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 George Burton Adams, President of the American 
Historical Association, announced in a speech on 

December 29, 1908 that the profession of history was under 
assault from a “hostile movement” comprised of no less than “five 
lines of attack” from fields “so closely … related to us, … that we 
are tempted to call them offshoots of history.”1 Adams defines the 
five culprits as political science, geography, economics, sociology, 
and psychology.2 Together with history, these disciplines form 
the foundation of the social sciences. While Adams professed 
the need to define history as a distinct and valuable discipline 
separate from the encroaching social sciences, historic thought 
was trending in a different direction in France. In 1903, French 
sociologist and economist François Simiand attacked the “idols of 

1  George Burton Adams, “History and the Philosophy of History,” American Historical Review 
14 (January 1909): 224.

2  Adams, “History and the Philosophy of History,”, 224-27.
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the tribe of historians,” the three elements traditionally comprising 
historic study: the political idol, the individual idol, and the 
chronological idol. Simiand’s work was published in Henri Berr’s 
journal Revue de Synthèse Historique.3 Berr’s journal sought “to 
reunite … the diverse branches into which history obstinately 
subdivided itself.”4 Historian Peter Burke terms this “the French 
Historical Revolution.” In his work by the same name, he outlines 
the evolution and development of the French school of thought 
that coalesced from Berr’s initial concept. This historiographic 
approach became the Annales School. 
  Was the Annales but a brief ripple upon the pond of 
historiographic thought? Or was it something more profound? 
Perhaps the Annales will leave a lasting mark on history and 
provide valuable tools in its wake for use by future historians? 
Pursuit of the answer to the last question will employ the works 
of a few representative Annales historians; but the bulk of the 
following analysis focuses upon the works of Fernand Braudel, 
who, perhaps more than any other Annales historian, came to 
embody this historic approach. The analysis presents a discussion 
of the key characteristics of the Annales, including its strengths 
and inadequacies, through comparison with other historiographic 
approaches. Understanding the Annales in this context provides 
a broad toolbox for use by any historian looking to convey the 
broad structures within history.
  While professors at the French university in Strasbourg, 
Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre, French historians in the first 
decades of the twentieth century, developed an approach to 
history that attempted to unify the social sciences rather than 
to establish boundaries between them. Each historian came 
from an interdisciplinary background and provided significant 

3  Peter Burke, The French Historical Revolution: The Annales School, 1929-89 (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1990), 10-11.

4  Fernand Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences: The Long Term,” in The Varieties of 
History, ed. Fritz Stern, trans. Siân France (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 457.
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contributions to Berr’s journal.5 According to Braudel, Bloch and 
Febvre, broke with the Revue de Synthèse Historique to create a new 
journal “that would be less philosophical, based on concrete new 
researches.”6 In 1928, they founded and became editors of the 
Annales d’histoire économique et sociale (Journal of Economic and 
Social History). The new journal was modeled after the Annales 
de géographie, founded by French geographer and one of Lucien 
Febvre’s influences, Paul Vidal de la Blache. 
 Since its founding, the French journal, Annales d’histoire 
économique et sociale, has evolved through time; changing names 
to demonstrate growth and evolution.  The first name change to 
Annales. Economies. Sociétiés. Civilisations. occurred in 1946 to 
better emphasize the interdisciplinary character of the Annales 
approach.7 After the death of Lucien Febvre in 1956, French 
historian Fernand Braudel took the leadership role of the Annales 
during the early years of this period, retaining this position until 
1968. The Annales focus turned to historical statistics. It leaned 
upon the strengths of sociology and economics to develop the 
language of statistics and models to explain recurring historical 
events. Braudel points to Karl Marx’s origin of capitalism as 
an example of such a model, although it lacks the statistical 
foundation of an Annales approach.8 After Braudel, Emmanuel 
Le Roy Ladurie became a leader within the Annales during the 
1970s. During this period, the Annales shifted toward social 
history, tracing a path through the history of perspectives and 
attitudes. This is called l’histoire des mentalités. While the mentalités 
was first explored within the Annales in 1924 by Marc Bloch’s 
The King’s Touch, it rose to prominence within the school during 

5  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 11.

6  Fernand Braudel, “Personal Testimony,” Journal of Modern History 44 (December 1972): 
460.

7  Georg C. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century: From Scientific Objectivity to the 
Postmodern Challenge (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2005), 53.

