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Foreword





Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, the “Annales School” stood as one of the preeminent movements of historical scholarship, not only in France but in many other parts of the world as well. Those of my generation in particular—beginning their research in the 1960s or 1970s—were inspired and challenged by what seemed to us a dramatically different manner of doing history and of expanding the territory of the historian. We were enthralled by an approach to the past that emphasized interdisciplinarity, a “grand alliance” with the other social sciences; that placed a premium on problem-driven history over a history of events and of great men; that was disposed to the use of “serial” and quantitative methodologies to analyze those problems; but that was also attentive to issues of collective psychology and “mentalities.” We were intrigued by the idea of “total history,” the injunction to explore one’s chosen microcosm from as many perspectives and through as many different kinds of sources as possible—even though we knew that the goal of totality could never ultimately be attained. Arriving in Paris in those years to begin dissertation research, many graduate students were immediately drawn to the Sixth Section of the École Pratique des Hautes Etudes (EPHE)—the institutional base of the review Annales: Economies, sociétés, civilisations that gave the group its name. Here students from around the world could consult with senior professors, attend their seminars, and enter into contact with other scholars linked to the group and working in the same field. One could not but be impressed by the self-conscious and self-confident “esprit des Annales” that permeated the modern building on the Boulevard Raspail, where “The School”—as it was commonly known—was then located.

The influence of the Annales school on the historical profession is attested by the numerous books, articles, and chapters published over the years on the conceptualization and methodology of the group. Studies and commentaries have appeared in a dozen different languages. They have been published not only by historians but by scholars in many other disciplines as well: from economics, anthropology, and sociology to archaeology, philosophy, and literary theory.1 But the present volume is of particular interest and importance in that it is written by an “insider,” by a historian closely associated with the Annales group throughout most of his adult career.

A graduate of the prestigious Lycée Henri IV and the Ecole Normale Supérieure, André Burguière was only thirty years old when he first joined the editorial staff of the Annales in the spring of 1969 as secrétaire de rédaction. He became a senior member of the editorial board in 1981, a position he still holds today, nearly forty years after his initial association with the journal. Throughout this long period he was intimately involved in all of the publishing decisions and strategic thinking concerned with the direction of the journal. Moreover, soon after joining the journal staff, he was elected to the faculty of the Sixth Section of the EPHE (later renamed the Ecole des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales).

During the following years he pursued a distinguished scholarly career, publishing numerous articles and books on the history of the family, the peasantry, and the demography of the French ancien régime—with no less than nine of his articles appearing in the Annales itself between 1967 and 2003. In the 1960s and 1970s he took part in a remarkable collective interdisciplinary study of a single rural community in Brittany over the longue durée, a study at the crossroads of history, anthropology, and sociology. He synthesized the research of over a hundred scholars in his book Bretons de Plozévet (Bretons of Plozévet), a work very much in the Annales tradition.2 With his particular talent for synthesis, he also edited and contributed to several multivolume collective histories, notably a history of the family and a general history of France.3 But throughout this period he was also fascinated by questions of historiography and historical methodology. In 1978 he published an article in the American journal, Review, on what he then considered a “redefinition” of the Annales school at the end of the 1960s, and more than a dozen articles on related topics followed over the next quarter century. Invariably, he was also closely involved in efforts to rethink the direction of the Annales in the 1980s and 1990s.4 In this respect, the present book can be seen as a synthesis of reflections pursued over his entire career.

There is no point in reprising here all of the themes developed in this rich and complex work. Yet it would perhaps be useful to underscore some of the ways in which André Burguière’s treatment differs from most other studies of the Annales school. In the first place, Burguière takes as his subject the entire history, and even pre-history of the Annales group, at least through the 1980s. Many earlier studies, especially those published in the 1970s and 1980s, tended to see Fernand Braudel as the central and defining figure of the school. Thus, Traian Stoianovich’s interesting 1976 book defines the “Annales paradigm” largely in terms of the Braudelian model.5 Braudel was clearly a powerful and influential individual in the movement, having largely directed the Annales for many years—especially between 1956 and 1969—and having helped create and long presided over the Sixth Section. But while Burguière by no means ignores the work and contributions of Braudel, he downplays his importance somewhat and places far more emphasis on the earlier history of the movement. Part 1 of the book is especially probing on the roots of the school and on the founding and early leadership of the Annales by Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. Burguière sees the prehistory of the movement—and notably the interest in “mentalities”—as going well back into the nineteenth century and even earlier. He accords substantial space to precursors at the turn of the twentieth century—such as Henri Berr, Emile Durkheim, and Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges—to the broad reaction against “positivism” and to the new epistemology influenced by the theories of relativity and of quantum mechanics.

