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We believe that the purpose of studying architecture and its history is not
only to try to understand the past, but also to try to understand how the
past and the present engage. Studying architectural history, as with any
historical study, relates to our need to understand the present. It is based
on the belief that this understanding is impossible without a knowledge of
the past, for it is only by studying the past that we can hope to understand
how we have arrived at today, and something of the complex choices and
decisions that were involved. The study of history, whether contemporary
history or the distant past, encourages us to think critically about both
today and yesterday. It is only by understanding the past that we can
understand the present that has grown out of it and it is only by
understanding how past and present interact that we can hope to build a
better future. Without that perspective we become prisoners of the
present, for our understanding will be limited, so we will be unable to
foresee alternatives, or recognise the possibilities of choice.

Architectural history is not isolated in the past: it takes on an active role
in improving our contemporary and future architecture, town planning and
urban environment. Indeed some would argue that a passionate interest in
architectural history can only come from an intense commitment to
current architectural practice and that without a commitment to attaining
the highest ideals in architecture and the urban environment today, one's
ability to study the past is limited. !f architecture embraces the whole of
ihe built environment, as we think it does, then its history concerns us all.
Because studying history encourages us 10 think critically, one of the
objections voiced against the study of contemporary history in any area,
including architectural history, is that it could be controversial or even
dangerous. If people start to think critically about the recent past, they
will then be in a more informed position to do something positive and this
could be construed as dangerous.
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