8  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 422.
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this later period. An example of mentalités from this period can 
be seen in Ladurie’s Montaillou. In 1994, the name was changed 
to Histoire, Sciences Sociales to move away from the perceived bias 
against political history and look more favorably toward the study 
of industrial or post-industrial societies, incorporating aspects of 
poststructrualism.9 

Despite the changes in name and its variations, the Annales 
retained common themes and purposes. The guiding principle 
of the Annales is the inclusion of the social sciences, seeking a 
dialogue between the different disciplines in order to develop a 
complete picture of civilization. In the Annales, the social sciences 
describe the material world to better understand culture rather 
than using the social sciences to define humanity as materialism 
did for Marx.10 The Annales historians view history through the 
kaleidoscopic lens of the social sciences to better understand the 
present through a contextual understanding of the past, both 
distant and recent.11 Contemporary historiography relied upon 
source evidence, which necessarily led to a focus upon short-term, 
event-centered history; or what François Simiand called, l’histoire 
événementielle.12 According to Braudel, it is difficult to understand 
the “role played by the history of institutions, religions, and 
civilizations” without looking beyond the short-term.13 Looking 
beyond the short-term period toward the features that underlie 
the long-term period allows one to identify the foundation or 
structure of history over the long-term, or the longue durée. 
Braudel believes “the long term is the one most suited to the 
development of observation and analysis common to all social 
sciences.” This meant a break with recent historiography, which, 

9  Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, 61-62.

10  Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, 58-59.

11  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 419.

12  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 407.

13  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 408-9.
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according to Braudel, recalls “the great mind of a Michelet, a 
Ranke, a Burkhardt, or a Fustel de Coulanges.”14 The mentalités 
and the longue durée form two foundational characteristics of the 
Annales school. 

Historians of the Annales school, or Annalistes, as they are 
known, function very much like an anthropologist, seeking to 
reconstruct the culture of a past region and age. While the goal 
of the Annales remained the same, the methodology employed 
to reach conclusions evolved over time as much as the school had 
itself. The early Annalistes of Braudel’s vintage might sift through 
vast collections of quantifiable data, tending toward economic 
or sociological data, such as tax records and demographic data, 
to reconstruct the society. The Annalistes of the mentalités era 
approach the information more like an anthropologist that 
seeks to reconstruct the culture from an understanding of daily 
interactions or attempts to uncover what was most important 
to the people, as in Montaillou. One thing all Annalistes have in 
common is the longue durée. Whether Braudel, Bloch, Febvre, or 
Ladurie, each looks for the common thread that changes little, 
attempting to identify the historic structure that transcends the 
shorter cycles of time. 

thE ElEmEnts of thE annalEs

  The Annales is often termed a “school,” but is not viewed 
as such from those contributing to it.15 Like many of the 
historiographic approaches to the study of history, the school 
contains many specific characteristics that distinguish it. Its 
scope and focus is nearly as broad as the school is inclusive. The 
Annales contains a wide array of different historical studies. On 
one end of the spectrum lies Ladurie’s microhistory, Montaillou. 
Montaillou explores the lives and relationships of the Cathars 

14  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 408-9.

15  Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, 52.
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within the tiny village of Montaillou in southern France and its 
environs over the span of approximately a generation during the 
early-fourteenth century. On the other end of the spectrum lies 
Braudel’s three-volume treatise, Civilization and Capitalism, 15th 
-18th Century. Braudel’s third volume, Perspective of the World, 
ranges across the globe exploring nascent capitalism wherever 
it occurs both within and beyond the European sphere of 
influence while paying nominal heed to the temporal boundaries 
established by the title. Given this rather wide range of spatial, 
temporal, and subject matter, it may be unclear what the works 
of the Annales have in common beyond the aforementioned 
mentalités and longue durée.

 Human geography, or Anthropogeographie,16 as German 
geographer Friedrich Ratzel termed it, is perhaps the most visible 
tool employed by Annales historians, particularly as it relates to 
the longue durée. The roots of this characteristic go back to the 
founding of the Annales. Co-founder Lucien Febvre was a pupil 
of geographer Paul Vidal de la Blache.17 Vidal de la Blache was 
a human geographer who supported the idea that humans may 
alter their own environment within certain constraints. “Man,” 
according to Vidal de la Blache, “henceforth master of distances, 
armed with all that science places at his disposal, will far exceed 
any influence that our remote ancestors could exert.”18 Vidal 
de la Blache’s influence is seen clearly in Febvre’s work La terre 
et l’évolution humaine which supported the ideas of Vidal de la 
Blache.19 Bloch, too, was influenced by the teachings of Vidal de la 
Blache.20 He recognized that “anthropogeography studies societies 

16  Friedrich Ratzel, “The Territorial Growth of States,” in Human Geography: An Essential 
Anthology, ed. John Agnew, David Livingston, and Alisdair Rodgers (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, 
1999), 525.