Burguière makes no apologies for his admiration of the two “founding fathers” of the Annales He frequently includes quotations from Bloch and Febvre, arguing that virtually all of the strands of the Annales tradition were present in their own historical writings as well as in their more theoretical formulations. Yet he also underlines the substantial intellectual and personal tensions existing between the two founders. While other historians have explored the crisis in their relations during World War II, Burguière demonstrates that such strains had existed from the very beginning. He makes use of their correspondence, published in 2003 and not previously available to scholars, to explore the personality conflicts, career rivalries, and squabbles over the control and direction of the journal that often poisoned their relationship. Yet he also argues that these very disagreements—notably in their understanding of the meaning of mentalities—may have enriched the Annales project by helping to allay dogmatism and encourage a spirit of pluralism.

Indeed, throughout the book Burguière stresses the school’s multifaceted approach to history. He eschews the idea of a fixed “Annales paradigm.” Yet far more than most other commentators on the school, he places particular emphasis on the concept of mentalities, a concept that he closely links to his own understanding of historical anthropology and that, he insists, is “the best passport historians have at their disposal to gain access to the past”. Even though Bloch and Febvre rarely made use of the word mentalités in their journal or in their own writings, the search for the collective psychological and cultural underpinnings of social and economic history was central, Burguière argues, to the historical conceptualization of both men. He readily admits the somewhat fluid nature of “the broad and relatively vague concept of mentalities proposed by the founders of the Annales.” While it clearly refers to the collective psychology of a society—“the totality of the mental universe”—it invariably includes both conscious elements (stressed by Febvre) and the collective unconscious (stressed by Bloch): “Both a cognitive and an emotional structure, a system of representations but also a receptacle for unconscious images,” mentalities can be considered “an intellectual mechanism structuring ways of perceiving or of reasoning (what they called ‘the mental tool kit’), a set of shared conceptions, and at the same time a state of sensibility.” While this collective mental world may evolve slowly through its own internal development, it is also linked to the physical and social environment and maintains “an interactive relationship with the social world.” Burguière is aware of the difficulty of grasping and evaluating the mentalities of a given period. He is not unsympathetic toward certain efforts to use “serial” techniques to study mentalities. Though he also warns us that here, as in other uses of quantification, the historian must remember that such analysis does not directly produce answers, but rather provides new documents, new forms of evidence which must in turn be weighed and evaluated. In any case, it is perhaps Burguière’s stress on mentalities that leads him to diminish somewhat in his history of the Annales school the role of Braudel, who was in fact not as interested in the cultural dimension of history.

Burguière also generally downplays the idea of generations in his “intellectual history” of the movement. Almost all previous studies of the Annales group would stipulate the movement’s development over three or even four generations: where the first generation designates the foundation period led by Bloch and Febvre; the second refers to the hegemony of Braudel in the 1950s and 1960s; and the third includes a more diverse group of younger historians working primarily after 1960.6 But rather than a story dominated by successive age cohorts, Burguière prefers to see a series of “moments” during which certain elements of the general Annales project were stressed at the expense of others. Thus, he gives considerable attention to a “Labroussian moment” and the enormous influence exercised in the 1950s and 1960s by the Marxist historian Ernest Labrousse. Since its beginnings, the Annales group had been intensely interested in economic history and the evolution of prices—stimulated in part by a presentist concern with the course of the Great Depression. The publication of Labrousse’s powerfully argued and meticulously documented study of economic trends in the eighteenth century and their links to the origins of the French Revolution had an immediate impact on the younger generations of historians and even on Braudel himself. For Burguière, however, Labrousse’s influence was unfortunate in many respects, leading as it did to a marginalization of mentalities as an operative concept in the historian’s craft and to a stress on a socioeconomic explanation that had “yielded to the determinist temptation.”

A second historiographical moment, the “passing of the comet” of Michel Foucault, led the school in some respects toward the opposite extreme: away from a socioeconomic and quantitative approach and toward an emphasis on discursive representations. While Burguière does not underestimate the contributions of Foucault, he is also strongly critical of his influence. Even if Foucault’s approach seemed initially to offer historians a “phenomenal shortcut” in their search for explanation, it was in the end “an illusion,” born of “a reductive view.” For Burguière the philosopher-historian’s stress on texts and representations is insufficient “to take into account [the] complexity, and the more encompassing notion of mentalities.” It did not consider “psychological life in all its reality, affective and reflective, conscious and unconscious.” Foucault, like Labrousse, failed to understand the complex interaction between the mental world and the social world: “The conceptual means that orient our representations produce our social system even as they are produced by it.”

