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Objectives: This study proposes a conceptual-methodological framework for the
historical sociology of Iranian music and employs it to examine the transformations of
dastgah music during the Qajar era. Previous scholarship—due to its predominantly
descriptive orientation or its focus on only one analytical dimension (individual,
institutional, or macro-structural)—has tended to overlook the complex interplay
between agency and structure, as well as the role of national and transnational factors.
Methods: Building on a qualitative multi-level analytical approach, the study introduces
a four-level model comprising the individual, collective, national, and international
layers of analysis. This framework enables a multidimensional and contextually
grounded interpretation of the historical trajectory of Iranian music, situating musical
developments within their broader social, political, and cultural environments.
Findings: The principal contribution of this study is the articulation of the theoretical
and methodological foundations of the proposed model, along with a demonstration
of its applicability in analyzing the historical evolution of Iranian dastgah music. The
findings indicate that the development of dastgah music during the Qajar era can be
divided into four distinct phases, each shaped by a constellation of structural and
individual determinants. Conclusion: The proposed framework is expected to provide
a robust foundation for future research and to facilitate more comprehensive analyses
in the fields of the sociology of music and cultural historiography.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Iranian classical (Dastgahi) music, as one
of the most significant manifestations of
Iran’s cultural heritage, has continuously
evolved under the influence of social,
political,  economic, and  cultural
transformations. Despite the importance
of this field, many studies on the history of
Iranian music have either been limited to
descriptive and narrative accounts or have
focused on a single level of analysis, such
as the role of prominent musicians,
musical institutions, or macro-social
structures. Such approaches have failed to
adequately  explain  the  complex
interaction between human agency and
social structure, as well as the
simultaneous influence of national and
international factors on the evolution of
Dastgahi music. Accordingly, the present
study aims to introduce a conceptual and
methodological framework for the
historical sociology of Iranian music by
proposing Qualitative Multilevel Analysis
as an integrated analytical approach.
Grounded in theories of agency and
structure, particularly contemporary
sociological perspectives, this framework
seeks to simultaneously examine the
interactions among individual actions,
collective practices, national structures,
and global developments. To demonstrate
the applicability of this approach, the
authors selected the transformation of
Iranian Dastgahi music during the Qajar
era as a case study and investigated how
political, economic, and cultural changes
across different levels contributed to
shaping this musical tradition.

2. Methods

This study employed the Qualitative
Multilevel Analysis approach, which,
unlike single-level analyses, examines

historical phenomena through the
dynamic interaction of multiple levels of
agency and structure. Within this
framework, a four-level analytical model
was developed, including the individual,
collective, national, and international
levels. At the individual level, the study
focused on the roles of influential
musicians and cultural actors. At the
collective level, attention was paid to
musical institutions, organizations, and
professional networks. The national level
addressed Iran’s political, economic, and
cultural conditions, while the international
level examined developments within the
global system and Iran’s external relations.
Research data were collected from
historical documents, archival sources,
scholarly  publications, and studies
concerning the history of Iranian music.
The data were analyzed through an
interpretive and comparative qualitative
approach. The theoretical framework
drew upon the relationship between
agency and structure, incorporating the
perspectives of Berger and Luckmann,
Giddens, Archer, and other prominent
sociologists to explain the reciprocal
interaction between social actors and
structural contexts in the historical
development of Iranian music. The
principal strength of this methodology lies
in avoiding reductionist explanations by
emphasizing the interconnectedness of
different analytical levels in interpreting
historical transformations.

3. Results

The findings indicate that the historical
transformation of Iranian Dastgahi music
can only be adequately understood
through the simultaneous examination of
micro- and macro-level factors. Based on
the proposed analytical model, the Qajar
era is divided into four distinct phases,
each characterized by specific
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interactions among international Iranian music history as it enables the
developments, domestic  structures, simultaneous examination of agency and

musical institutions, and the agency of
musicians. The analysis demonstrates that
the expansion of global capitalism, Iran’s
military  defeats, increasing foreign
influence, economic restructuring, the
decline of domestic production, the
emergence of new social classes, and
intellectual changes associated with
modernity created significant structural
conditions that reshaped the position of
Dastgahi music within Iranian society. At
the same time, changing relationships
between musicians and the royal court,
the gradual decline of court patronage,
and the expansion of musical education
among  emerging  social groups
transformed both the function of the radif
and the methods of transmitting musical
knowledge. In this context, the
contributions of influential figures such as
Mirza Hossein-Qoli and Darvish Khan can
only be understood in relation to the
structural conditions of their historical
era. Their achievements were not merely
the outcome of individual talent but
resulted from the interaction between
personal agency, social opportunities, and
institutional transformations.
Furthermore, the findings reveal that
changes occurring at each analytical level
affected the others, and that the evolution
of Iranian Dastgahi music was shaped by
the cumulative interaction of these
multiple dimensions. Consequently, the
proposed four-level model provides a
more comprehensive explanation of the
historical development of Iranian music
than conventional single-dimensional
approaches.

4. Conclusion

The findings suggest that Qualitative
Multilevel Analysis offers an appropriate
framework for the sociological study of

structure as well as the interaction
between domestic and international
developments. By moving beyond the
limitations of descriptive and single-level
studies, the proposed model demonstrates
that the transformation of Iranian
Dastgahi music during the Qajar era
resulted from the complex interplay of
social, economic, political, cultural, and
individual factors. Therefore, a
comprehensive understanding of Iranian
music history requires a multidimensional
and interdisciplinary perspective capable
of explaining the reciprocal relationships
among individuals, institutions, society,
and the global system. The authors further
argue that this analytical framework is not
limited to the study of music but can also
be applied to historical, sociological, and
cultural studies in other artistic and
cultural fields, thereby providing a
valuable foundation for future research.
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Figure 1: Analytical levels of the multi-level music analysis model
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