17  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 13.

18  Paul Vidal de la Blache, “Meaning and Aim of Human Geography,” in Human Geography, 
191.

19  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 14.

20  Marc Bloch, The Historian’ Craft, trans. Peter Putnam (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1953), ix.
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in their relations to their physical environments: relations which 
are obviously mutual, since man is constantly action upon things 
at the same time that they are action upon him.”21

  Not all Annales historians were of the same geographic flock as 
Vidal de la Blache. Braudel took geography a different direction. 
Braudel states in the opening chapter of The Mediterranean that 
geography “is no longer an end in itself but a means to an end. It 
helps us rediscover the slow unfolding of structural realities, to see 
things in the perspective of the long term. Geography…. helps 
us to discover the almost imperceptible movement of history.”22 
Braudel identifies the concept of structure as “of the greatest 
importance,” defining it as the “organization, coherence, [and] 
a set of fairly stable relationships between social reality and the 
body of society,” and signifying the “reality which survives through 
long periods of time.”23 For Braudel, geography is an element of 
the structure established in the study of the longue durée. Braudel 
states that “geographical observation of long-term movements 
guides us towards history’s slowest processes.”24 This perspective 
of geography also echoes the writings of Friedrich Ratzel. Ratzel’s 
view of human geography differs from that of Vidal de la Blache 
in that he does not see the environment as malleable by humanity, 
except only slowly, over centuries or perhaps millennia. For Ratzel, 
the environment instead guides the choices and options for those 
that live in a specific region. For example, Ratzel states that “states 
bordering on steppes in their struggle with the inhabitants of the 
steppes must acquire so much of the same character as will enable 
them to avail themselves of the advantages the steppe affords.”25 
This theory is called geographic or environmental determinism. 
Ratzel recognizes geography as defining the development of 
human civilization, rather than being defined by them.

21  Bloch, The Historian’ Craft, 124.

22  Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Phillip II, vol. 
1, trans. Siân Reynolds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 23.

23  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 411.

24  Braudel, The Mediterranean, 102.

25  Ratzel, “The Territorial Growth of States,” 535.
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 In The Mediterranean, Braudel constructs the 
Mediterranean basin as the central geographic feature defining 
the people. The sea is “the great divider, the obstacle that had 
to be overcome.”26 Braudel’s later work, The Perspective of the 
World, straddles the line between these geographic perspectives. 
He migrated toward the center in his later years, stepping toward 
Vidal de la Blache while keeping the other foot firmly in Ratzel’s 
camp. It seems that in his later work, Braudel recognizes that 
humans define their environment more than he implies in The 
Mediterranean. “Geographic determinism,” he writes, “is not 
everything in the creation of territorial states, but it does play its 
part.”27

Geography is employed not only as a foundation for the 
longue durée or an explanation of the opportunities of a place but 
also to explain and define boundaries. Another common element 
among the Annales is the focus upon place, be it a small village, 
such as Montaillou, or a region, as in Febvre’s thesis of his home 
region in France,28 or in Braudel’s study of the nearly land-locked 
Mediterranean. In each of these cases, geography defines the 
boundaries of the study. Some works use comparative history to 
contrast two regions to better demonstrate specific characteristics. 
Marc Bloch uses geography in this way to compare England and 
France in French Rural History29 and Braudel employs the same 
methodology to demonstrate similarities in the rise of capitalism 
in different cultural and geographic regions in Perspective of the 
World.

Geography is one of the most visible of the social sciences 
used within Annales histories, but it is far from alone. The Annales 
excels at exploring broad social constructs, such as economics, 

26  Braudel, The Mediterranean, 276.

27  Fernand Braudel, The Perspective of the World, vol. 3 of Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th 
Century, trans. Siân Reynolds (Berkeley: University  of California Press, 1992), 288.

28  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 13-14.

29  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 23.



