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Abstract

Cultural history is a complex field with abstract and concrete assumptions that vary across epistemic levels. When
applied to domains such as architecture, confusion can arise from conflating these levels. The current study addresses
this issue by clarifying the epistemic levels of cultural history and identifying the hierarchical order necessary for its
application to architectural history. Specifically, our research secks to answer two questions: What are the assumptions
of cultural history at each epistemic level, and what are the requirements for applying these assumptions in writing a
cultural history of architecture? The methodology employs a systematic and discursive approach to logical reasoning,
with data drawn primarily from library resources. Our analysis reveals that cultural history, when viewed through a
philosophical lens, falls within the analytical philosophy of history. A philosophical rejection of Hegelian thought
characterizes this perspective. At the paradigmatic level, our findings indicate a critical stance, while at the theoretical

level, a foundation in cultural and critical theories is necessary.
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Introduction

Cultural history offers an alternative approach to traditional historical research (Kuhn 1962, p. 10). However,
its application in fields such as architectural history requires a solid understanding of its theoretical
foundations. Experts agree that maintaining transparency in conceptual and theoretical domains is crucial
(Harkness, 2007). These domains, including history and the humanities, have hierarchies ranging from
abstract to concrete (Hillix and I’Abate 2011, 7-8). Social science scholars consider philosophy, paradigm,
theory, and model as key levels within this hierarchy. Philosophy serves as a foundation for the formation
of different paradigms, which in turn provide a platform for theory production and development (Ardalan
2018: 1, 2; Kaiser 2020: 3—4).

Methodology

Logical reasoning is the most appropriate strategy for answering research questions, especially in the
philosophy of science and the cultural history of architecture. It involves logical model construction and is
particularly suitable because of its level of abstraction (Mirjani 2019; Swaffield & Deming, 2011; Mirgani,
2010; Leitgeb, 2011; Lobastov, 2020; and Sagi, 2021).

Theoretical framework; Epistemic levels of history

In this section, we discuss the science of history at three epistemic levels: philosophy, paradigm, and theory.
We introduce the possibilities available at each level for the science of history.

The philosophical level of history:There are two distinct interpretations of history that have given rise
to two schools of thought. The first interpretation views history as a sequence of events and incidents,
commonly referred to as history as event (or history 1). The second interpretation focuses on the perspectives
and opinions conveyed in the documentation of these events, commonly referred to as history as report
(or history 2). The former interpretation can be divided into two categories: speculative or essentialist
philosophy of history, and critical and analytical philosophy of history (Stanford, 2019, pp. 82—83).

The Paradigmatic level of history:The philosophy of the social sciences is debated with respect to their
reflection of the natural sciences and their impact on social research paradigms. These paradigms encompass
positivist, interpretive, and critical approaches (Iman, 2020; Groat & Wang, 2013; Blaikie, 2021; Crotti, 1998;
Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Neuman, 20006). There are three paradigms in historiography: positivist, interpretive,
and critical. Positivism asserts that historical reality is independent of the historian’s mind and values
quantitative evidence. Interpretation considers history to be subjectively constructed by historians. The
critical paradigm reconciles both positions and advocates in-depth inquiry, a critical theoretical framework,
value positioning, and a historical lens to understand fully the multilayered nature of reality (Neuman, 2006).
The Theoretical level of history:The connection between history and theory is complex and multifaceted,
with varying views regarding their interdependence or interweaving (Kincaid, 2009; Gunn, 2006). However,
their shared lineage suggests that they are neither entirely separate nor conflicting (Gunn, 2006). Many argue
that theory is essential to history, shaping our perception of the world (Sandercock, 1998; Burke, 2019).
This relationship is mutual, with theory guiding historians’ analyses and history providing factual support
for theory (Stryker, 1996).

Results and discussion

Epistemic levels of cultural history for use in architectural historiography

Now that we understand the various implications of history across different philosophical, paradigmatic,

Culture of Islamic Architecture and Urbanism, 2026; 11 (1) | 286


http://dx.doi.org/10.61186/ciauj.11.1.554

[ DOI: 10.61186/ciavj.11.1.554 |

Epistemic levels of cultural history and its Application in...

and theoretical levels, we need to explore how cultural history fits within each of these levels.
The philosophical level in a cultural history of architecture

The position of cultural history at the levels of philosophy, paradigm, and theory is examined by evaluating
its compatibility with various assumptions and challenges. Chartier defines the cultural historian’s perspective
as a rejection of Hegelian philosophy (Chartier, 2019), particulatly refuting Hegel’s ideas of totality and
continuity in history (Chartier, 2019; Ricoeur, 1985). Other historians, such as Foucault, propose a theory
of historical discontinuity, emphasizing ruptures rather than continuity (Poster, 2019). In addition, modern
cultural historians challenge evolutionism, elitism, and the notion of the superiority of Western civilization.
It can be argued that if an architectural historian wishes to write a cultural history of architecture, they must
adhere to the following philosophical requirements:

* Recognize history as both architectural events and accounts of those events. They must engage in
continuous  self-reflection in their historiography.

