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The issue at hand is the problem of reconciling the scientific method with history. 

The apparent difficulty arises in the attempt to apply the methodologies of one area of 

knowledge to a separate area of knowledge. To assess the feasibility of this, a comparison of 

the functions of the two areas of knowledge, as well their methodologies, is needed.  

Diamond attempts to do this in his epilogue to ‘Guns, Germs and Steel’. The title of 

this section, ‘The Future of Human History as a Science’, seems to indicate an argument for 

the role of science in the study of human history. However, Diamond does more than that. A 

large proportion of his argument focuses on the comparison of historical sciences and non-

historical/operational sciences; he approaches the problem with a broad consideration of 

history, not only pertaining to human history.  

For clarity, a clear distinction between non-historical sciences and historical sciences 

is needed. ‘Historical science’ describes the science that relies on data obtained from past 

events, where experimental data is largely unattainable (eg. geology, paleontology, 

evolutionary biology), whilst non-historical science ‘deals with testing and verifying 

hypotheses’, where experimental data is attainable in the present, for example physics, 

chemistry, molecular biology and so on (Cleland, 2001). Diamond states that ‘historical 

sciences share many features that set them apart from non-historical sciences [...] single out 

four: methodology, causation, prediction, and complexity.’ (Diamond, 1998) Although he 

goes on to explore this argument, there seems to be a flaw in his comparison in that he 

compares the two areas of sciences based on characteristics they do not share. However, as he 

progresses in his explanation, he does go on to highlight various similarities that they do 

share. To deconstruct his argument, we have to first recognize certain similarities between 

science and history, before extending it to historical science and non-historical science.  

Firstly, we recognize that both science and history are concerned with identifying 

patterns, forming explanations and examining the relation between cause and effect. There are 

certain parallels between the two areas of knowledge - science attempts to ‘make 

generalizations’ and ‘search for patterns’, ‘regularities and recurrent relationships that exist 

within the physical world, both to describe and explain’. History also involves ‘understanding 

the causes’, ‘identifying patterns’ and ‘explaining causal connections’. (Dombroski, 2007) As 

Diamond recognizes, ‘historical sciences are concerned with chains of proximate and ultimate 



causes’ (Diamond, 1998), highlighting the common function between the two areas. 

However, Diamond does not mention the important distinction between historical causes and 

scientific causes. From a scientific point of view, causes involve, for the most part, sufficient 

conditions (P is sufficient for Q if whenever P occurs, Q occurs). For example, whenever zinc 

is added to hydrochloric acid, heat is produced in an exothermic reaction. The addition of zinc 

to hydrochloric acid causes the reaction to occur and heat to be produced, and this occurs 

every time. But heat can be produced by other methods, like via the combustion of fuels – 

therefore it is a sufficient condition. With historical causes, however, sufficient conditions, 

ironically enough, cannot sufficiently explain an event. However, historical causes do not 

simply involve a necessary condition (where if Q occurs, P has to occur): if one makes a 

statement claiming the system of alliances caused World War 1, this could certainly be true – 

however, we are unaware and unable to find out if any other factors may have led to the same 

result, had the system of alliances not existed. It is much harder to pinpoint a historical cause 

– in fact, there is, more often than not, multiple ‘causes’ or reasons for a particular event. For 

this reason, evaluating the ‘causal connections’ of historical events is vastly different, and 

much more complex than evaluating the ‘cause and effect’ of scientific occurrences. This 

distinction between historical cause and scientific cause is critical, because the disparity in 

evaluation would have implications on the application of the scientific method towards 

history. Yes, one wonders exactly how the word “cause” operates in History .... it does seem 

like a necessary condition, but then only for particular, specific events and so definitions like  

“... whenever X occurs ....” seem quite empty .... 

Diamond also points out that both areas of knowledge require empirical evidence, or 

a posteriori observation. How could they be other than a posteriori? Both scientific and 

historical information are both rooted in empiricism; and therefore are both subject to the 

concomitant limitations of sensory perception – appearance perceived through our senses may 

be disparate from reality (Finley, 1983). Furthermore, science and history both involve 

rational interpretation of the empirical evidence: however, the element of interpretation leaves 

the process of obtaining scientific and historical truth subject to bias. This influences the 

methodologies of both science and history – and is outlined in Diamond’s example of 

naturalistic observation.  