THE SISTERS OF HISTORY 45

religion, and even day-to-day life. Marc Bloch’s The King’s Touch 
may appear as a political history, but it really explored the concept 
of the long-term, religious psychology and the psychology of 
belief.30 Ladurie’s Montaillou is an anthropological reconstruction 
of the day-to-day life of a specific religious group. Anthropological 
pursuits helped bridge the gap between the social scientists, 
history, and literature.31 Among many, Braudel is best known for 
his dense economic works exploring the origins of capitalism. 
These are just a few examples of Annalistes employing the social 
sciences to create a picture of the civilization within their region 
of study. Braudel observed that “history could not transform itself 
except by incorporating all the sciences of man as auxiliaries to 
our profession, and by mastering their methods, results, and even 
points of view” leading to “the fruit of constant collaboration” 
between the social sciences.32 
 Another characteristic stressed by the Annales historians 
is “the relativity and multilayering of time.”33 According to 
Braudel, the historian sees time as “the beginning and the end of 
everything.”34 Braudel observes that historians see time as a single, 
fluid measure that can be infinitely divided into parts of varying 
sizes to suit the scale of the period of study.35 He unravels this 
concept of time by recognizing that time moves in cycles and at 
different speeds in relation to different events. The longue durée is 
but one layer of time measured in centuries.36 In addition to the 
longue durée, Braudel identifies an intermediate term, or conjecture, 
lasting “ten, twenty, or fifty years—in order to understand the 

30  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 17-19.

31  Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, 63.

32  Braudel, “Personal Testimony,” 462-63.

33  Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, 51.

34  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 425.

35  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 424.

36  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 407.
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background circumstances of events.”37 Braudel demonstrates this 
within The Mediterranean by exploring the shift in the economic 
center of gravity from Venice to Genoa during the early sixteenth 
century.38 The shortest cycle  moves at the human scale or l’histoire 
événementielle. In this cycle, events, such as war and political cycles 
are found. The “retrogressive method” is another perspective of 
time employed by Bloch in French Rural History. This method 
looks at history backward, or from the present into the past, 
because “we know more about the later periods.”39 
 Together, the variety of perspectives through which the 
Annalistes view time allows for complete and robust spatial and 
temporal analysis, but it has not remained above reproach. Perhaps 
the most vocal critique of the Annales approach to time is the 
consequence impacting the individual within the multilayered 
perspective of time. According to the critique, individuals 
become “intelligible at the price of revealing their fundamental 
unimportance.”40 Yet, even this critique suggests a value for the 
unique approach of viewing history as multiple layers of time.
 By combining the differing levels, cycles, and relativity of 
time with the range of social science perspectives, the Annales 
builds complete pictures of its subject matter, or “total history.” 
Using the previous comparison, on one end of the spectrum is 
Ladurie, who states that “the study of Montaillou shows on a 
minute scale what took place in the structure of society as a whole. 
Montaillou is a drop in the ocean.”41 On the other end, Braudel 
states his “attempt to encompass the history of the Mediterranean 
in its complex totality.”42 The goal of a “total history” exists 

37  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 407.

38  Braudel, The Mediterranean, 387.

39  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 23-24.

40  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 34.

41  Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou: The Promised Land of Error, trans. Scolar Press (New 
York: George Brazillier, 2010), 276.

42  Braudel, The Mediterranean, 20.
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regardless of the geographic scope of the study. Patricia O’Brien, 
writing about Michel Foucault, states that “origins imply 
causes; beginnings imply differences.”43 Bloch would have 
struggled with her explanation. He provides a simplistic circular 
definition of origin as “a beginning which explains,” thereby 
tying together origins with beginnings.44 While O’Brien wrote 
of poststructuralist thought based upon the notions of Michel 
Foucault, it is apt in this case. Bloch warns against “the obsession 
with origins,”45 calling it “the incarnation of that other satanic 
enemy of true history: the mania for making judgments.”46 The 
Annales is unconcerned with finding the anomalies in data that 
imply some difference or demonstrate an example of something 
that does not fit the generalized historical description of a culture; 
rather, the Annales historians are interested in discovering and 
erecting the generalized historical description of a culture itself. 