Burguière makes a more passing reference to a third historiographical “moment” in the 1980s that was marked by a certain return to political history. Of particular importance, both to the Annales school in general and to the author personally, was the discovery of the work of the German scholar Norbert Elias. But while Burguière is receptive to what some historians might call “political culture”—though he rarely uses the expression himself—and while he accepts the possible role in history of “des événements structurants,” he is extremely wary of a return to a narrative-driven history, to the “event history” that was a principal target of the founding fathers of the Annales. Although he ends his history of the Annales school in the last decades of the twentieth century, Burguière seems still to believe in a vital and creative role for the group in the future. He would certainly disagree with Peter Burke’s assessment that “the movement [was] effectively over” in 1989, “dissolving in part as a result of its success.”7

Finally, Burguière’s book departs from many previous studies of the Annales school in the significant space devoted to the work of specific historians linked to the group.8 The author is anxious to move beyond the theoretical underpinnings of the school and to explore the ways in which theory was put into practice. Indeed, if the movement maintained its dynamism and creativity for so many decades, it was precisely because it inspired the work of so many remarkably talented individual French scholars. Part 3 of the book, “Questions,” focuses on the work of some of these scholars. It reads as a kind of case book, delineating the range of methodologies and problematics developed within the Annales orbit, as embodied in the writings of different historians. Some of the book’s most interesting pages analyze the work of such figures as Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Pierre Goubert, Paul Bois, Maurice Agulhon, Michel Vovelle, and Philippe Ariès: examining the ways in which these historians were linked to or deviated from the original Annales project. In the author’s view, Goubert, Bois, and especially Le Roy Ladurie were particularly creative precisely in their heretical deviation from the Labroussian paradigm so dominant when they began their careers.

There can be no doubt that André Burguière’s account of the development of the Annales school is a very personal history. As he carefully specifies in his introduction, he self-consciously chose to emphasize the French practitioners within the school, and frequently, though not exclusively, those scholars working in the early modern period of French history, which he knew the best through his personal research. He rarely makes reference to non-French historians—Italian, Polish, American, and others—who have also worked closely in the tradition of the school. He also chose to exclude several important French figures closely linked to the Annales tradition (François Furet, Daniel Roche, Jacques Revel, Alphonse Dupront, Louis Pérouas, and others), whose work could not easily be woven into the themes he wished to emphasize. Yet despite his passionate commitment and personal involvement in the historiographical developments he describes, Burguière retains a remarkable detachment and balance in his assessments. Each chapter is filled with trenchant comparisons and fine distinctions, as he sorts through the numerous strands and counter-strands of the Annales movement. The book thus stands as an important contribution to our understanding of the thinking and writing of history in the twentieth century.



TIMOTHY TACKETT
University of California, Irvine





THE ANNALES SCHOOL











Introduction





June 1994: During a colloquium at the Universidad de Santiago de Compostela, an American historian told me rather aggressively that she was astonished at an obsession among the Annales school historians, who cite at every turn the founding fathers of the review, who had died half a century earlier. As she spoke to me, in fact, one of my colleagues, a member of the review’s editorial board, was participating at the session and had just begun his paper by quoting Marc Bloch. That referential obsession seemed particularly ridiculous to the historian, given that the directors of the Annales had constantly embraced a new history and had viewed themselves as agents for innovation in historical thought.1 The critic had hit her mark; indeed, I myself did not feel exempt from such an obsession. Is this a tendency shared by all intellectual currents that originally arose from the ambition to transform ways of thinking? A scriptural tradition takes root, sacralizing the founders’ texts, as if they had replied in advance to any questions the disciples might raise. Citing the founders serves to reinforce the cohesion of the group but also to legitimate the necessary modifications.

Nevertheless, the Annales school did not share the fate of many currents of thought that relied on the founder’s charisma and the disciples’proclaimed fidelity. It survived its two founders, Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch, even though groups formed around the founding works of a master have rarely survived without conflict the first generation of disciples. And it survived without heresies or expulsions. If we compare the still very modest audience that the young blue-covered review, founded in 1929, enjoyed on the eve of World War II to the scope of its current influence, we can even say it has managed to find a prominent place within the world of historians.


New Current or Revival of a Tradition?

We might see in that peculiarity one more piece of evidence for the soundness of the conception of history embodied by the Annales school. But we have to wonder whether the absence of theoretical disagreements is not simply the sign of an absence of doctrine, or rather, of real innovation. Two phenomena argue in favor of that hypothesis: first, the absence of any real calling into question of the Annales in recent historiographical reforms; and second, the stabilization of power relations between traditional historians and those of the Annales school. Since the appearance of the Annales, history has undergone many methodological, thematic, and even conceptual innovations: microhistory, conceptual history, the study of networks, and so on. But of these new currents, the only ones truly opposed to the spirit of the Annales are those arguing for a return to narrative history,2 to a history of events or, among adherents of the linguistic turn, to the poetic dimension of historiographical writing—that is, to the stances criticized by Bloch and Febvre.

The reception historians have given to the ideas in the Annales raises similar questions. If we compare the current audience for the scientific history advocated by the review’s founders to the impact their ideas had in the late 1930s, we find impressive progress. The response was especially strong in the 1960s and 1970s under the influence of the massive, but belated, penetration of Marxist thought into France and, later, of its crisis stage. For the last two decades, however, its influence has stabilized. It remains strong among historians of classical antiquity and among medievalists, that is, among historians of the remote past. It has had to confront a return to biographical, diplomatic, and institutional history in its traditional form among specialists on the modern era. And it is a minority current among historians of the twentieth century, many of whom privilege an approach to political facts that focuses on the event.