 Diamond acknowledges the dependency on paradigmatical views that accompanies 

naturalistic observation, whether in historical or non-historical sciences. Naturalistic 

observation is a comparative methodology where scientists examine the factors that systems 

possess and through a process of comparison, determine which factors are causative. There is, 

inevitably, the risk of confirmation bias due to individualism, or a tendency towards other 



cognitive biases, no matter the nature of the science. Take, for example, homologous 

structures and similar anatomical features of different organisms. A paradigmatic view is 

inevitable when interpreting this data to conclude that organisms have evolved over time – 

and different people with different perspectives, paradigms, and social outlooks may come to 

different conclusions about evolution (especially due to religious beliefs: there is a 

perpetually ongoing debate between evolutionists and creationists over the theory of 

evolution... OK, but as a practice, note that it is usually better to keep religion out of ToK 

work that is to be assessed externally .....  ). We live in a pluralistic society – differences in 

culture will lead to different conclusions. Some issue of personal perspective here (Criterion 

2).... let the IB know that you understand that not everyone lives in a pluralistic society and 

that living in a pluralistic society affects your paradigm. 

However, despite this, I feel that Diamond fails to highlight the even greater degree 

of this reliance on social paradigm in the study of human history. ‘Historical science’ as 

Diamond regards it, does not yet include the scientific study of human history – he calls for 

the inclusion of human history, but does not highlight its relatively more complex nature. 

With regards to anthropological research, social paradigms have an ineluctable influence on 

naturalistic observation – as the ‘study of the origins and social relationships of human 

beings’ (Wordnet, 2010), individual human beliefs and cultures are axiomatic in 

understanding human history. Franz Boas established this imperative principle of cultural 

relativism: ‘civilization is not something absolute, but it is relative, and our ideas and 

conceptions are true only so far as our civilization goes.’ (Degler, 1991)  

 Nevertheless, the benefits of naturalistic observation are apparent – due to the non-

replicable nature of historical events, the scientific method involving hypotheses and repeated 

experiments is not feasible (however, that is not to say that naturalistic observation is inferior; 

I believe there isn’t an ideal, uniform, interdisciplinary method for the practice of science). 

There is a lack of testability and falsifiability inherent in naturalistic observation, and 

therefore it is susceptible to the flaw of demarcation: it is limited by the tendency of the 

observer to draw a line and limit the ‘experiment’ such that only data that supports the thesis 

is considered (de Marchi, 1992). Yes, this is a major flaw in using naturalistic observation for 

science ... it’s probably ok (given safeguards) for other modes of enquiry. Naturalistic 

observation is advantageous insofar as it is inherently the only option when historical sciences 

are concerned. Diamond points out the difficulty of this in his comparison of historical and 

non-historical sciences: the ‘enormous number of independent variables’ and unknown 

parameters increases the complexity of the study, and therefore ‘complicates attempts at 

prediction’. (Diamond, 1998). I believe that this is even more complex when humans are 



involved - even if scientific experiments involving human behavior could be modeled (as is 

done in psychology), they would be subject to various limitations, such as the Hawthorne 

effect (where the knowledge of being in an experiment modifies the behavior of subjects) 

(Adair, 1984) – something I became aware of when conducting an experiment during a 

psychology course two years ago – the subjects that knew they were being studied behaved 

differently from those that did not. Human behavior is more volatile, and therefore more 

complex to study, than, let’s say, animal behavior pertaining to evolutionary biology (in the 

study of historical sciences).  

 Whilst analyzing the role of the science in history, it is interesting to note Karl 

Marx’s view: ‘We know only a single science, the science of history.’ (Marx, 1932) In his 

view, science is already an integral part of history. What do you think Marx meant by this? 

The study of history can be pursued scientifically, at least, in some aspects of history. 

The existence of historical science is evidence of that – science and history are certainly 

interlinked. However, we have to recognize the various paradigms that affect our 

interpretation of data; as well as be aware that although science and history both involve the 

manipulation of patterns, the application of accompanying methodologies can vary and 

produce different results. These limitations are augmented when human history is concerned; 

therefore, the pursuit of human history in a scientific manner is much more complex than in 

the natural sciences. That being said, the benefits of various scientific methodologies, and the 

parallels between history and science as discussed above, suggest that science may provide 

helpful insights into human history. That might depend on the veracity of claims made in the 

“Human Sciences”  
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A nice piece of writing ..... I enjoyed reading it. Remember that even though direct 

experiment is not possible in historical sciences, the theories underpinning these sciences are 

usually testable, falsifiable and that makes a huge difference. 

 

A: 9 Good, consistent focus on KI. Connections between AoK are made  

B: 8 Evidence of independent thought. Perspective? 

C: 10 Exploration of KI with some insight. Some counterclaims implicit 

D: 10 well constructed. Concepts used and explained well 