CritiquEs of thE annalEs

 Accepting the concept that the social sciences overlap each 
other, the concept of the Annales, as envisioned by Febvre and 
Bloch, is to blend the social sciences with history which acts as 
the facilitating discipline to create the dialogue between the social 
sciences. With this dialogue created, “total history” is developed 
rather than an “incomplete” history built upon one or two social 
science disciplines.47 In this capacity, the Annales is a success. Two 
boundaries separate the Annales from other forms of historical 
inquiry. The first boundary are studies of narrow disciplinary 
focus or specialization. The Annales rejects this approach because 
of the inadequate consideration of additional perspectives, which 

43  Patricia O’Brien, “Michel Foucault’s History of Culture,” in The New Cultural History, ed. 
Lynn Hunt, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 37.

44  Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, 30.

45  Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, 29.

46  Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, 31.

47  Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences,” 405.



are an integral part of the Annales approach. These perspectives 
set out against the isolated researcher, the social studies 
specialist, and the specialist historian.48 The second boundary is 
a rejection of history that is not based upon sources, and often 
more specifically, the application of the social sciences. Some 
elements of historical inquiry lend themselves well to the Annales. 
However, as the Annales attempted to close one hole in the study 
of history, the approach seemingly opened new holes requiring 
critical examination. In painting the broad cultural history, the 
Annalistes often omit the common individual, who gets lost 
among the many people moving through time. From complaints 
of overgeneralization to inadequate consideration of events, the 
Annales is not beyond critique.

The Annales approach is very good at painting a picture 
based upon data. Annales historians increasingly incorporated and 
sought to be scientists, leading to a strong focus upon statistical 
data.49 These statistical compilations portray the way in which 
society operated. Some historians tease information out of sources 
implied by the data, but many Annalistes, particularly those of 
Braudel’s generation, rely heavily upon statistical sources. The 
limitation of this technique is the possibility of heavy bias or 
slanted opinion, such as that found in newspapers and diaries. 
These sources may fail to pass muster as adequate unless they are 
quantifiable and present a unified, generalized image of the culture 
of the time. As stated, the Annales is not concerned with outliers 
that do not support the broad portrayal of society.

The Annales school is often criticized on a variety of 
points. Fernand Braudel provided a target for those critical of 
the approaches or inadequacies of the school due to his visibility 
during the rise of the Annales. Braudel’s seminal work, The 
Mediterranean, is criticized for its lack of focus. Even from within 

48  Braudel, “Personal Testimony,” 462.

49  Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, 59-60.
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the Annales, the book is critiqued for failing to include much 
discussion about “attitudes, values or mentalités collectives, 
leaving many details inaccurate, and inadequately considering 
the importance and interplay between Christianity and Islam.”50 
Braudel countered the impossibility of addressing all possible 
societies while recognizing the need to choose a focus, stating, 
“Like all historians and without meaning to, I have automatically 
been neglecting the lot of the great mass of mankind.”51 Despite 
this counterargument, a “shift of interest took place” within 
the Annales towards the mentalités during the 1970s, partly as 
“a reaction against Braudel” and partly “against determinism of 
any kind.”52 This counterargument coincides with the rise of 
Poststructuralist thought; a much larger shift occurring within 
history that questioned the very structures of history itself that was 
influenced by the writings of philosopher Michel Foucault.

Ladurie’s Montaillou is an example of a work from the 
mentalités period of the Annales. Montaillou is a microhistory 
where the focus is narrow in spatial, temporal, and subject 
matter. Its subject provides a sociological and anthropological 
understanding of the people and the village. The spatial context 
of the study of Montaillou is little more than Languedoc and 
Catalonia. Villager interaction with the outside is mentioned, but 
the political significance of the region or the reason for the focus 
upon the Cathars is an important context for a greater “total” 
understanding. Ladurie explains that the point of his study is to 
see into this time and culture by thoroughly examining one small 
corner of it.53 He compares his study to protozoa visible beneath 
a microscope.54 If the people of Montaillou are protozoa, then 

50  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 38-39.

51  Braudel, The Perspective of the World, 87.

52  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 67.

53  Ladurie, Montaillou, 356.

54  Ladurie, Montaillou, 276.



the rest of society contrasts as the broad expanse of the ocean. 
He implies that generalizations are made from such a study. He 
even goes so far as to cite examples of how such generalizations 
guided the broad histories in the works of Karl Marx and Adam 
Smith.55 Montaillou suffers from many of the same failings that 
plague other microhistories. The danger of such an approach lies 
in context and generalization. 
Making continent-wide generalizations from the study of a small 
village results in the magnification of social structure or economic 
life that differs or is altogether absent elsewhere. Microhistories 
that employ the Annales techniques, such as Montaillou, cast a 
light into narrow recesses of time and space that are often missed 
in sweeping national histories, but one must resist the temptation 
to overgeneralize the applicability of the circumstances within 
such a history. Microhistory has sustained several harsh criticisms, 
including such complaints that its “methods … have reduced 
history to anecdotal antiquarianism,” that “they have romanticized 
past cultures,” and “they are incapable of dealing with the modern 
world and contemporary worlds marked by rapid change,” and 
“they are incapable of dealing with politics.”56 Microhistory’s 
greatest weakness is also its greatest strength. It is difficult to 
understand the wider significance of a microhistorical study, but 
microhistories help to provide significance to the people and 
culture within broader historical works, such as those of the early 
Annales.