Rather than incarnating the rise of a new conception of history, is not the evolution of the Annales school the result of a change in the balance between two conceptions of historical knowledge that long coexisted? The first conception seeks to achieve a psychological or political identification with the past by precisely reconstituting what happened. In that view, the past is rnagister vitae, a precedent to be imitated or avoided. That conception fosters the political uses of history. It is now experiencing a revival with the attention to the effects and imperatives of memory. The other manner of apprehending history is to consider the past a field of observation for learning the general characteristics of humankind and of societies along with the geographical diversity of cultures and societies, but with an added dimension: our genealogical relationship to the past.

 

The unifying thread of this philosophical observation allows us to trace a continuous epistemic connection between perfect history in the sixteenth century, defended by Henri La Popelinière, Etienne Pasquier, Loys Le Roy, and others;3 the historical writings of Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Edward Gibbon in the eighteenth century; and those of François Guizot, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Wilhelm von Humboldt in the first half of the nineteenth century. These historians were all intent on extracting the constants and global significance from the course of history. With Ernest Renan and Hippolyte Taine in the mid—nineteenth century, that treatment of the past was coupled with a scientific ambition, influenced by the ascendancy of the experimental sciences and by the emergence of new disciplines focused on the study of human behavior, such as anthropology, psychology, and sociology, which adopted the same model.

These two conceptions of historical knowledge, which since the eighteenth century have been fostered by erudition and which use the same methods—those of scholarly history, founded on the collection and criticism of sources—often coexisted within the same historians. The current that emerged from the liberal generation of the 1820s, which included Augustin Thierry, Guizot, Jules Michelet, Edgar Quinet, and others, established the model of national history. It perfectly illustrates the interpenetration of the two views. These historians’notion of the origins and development of the nation entailed a reflection both on the mission of France and on the contradictions of French society.4

Why did these two interpenetrating tendencies come to take opposite stances at the turn of the twentieth century on the question of history’s capacity to produce scientific knowledge? The positivist current, with Charles Seignobos as its self-proclaimed herald, focused primarily on establishing the facts. In response to the attacks of the Durkheimian sociologists, it argued the scientific virtues of the historical method of source criticism.5 Was that current as dominant at the time in the world of historians as Febvre claimed?6 In any case, it became so in the 1920s, not as a result of intellectual imperialism but by a sort of decline in inquisitiveness on the part of historians, who now designed their research to fit their teaching, rather than introducing the revisions and discoveries of research into the classroom.

In titling the new review Annales d’histoire économique et sociale (Annals of Economic and Social History), the directors underscored their intention to emphasize the deep structures, the recurrent phenomena whose regularity and measurable character corresponded to the imperatives of scientific reasoning. In the early twentieth century, François Simiand had designated these imperatives the Ark of the Covenant of the social sciences. But when Bloch and Febvre invoked the spirit of the Annales and endeavored to explain what they meant by that, they spoke of the study of mentalities.

What did that notion, not declared in the title, smuggle into the intellectual project of the new review? Given the major place the directors allotted to it in explaining their conception of history, in reaction to what was being published at the time, it is difficult to consider that notion an extra something in a program dedicated primarily to the arid territories of economic and social facts. The study of mentalities was rarely the main subject of the articles published in the Annales, but it was always present in the interpretive model. Whether it entailed explaining monetary fluctuations and the role of the gold standard, the diffusion of a technical innovation, or the penetration of Nazism into an Alpine valley,7 that notion played a central role in constructing the explanation.

My hypothesis is the following: Bloch and Febvre understood that if history adopted the scientific imperatives that the Durkheimians criticized historians for ignoring (the study of economic and social structures, the constitution of series to identify patterns), it would gain in rigor but would lose its raison d’être. Émile Durkheim had already observed this with reference to comparative analysis, which makes it possible to escape the insufficiency of the unique case, the event that occurs only once. “The moment history begins to compare,” he wrote, “it becomes indistinguishable from sociology.”8 If history adopts the objective of studying how societies function in order to work in concert with the social sciences, it contributes nothing that the other disciplines cannot produce.

History is not the science of societies, as Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges had claimed. As Bloch often recalled, it is in the first place “the science of a change.” It is the particular vocation of historians to explore the past, which lets them see processes completed or undertaken long ago. The past thus offers them a privileged observation post from which to analyze societal modifications. But to benefit from the past, historians must approach it with the sense that the past is separate, remote from the present. It is in that respect that the study of mentalities can be useful. In placing their observation post “in the consciousness of men living in society,” as Febvre wrote,9 historians seek to recover the movement of life (the vitalist metaphor is common among the founders of the Annales) but also to restore to the era they are studying its overall cohesion, its singularity.

