiences of
the ancients and learning lessons from an event in the past. The means of benefiting
from the experience of the ancients, is the study of the methods under taken by people
of the past when encountering their environment. A significant part of our tradition

belongs to the same category.

More details can be revealed, for example, about the use of certain methods of
economic consumption in the expending of energy for heating buildings or the use of
Qanat (a subterranean tunnel) for the transmission of water from the mountains to the
deserts in central parts of lran. Today we can study these procedures and by
scrutinizing them develop new methods. But this is significantly different from learning
lessons from the past. In addressing the past from the perspective of learning lessons
(Ebrah), we are confronted by a type of law or formula governing social relations which
states; The ancients did thus, and saw thus, and if you follow their model, you will
come to the same conclusion. Throughout the Quran, we are faced with numerous
verses implying the destruction of past nations was due to their deviation from the truth

that had been conveyed to them by their prophets.

Now we turn to the first question of learning from the past, that regardless of the content,
what is the essential factor that must remain constant for the sake of validity? Is there
a permanent law governing the behaviour of mankind by which learning lessons from the
past derives it's own meaning? This is the question that creates dissension between the
religious and the non-religious communities. At best among the followers of the main

religions, such as Christianity, Islam and Judaism, there is belief in the existence of such
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a verdict. This element is generally referred to as Divine Will. In the Quran, this has

been expressed as Sunnat-to-llah (God’s Manner or Method).

In various verses of the Quran certain decrees have been enumerated, that against any
deviation of mankind from these laws, specific actions will be taken. A few short

examples of these are disclosed as follows:

O Nor would thy lord be the one to destroy the towns unjustly, while their people are
righteous. (Hud 11:117)

O ..verily never will Allafi change the condition of people until they change what is in
themselves...  (Ar-Ra’d 13:11)

O When we decide to destroy town, we command those amony them who are given the good
things of this life(to be obedient), but they continued to transgress; so that the
word is proved true against them: Then we destroy them utterly, (AL-Israa 17:16)

As is concluded from the above passages, in Islamic thought this is not a story that has
a repeated common meaning, but is the explicit and everlasting law which governs the

fate of mankind. In this regard the Quran states:
O ..but no change wilt thou find in [Sunnat-to-llah] Allah’s way (of dealing) (Fatir 35:43)

The absolute emphasis on the permanent nature of the Divine Sunnas, which have been
repeated throughout the verses, is the assurance in Islamic thinking that shows the
possibility of learning from history. This subject repeatedly appears in the Quran such

as:

O We did test those before them, and Allah will certainly Know those who are true from
those who are false. (AL AnKabut 29:3)

Mankind came into this world to participate in a general test and to prove his

competence, and these governing laws that have been performed equally and wholly,
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without bias for all of the nations under different conditions during the course of history,
are Sunnat-to-llah. This concept is similar to the perception of history by many
philosophers such as Hume, Hegel, Herder and so on, as was mentioned in the previous
section. For Moslem historians, naturally, the concept of Sunnat-to-llah was a
fundamental issue, justifying the philosophy of history. In this regard we remember what
Yusuf Alhoorany has said:

"lthe philosophy of history is] the representation of an

acceptable interpretation of the laws governing the events

of history in such a way as to cover future events”

(Radmanesh 1991:145).
In principle there are three Sunnas (traditions) in Islam that can be defined as: Sunnat-
to-llah, which are stable and fixed, and those are the general rules that each nation has
been and is tested by. The next is the Prophet's Sunnah (Sunnat-tor-Rassol), which
contains all of the recorded and narrated behaviour and statements of the prophet
(PBUH). This Sunnah is also permanent and is imitable. The last one is the social
Sunnah, which has been formed by the passing of time, and the different experiences
of societies and is therefore prone to change. Any one of these Sunnas has a particular
place in Islamic historical reference, and plays a specific role in the assessment of the
past. The applicable social-historical Sunnas are regarded as the source of all
experience.The meaning of the prophet's Sunnah indicates a kind of continuous
reference to the behaviour and character of the prophet(PBUH) and his impeccable
example as the most appropriate behaviour of a Moslem. Finally, there is Allah’s

Sunnah, that governs over the entire fate of mankind.

Therefore, in Islamic thought, paying attention to the past requires the application of
these three sources. For the same reason if we describe the Moslem community as

ponderers of history, it will not be inappropriate.

The other remarkable point of referring the past, the value of which can be assessed as
equivalent to the value of learning from the past, is drawing attention to our future life,
or Maad (the Resurrection day). In Islamic Thinking the nature of life in this world is
regarded as worthless, but in conjunction with the other world is considered a highly
determinant factor. This supposition is based on the theory that as we need to spend
the first stage of our embryonic life in preparation for this world, this life can also be

regarded as another embryonic life, in preparation for the other world, in which the
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quality of life is determined by our relative success in this life. The difference between
these two lives, is our evolution: by the end of the first stage life grants us the body of
a human that is ovulated and matured, though in the second on