thE lEgaCy of thE annalEs

Most likely as a result of its interdisciplinary nature, the 
Annales has left a mark on many people, not all of whom have 
been historians. Some people affiliated themselves with the 
Annales while others used the tools of the Annalistes to expand 
upon their own work. Others reacted against the Annales. In 
this way, the Annales blended with other historical approaches. 

55  Ladurie, Montaillou, 353-54.

56  Iggers, Historiography, 113.
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Examples include the economic linkage with cultural Marxism, 
Immanuel Wallerstein’s blend with cultural Marxism, and 
Ladurie’s use of microhistory. The Annales also contributed to the 
evolution of microhistory and poststructuralism. 
 Noted Marxist Eric Hobsbawm and his development of 
cultural Marxism in the United Kingdom paralleled the Annales 
under Fernand Braudel in France after World War II. Both were 
concerned with social history, defined by quantifiable scientific 
evidence and understanding of underlying social structures.57 
Perhaps it was inevitable they would intersect, given the nature 
of historic approaches to bleed into one another. Some of 
Hobsbawm’s work “developed a dialogue with colleagues in 
France,” including Braudel.58 Braudel was amicable, disagreeing 
with the notion “that there is a no-man’s land between economic 
history and social history.”59 Since much of the foundation 
of Marxism is built upon an economic explanation for social 
upheaval, it seems natural that some Marxists would turn to 
Braudel’s works. Braudel’s later work, Civilization and Capitalism, 
15th -18th Century, mirrors the intentions of Marx to trace the 
development of capitalism. Unlike Marx, Braudel produces a 
“total history,” moving through the levels of time from “deep 
patterns of economic life” to “the rise and fall of economies,” and 
finally, to the “human-made events.”60 
 Immanual Wallerstein constructed the bridge between 
economic and social history with his development of the world-
system concept. This approach is comprised of social and 
economic factors linked through interaction, often in what he 
calls a geoculture. Wallerstein embarked on his study of the 
development and life-cycle of the various world-systems. In turn, 

57  Geoff Eley, A Crooked Line (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2008), 39.

58  Eley, A Crooked Line, 30.

59  Braudel, The Perspective of the World, 45.

60  Eley, A Crooked Line, 38.



he developed a new perception of how the different world-systems 
are constructed and interact; a new perception that has come to be 
called “world-systems analysis.” In the essay, “The World System of 
Immanuel Wallerstein,” Charles Ragan and Daniel Chirot suggest 
that Wallerstein’s interest in developing world-systems analysis is 
to create an American system whose ideals would be a blend of 
the Annales and those of Karl Marx by both advocating that social 
scientists “examine seemingly isolated social phenomena as parts 
of a larger system” and to “prepare the intellectual ground for the 
coming of a world socialist system.”61 Wallerstein confesses that 
the foundation for world-systems analysis is derived from Marx’s 
concept of the “Asiatic mode of production” and the Annales 
concept of “total history.”62 
 Wallerstein turned to Braudel and the Annales to fill in 
the missing gap that cultural Marxism contained. The Annales 
allowed Wallerstein to consider and develop a model to study the 
totality of the system.63 In this sense, Wallerstein made an effort 
to define a longue durée for “the social system in which capitalism 
had grown as a single social system.”64 In addition to the concept 
of the longue durée, Wallerstein also looks to Braudel’s economic 
model of the Mediterranean. Braudel regarded the Mediterranean 
as its own world economy and from Wallerstein’s perspective, 
perhaps the inspiration and first analysis of a world-system. Like 
Braudel, Wallerstein looks beyond national borders for unifying 
factors in the development of his model of the world-system, but 
Wallerstein takes a much broader approach by considering factors 
beyond political economy and geography. Wallerstein’s approach 

61  Charles Ragen and Daniel Chirot, “The World System of Immanuel Wallerstein: Sociology 
and Politics as History,” in Vision and Method in  Historical Sociology, ed. Theda Skocpol (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 307.