The possibility of analyzing a society from the inside, as the study of mentalities allows, is not grounded in the sense of common humanity with people of another time, which, for example, forms the basis of Wilhelm Dilthey’s principle of understanding.10 It is a methodical labor of decipherment, not a hermeneutics based on the unity of human experience. It is also a work of totalization intended to restore the internal coherence, the psychological unity of an era. Shored up by its dual function, the study of mentalities gradually colonized the problematic of change. In the evolution of the Annales school, I propose to follow the trajectory from the history of mentalities in the 1930s to the anthropological turn of the 1970s and 1980s. It seems to me that the best way to reconstitute that conceptual itinerary would be to observe it in the margins, in its effort to conceptualize the articulation of the biological and social worlds.




A French Particularity?

I may be criticized for limiting my reflection primarily to the case of French historians. The flaw is all the more inexcusable in that the founders of the Annales denounced the Gallocentrism of French historians and sought to form a truly international network around their ideas. My choice was dictated by my greater familiarity with French studies. But there are other reasons for it. At a time when international scientific organizations and events, the mobility of researchers, and the demand for expertise seem to be globalizing historical research to the same extent as is seen in the experimental and exact sciences, it is troubling to observe that most historical debate continues to unfold within a national framework.

National isolation translates into a certain deafness to the theoretical issues energizing historians from neighboring countries, even when we are familiar with their work and often know them personally. The debate during the 1960s among French historians on the nature of ancien régime society (a society of orders or a society of classes?) regarding the pertinence of the grid of socioprofessional categories provided by the Institut National de la Statistique et des Études Économiques (INSEE; National Institute for Statistics and Economic Studies) for the treatment of serial sources prior to the Revolution, though it came up several times at international congresses, was rarely adopted or understood outside France. The same could be said for the debate among German historians regarding the concept of Alltagsgeschichte (the history of everyday life).

The reasons for the national compartmentalization of historiographical reflection are certainly less intellectual than sociological. Theoretical debates among historians are the privileged venue for confrontations between networks and influence groups, hence for power politics within academia. They also reflect the place of history in each country among the many disciplines taught at the university (humanities or social sciences) as well as the place granted to academic historians in cultural and political life.

That compartmentalization is only apparent, however. A concern for coherence impels me to follow the trajectory of the history of mentalities, and of what can be called the anthropological turn, primarily through the studies of French historians. But similar developments could be found elsewhere. The German debate on Alltagsgeschichte calls into question social history, which, in Germany in the 1970s, was based on quantitative analysis and Marxism. It does so in terms that recall how Ernest Labrousse’s disciples moved beyond their master’s socioeconomic model. German historians, in order to become absorbed in the logic of a society and to understand its contradictions, wanted to promote a history seen from below. They chose as observation post the daily experience of individuals, that is, the subjectivity of social actors and no longer the general structures, the overall balance of power. In Germany as in France, demographic analysis and the study of family structures were the Trojan horse that introduced a reversal of perspectives and initiated the anthropological turn.11

By virtue of its international success, microstoria, launched by Italian historians associated with the review Quaderni storici and close to the Annales school, may belie the idea of a national isolation of historiographical issues and trajectories. But in the Italian context, microstoria reinforced the break with a historical tradition centered on the problem of the construction of the state, widespread even among Marxist historians. It also allowed the group at Quaderni storici to emancipate themselves from the Annales school, which they had joined with the convert’s enthusiasm at a time when it was dominated by the quantitative constraints of Labroussian socioeconomic history.12 In many respects, microstoria replicated the intellectual emancipation of Labrousse’s French disciples, which set them on the path of historical anthropology.

The English case is more complex. The theoretical axis around which social history redeployed its problematic was not the Annales school, with which the English historians had only cordial relations, but the Marxism of the review Past and Present. The revised Marxism that inspired the work of E. P. Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm left aside any consideration of the structures of domination in analyzing the class struggles that shape the course of history, studying instead the construction of a class culture and making the working class’s acquisition of a cultural identity the instrument of transformation.13 The analysis could be extended to many other national cases. In their historiographical development as well, we would find, with greater or lesser time lags, a theoretical displacement similar to the anthropological turn I propose to analyze among French historians. That turn was not merely a passing fad affecting only the currents oriented toward social history and the historians accustomed to engaging in dialogue with the social sciences; it was a fundamental shift in historical thought.




The Historian’s Two-Pronged Discourse

I wish to analyze this shift as it actually happened, as a kind of thinking out loud in which every historian has taken his place and his turn at the podium in order to advance the debate. In that respect, my undertaking differs greatly from the many studies that have been devoted to the Annales school. Do not expect to find in this book a history of events, or a historical sociology of the Annales school, or an epistemological reflection on the foundations of historical knowledge that would use the conceptions of the Annales as its springboard. Each of these approaches has produced a vast body of literature. I have sometimes made use of them myself. In my view, however, each has the disadvantage of dissolving the particularity of the historical debate in seeking to shed light on it through issues external to it.