* Reject the idea of a universal principle or essential spirit (Zeitgeist) manifested across architectural works

and instead seek to understand ruptures and discontinuities.

The paradigmatic level in a cultural history of architecture

Cultural history aligns with the critical paradigm, emerging from cultural studies. First, cultural studies
acknowledge a real world independent of human perception but emphasize mediation in understanding
it (Rodman, 2013). Second, culture is viewed as multilayered, with both objective and subjective aspects,
requiring comprehensive study (Minkov & Kassa, 2021). This perspective seeks to reconcile objectivity and
subjectivity, potentially resolving conflicts (Chartier, 2019). Finally, cultural history entails a critical stance,
distancing the researcher from empathetic involvement and scrutinizing power relations (Ahmadi, 2018;
Fazeli, 2016; Wickberg, 2005).

It can be argued that if a historian wishes to write a cultural history of architecture, they must adhere to the
following paradigmatic requirements:

* The historical reality of architecture exists independently of human thought and experience, but it has
been shaped over time by various contextual factors, and its understanding is also culturally conditioned.
* Cultural historians of architecture critically engage with their subject, recognizing the impossibility and
undesirability of value neutrality. They maintain a conscious critical distance and adopt a critical perspective
toward issues of power and authority.

* A cultural history of architecture requires a balanced approach between objective and subjective analysis.
It should avoid both purely descriptive accounts and subjective interpretations disconnected from reality.
The theoretical level in a cultural history of architecture

The study of cultural history engages with theories and their various approaches (Moore, 2016; Burke, 2010a;
Fazeli, 2007), highlighting the importance of identifying relevant theories and applying them appropriately.
Claus and Marriott (2023) emphasize the significance of cultural theory for cultural history, recognizing it as a
response to the field’s growth. This requires critical thinking and self-awareness and is often linked to critical
theory (Gunn, 2006). To achieve this, one must scrutinize historical objectivity and embrace introspection
(ibid). Critical theories, including post-structuralist, post-colonial, feminist, and psychoanalytic theories,
extend beyond the Frankfurt School (Threadgold, 2003). The cultural history of architecture necessitates
the incorporation of cultural and critical theories. Theoretical frameworks developed by Foucault, Geertz,
Bakhtin, Barthes, and others are foundational. Architectural history challenges essentialist views and focuses
on gaps and contradictions. It amplifies marginalized voices and explores diverse linguistic, ethnic, and

religious expressions, including those of women architects. This approach investigates how architecture
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constructs national identity and examines objects to understand patterns of architectural consumption.

Conclusion

The cultural history of architecture, like any other form of history, is grounded in theoretical foundations.
Writing a cultural history requires an understanding of these principles. This study categorizes the assumptions
of cultural history into philosophy, paradigm, and theory. Philosophy provides the foundation from which
paradigms emerge, and paradigms, in turn, facilitate the production and development of theories.
According to the study’s findings, cultural history is best understood through an analytical lens that rejects
Hegelian concepts. This entails denying the existence of unity, totality, continuity, persistence, evolution,
and teleology in history, as well as in culture and architecture. For example, analyzing Iranian architecture
through this approach requires rejecting essentialist and transhistorical perspectives. Furthermore, the
study does not regard history, culture, and architecture as singular entities, rendering investigations of
their continuity irrelevant. Cultural history recognizes that reality is shaped by social, political, cultural,
and economic influences. A cultural historian of architecture must interpret objective facts, adopt a critical
perspective, and acknowledge reality as independent of personal beliefs. They must pay close attention to
marginalized architecture and architects. Cultural history and critical theory critique positivist approaches
to history, culture, and architecture. When studying Iranian architecture, historians should consider silenced

histories, representation and construction, and the agency of everyday users.
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Figure 2. Intellectual Contexts of the Emergence of the New Cultural History
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Figure 3. The implications of different levels of cultural history for application in architectural historiography
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