62   Immanuel Wallerstein, World-System Analysis: An Introduction (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 11.

63  Ragen and Chirot, “The World System of Immanuel Wallerstein,” 287.

64  Ragen and Chirot, “The World System of Immanuel Wallerstein,” 285.
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considers many more social and cultural factors, which is expected 
from a trained sociologist. 
 World-systems analysis is a macro-history: an explanation 
of the underlying factors driving the world forward over the 
longue durée. Wallerstein goes beyond the constraints of the 
Annales by seeking a thread that connects the patterns of the 
world-system. Rather than seeking purely economic motives for 
the rise and turn-over of subsequent world-systems, Wallerstein 
takes a sociological stance, examining the social values and goals 
of various oppressed groups, especially ethnic minorities, working-
class men, and women. Like many Annales historians, Wallerstein 
does not much consider “great men;” however, unlike many 
Annales historians, most of his premise for world-systems analysis 
is based upon the significance of various events, most notably 
the French Revolution, the revolutions of 1848, and the world 
cultural shock of 1968.65 It is this larger picture that concerns 
Wallerstein in world-systems analysis. 
 Other reactions to the Annales did not have such positive 
results. The shift away from Braudel’s broad historical structures 
is seen as the Annales reacting to itself. Instead of looking across 
the wide expanse of the open ocean of history, some of the later 
Annalistes dove beneath the surface of the data to focus upon “the 
role of values and mentalities in demographic behavior—in other 
words, by studying the history of family, the history of sexuality, 
and, as Febvre hoped, the history of love.”66 As the awareness of 
the individual resurfaced with poststructuralism, so too did the 
awareness of the inadequacies of the Annales in dealing with issues 
such as race and gender. Some historians were unable to reconcile 
the people and events missing from the Annales and sought 
to rectify this by bringing the people out from the dark. These 
histories became the works of microhistory, and they did more 

65  Ragen and Chirot, “The World System of Immanuel Wallerstein,” 306.

66  Burke, The French Historical Revolution, 69.



than present the life of the individual, but added that which is 
understood about the time and place surrounding the individual.67 
Here, microhistory finds its place within the larger context of 
the broad macrohistories. According to Iggers, “microhistory 
appears not as a negation of a history of broader social contexts 
but as a supplement to it.”68 Microhistorians believed they were 
rediscovering culture and the individual and that it was entirely 
compatible with macrohistories, particularly cultural studies 
such as those of the Annales, because it explored a specific 
cultural element that may have been lost in the broad cultural 
generalizations.69

ConClusion

 The Annales dominated French historiography for much 
of the twentieth century. It provided a way to blend the newly 
developing social sciences with history, rather than stake a 
territorial claim for history and defend against encroachment, 
as George Adams implied in his speech. The Annales excels at 
providing a broad, multi-faceted view of a subject over a wide 
array of spatial and temporal boundaries. This methodology, 
successfully blended with cultural Marxism and with great 
potential as a counterpoint to microhistory, could present the 
“total history” it seeks to provide. It seems that microhistory 
and the Annales need one another for a complete view of 
history. Bloch alluded to this, observing that “great oaks from 
little acorns grow. But only if they meet favorable conditions 
of soil and climate, conditions which are entirely beyond the 
scope of embryology.”70 Microhistory is an excellent choice for 
rediscovering the individual, which is often lost in the sweeping 

67  Iggers, Historiography, 104.

68  Iggers, Historiography, 117.

69  Iggers, Historiography, 114.
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generalizations of the Annales. And while the Annales uses 
statistical evidence to find commonalities and similarities over 
time, perhaps the poststructurialists will illuminate the halls of 
those that defy the averages, those that are underconsidered, or 
even unconsidered in the grand narrative of history. The Annales, 
together with the other historiographic approaches, provide a 
piece of the developing historiographic theories of the last two 
hundred years. Together, they amount to a growing toolbox for 
the modern historian. Regardless of which school, method, or 
approach is pursued, the historical study of the past brings the 
present into better focus. “Is not the present after all in large 
measure the prisoner of a past that obstinately survives, and 
the past with its rules, its differences and its similarities, the 
indispensable key to any serious understanding of the present?”71

71  Braudel, The Perspective of the World, 20.