The task of the historian lies for the most part in questioning the past, if we understand by that the gesture of turning toward the past to explain our present. That act of questioning operates on two levels, both of them fostering the historian’s insertion into the continuity of a collective reflection. At a first level, it is a limited inquiry applied to a precise period or field. Historiographical debate is most often situated at that level. But underlying the question raised is a latent and overarching inquiry, which can be assimilated to a metahistory. The historian seeks in the past either the explanation for an identity or allegiance (to a nation, an ethnic group, a state, a region, a family, a class, and so on) or the explanation of the nature of humankind or of societies.

Those who are associated, explicitly or not, with the Annales current accept the established rules and practices of scholarly history. But they move beyond them, in their recourse to comparatism and interdisciplinarity, to arrive at a more general reflection on the development of societies. That duality defines the spirit of the Annales. It will guide my reflection: on one hand, historians strive to enrich and complicate the explanation of the developmental features proper to their field of research. On the other, they intend to contribute, on the basis of that explanation, to a broader reflection on societal change and on modifications in habits concealed behind the notion of human nature.

If we neglect the contribution of historical studies to a knowledge of the field and period to which they apply, we run the risk of retaining only general statements with the abstract quality of a philosophical argument, without its substance and discursive tension. That accounts for the limited interest of a number of efforts to circumscribe the paradigm of the Annales, to shed light on its relationship with Marxism, structuralism, and so forth. Such an undertaking is as deficient for assessing the intellectual contribution of the Annales school as a study of the art of tragedy in Pierre Corneille or Jean Racine would be were it based solely on the prefaces to their plays. For the historian as for the playwright, the execution counts more than the plan.

The general scope of a research project, whether a simple article or a voluminous thesis, can be summed up in a few sentences. Its richest content lies in the analysis of a particular historical process. It is when we look at studies that have approached the period or field under consideration with a similar problematic that the general scope of the research assumes its full meaning. Even more than the specialized knowledge that erudition brings—knowledge that is always reconfigured by new research—the contributions of these studies to an overall view of societal change make sense only when they become links in a chain, when they join, as it were, a never-ending conversation.

It is the retrospective coherence and conceptual content of that conversation that I wish to grasp, by following the trajectory from one book or article to another or from one historian to the next. The studies are more important than the historians; and even more important than the intrinsic value of the studies is what allows us to follow the thread of the uninterrupted conversation among historians. If I sometimes pause to consider a historian’s career, I do so to understand the role he played in the segment of the Annales trajectory whose pattern I am attempting to reconstitute.

I am not unaware of the risk of subjectivity and internalism entailed by the project of analyzing a current of thought to which one knows and feels oneself to be deeply connected. I belong to the current editorial board of the Annales review, which is endeavoring, within the field of history and the social sciences, to continue to serve as a wake-up call, the role its founders assigned it. I do not believe that position makes me more or less qualified than anyone else to retrace the history of an intellectual movement that belongs to all who wish to take an interest in it, on the condition that they know how to step back and respect certain objectification procedures. That is why I have preferred not to consider my own writings.

I do not believe in the virtues of ego-history. If I felt the need to speak of myself, I would choose autobiography. The reason for that self-effacement is therefore methodological. But it is also partly biographical. I belong to a generation that discovered its historical vocation in the 1960s, at a time when the studies by historians trained just after World War II were beginning to appear in quick succession. Medieval clerics had the impression, in reading classical authors, that they were dwarfs perched on the shoulders of giants. Similarly, I will not conceal my continuing fondness and admiration for these elders in whose shadow I learned to love history. It is in the first place their voices that I would like to make heard.

They were not the inventors of a new form of history, since they belonged to the second or third generation of the Annales school (these categorizations are uncertain and somewhat ridiculous). But the audacity and energy with which they implemented the proposals of the review’s founders completely altered the landscape of history in France. What distinguishes them, more than the methodological or conceptual audacity of their work, is the fervor with which they mobilized historical argument to understand the social world. And—even more important than that mobilization—it is the conviction they inherited from the Enlightenment, present at every turn in their thinking, that renders the social world fully comprehensible.

Not all intellectual generations are of equivalent value. This is not because talent and intelligence about the history of a society tend to come and go, but because historians need a particular set of historical circumstances to interact with one another and to exert a driving force on the field as a whole. The climate of social optimism, what has been called “the spirit of the Liberation”—concealed in the wake of World War II behind the dogmatism and sometimes overt pessimism of ideological commitments—the theoretical ebullience, in short, enjoyed by the human sciences at the time, made possible a blossoming of that unparalleled generation of historians, the most brilliant no doubt since the two great flowerings of the 1820s and 1860s.

This book is not dictated by regret or nostalgia. I have attempted to analyze and to understand an intellectual trajectory. I do not wish to compose a panegyric or a eulogy for a generation. In my view, the new trends that have been gaining strength for two decades have not inspired the same intellectual audacity or the same curiosity. But the paradigm that has impelled “scientific history” and the social sciences since the 1920s has not been superseded. It asks only to be reborn.

This intellectual history does not claim to offer a complete historiographical accounting or inventory of the Annales school but simply to analyze the trajectory of the reflections on change within that historical school, from the 1920s, when Bloch and Febvre founded their new review, until the turn of the 1980s. Do not expect to find in this book, which speaks only of historians’ writings, a portrait gallery, even less an honor roll of the Annales school or an anthology of my favorites. It is convenience, not friendship or preference, that guided my choices. Many important historians in what is known as the Annales school are absent from this book, including some who marked me most deeply or to whom I feel the closest. Every selection entails a certain arbitrariness. The one required here corresponds neither to a personal honors list nor to a network of friends. Of the works encountered on the historiographical itinerary I decided to follow, I have chosen those that allowed me to reconstitute the continuity and coherence of a sustained argument.14










PART ONE

Foundations










CHAPTER 1

The Early Annales




Portrait of a Review


To become oneself, one must know how to imitate. From the first issues of their review, Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre embraced a spirit of the Annales without ever saying of what it consisted, as if it were an already known and well-established current of thought. The same self-referential procedure can be found in the early issues of the Année sociologique, Emile Durkheim’s review, which the two historians admired and from which they borrowed more than one editorial feature. In inventing their own tradition, the Durkheimians wanted to give the appearance of a legitimate scientific current, even though the university was marginalizing them.1 Their group spirit—or even cultishness, as their adversaries called it—also stemmed from the originality of a sociological mode of thought that they expounded in many theoretical texts.

Bloch and Febvre did not have the advantage of any new theory specific to them. They defended a conception of history consistent with the scientific imperatives of the social sciences already present in other countries but which, according to them, were having difficulty finding acceptance in France. They were not rejected by the university. Both were appointed professors at the Université de Strasbourg when Alsace-Lorraine was returned to France and occupied eminent positions there. In imitating the formula of the Année sociologique, they sought to shake up historians and instigate a debate similar to the ones Durkheimians had incited with their criticisms. But this time the criticism was internal.

The founding of the Annales may have been part of a somewhat illusory innovation, but it was not the undertaking of illusionists. The originality in the style and content of the new blue-covered review, and the impact it had in the social sciences from its early years on, should not be underestimated. Its impact is not to be measured by its sales figures and subscriptions. That originality, whose principal traits I now wish to identify, lay in the climate of intellectual turmoil that the directors were able to introduce into the world of the human sciences through their voluntarist and polemical editorial style but also through the dynamic of research for which their review served as instrument. The will to understand societal change to which they laid claim had inspired historians throughout the nineteenth century. Although it seemed to have been marking time in France since the early twentieth century, that will had remained vibrant in many other countries. Bloch and Febvre therefore did not invent the conception of history they sought to popularize, but they put it back on the agenda and rethought it on their own terms.

They breathed new life into that view of history through a critique of research practices, a critique that would lead historians to make their methods, but also their problematic, explicit. They advanced it through a reflection on the role of the historian and of science in the modern world. Their conceptions did not stem solely from their intellectual training and from the epistemological debates that, at the turn of the twentieth century, had converted them to the imperatives of a scientific history. They also resulted from more recent challenges that had turned their lives upside down or had shaken their certainties: the experience of World War I, which transformed their perception of collective attitudes and their view of world history, but also the climate of interdisciplinary exchange they found at the Université de Strasbourg, which had just been rededicated as a French university.

These crises colored French intellectual life in the wake of World War I with a disenchanted skepticism and a nostalgia for the past to which Bloch and Febvre refused to yield. In the context of the time, a sympathetic attention to forms of modernity, which distinguished the Annales d’histoire économique et sociale from the dominant currents of the literary and philosophical world, and the review’s effort to bring the illumination of past transformations to bear on the changes under way were not the least original of its aspects.


A Nonconformist Review

It is difficult today to imagine the review as its founders designed it, because we are more familiar with the appearance it adopted after World War II and that it has preserved ever since throughout its changes in format. But the Annales: Économies, sociétés, civilisations has a more academic look, closer to the other major history reviews, than the Annales d’histoire économique et sociale of the 1930s. That is partly the price of success. The Annales acquired a much larger audience among later generations of academics thanks to the intellectual climate of the Liberation, which favored the attitudes of the social sciences and Marxism. Bloch’s tragic death added an aura of heroism to the respect the review’s positions enjoyed. That success was embodied in an institution: the Sixth Section of the École Pratique des Hautes Études, of which Febvre became the first chair. The Annales, still under Febvre’s directorship, became as a result a more classically historical review.

 

The early Annales owed its particular appearance to the Revue de synthèse historique and the Année sociologique, which in the first years of the century had embodied the efforts of epistemological reflection and dialogue within the human sciences. Bloch and Febvre embraced their legacy. From Henri Berr’s review they borrowed the idea of the enquêtes collectives (cross-research), an experimental expression of the scientific and interdisciplinary project they intended to promote. From the Durkheimians’journal, they retained the strategic function of book reviews, which gave them the opportunity to develop their own ideas by contrasting them to what was being published. Far from considering reviews a bibliographical chore delegated to the goodwill of contributors, the directors of the Annales took on a large share of the work themselves.

It is in those many book reviews written by the two directors that we must seek the most extensive exposition of their thinking, much more than in the essays where they set out to synthesize their notion of history. The criteria of scientificity they embraced had been familiar since the dispute at the turn of the century between François Simiand and Charles Seignobos.2 But whereas Simiand had made these criteria an epistemological wall that barred the path of science to historians, the founders of the Annales saw them as designating the inadequacies that history had to overcome in order to join the social sciences. Their reviews, which ranged from a few lines to critical notes taking the form of articles, varied in size depending on whether or not the work under consideration contributed to an understanding of the new scientific spirit. That editorial flexibility was dictated by the pedagogical mission the founders attached to the review, which explains their search for a direct and incisive tone stripped of any flowery turns of phrase. Each had his own temperament—Febvre was more impulsive and quarrelsome, Bloch more rigorous in his arguments and more penetrating—but both forsook academic courtesy and unctuousness to arrive at the essential: pointing out the novelty and quality of the analysis or, instead, deploring the inadequacy of the conceptualization.

Nothing could be more misleading than to conflate Bloch and Febvre’s antipositivism with a contempt for erudition and recourse to the archives. Although they criticized research that had no point of view and that considered erudition an end in itself, they remained very attached to the empirical foundations of the historian’s labor. They had difficulty conceiving of an innovative piece of research that would not be based on the exploitation or discovery of unpublished documents. It was in this spirit that, in announcing and carrying out historical inquiries, they granted particular attention to the problem of sources. Hence Bloch attracted attention to cadastral sources and their ancien régime antecedents and to aerial photography as a resource for the investigation of land apportionment data.3

This meant situating themselves within the tradition of scholarly practice and, at the same time, subverting the chartist cult of the written document deposited in the archive. They did so by inventing new types of sources. In their eyes, however, it was not the sources that provided the historian with a new point of view but the questions asked of them. All their editorial efforts were directed toward that act of questioning. The articles were rather short and largely uncluttered by footnotes. Even when they presented firsthand research, they addressed a problem of a general nature that elevated them above mere debates by specialists. In their tone and the scope of their argument, they were more akin to essays published in a review of ideas than to the scholarly studies on which an academic career is built.




Opening up Academic Thought

Just as the impressionists invited painters to leave their studios and plant their easels in the midst of nature, the founders of the Annales wanted to remove historical argument from its disciplinary and academic isolation. In the first place, they appealed broadly to economists, geographers, and sociologists, that is, to specialists in disciplines with which historians had to enter into dialogue. The Annales never recovered that multidisciplinary openness after World War II. In the audience they targeted as in the contributions they solicited, they also endeavored to move beyond the academic world.

The enquête collective on prices and monetary problems gave them the opportunity to call on financiers such as Jean Chappey, director of the Banque des Pays d’Europe Centrale, and Georg Bachmann, president of the Banque Nationale Suisse. It was another specialist in finance, Jacques Houdaille, who, in his articles and book reviews on monetary problems, provided a reflection on and a sustained collaboration with the enquête. Georges Mequet, an expert with the Bureau International du Travail (BIT; International Bureau of Labor), who was recommended to Febvre by a fellow student from the École Normale, the socialist politician Albert Thomas, reviewed publications on labor problems and the Soviet economy. In 1931, introducing with obvious satisfaction an article by N. B. Grass, professor at the Harvard Business School, Bloch expressed the wish that “history might be, for the man devoted to practice, a wondrous, indispensable school of psychological and social analysis.”4

In that possibly naïve desire to escape an overly academic view of history stripped of the meaning of life, we may find traces of the vitalism that permeated twentieth-century thought and fueled the attack on scientistic rationalism. Charles Péguy’s criticisms of Gustave Lanson and of history as it was practiced at the Sorbonne, to which Febvre was not insensitive, appeared on the eve of World War I. Febvre himself called for “a history that is not interested in some abstract, eternal, immutable man but in men, always captured within the context of the societies of which they are members,... in men possessing various preoccupations and aptitudes, all of whom mingle, clash, thwart one another, and in the end conclude a compromise peace among themselves, a modus vivendi called life.”5 For his part, Bloch, in a now famous formulation, claimed that “the good historian is like the ogre of legend. Wherever he smells human flesh, he knows there is his prey.”6

But the appeal to nonacademic knowledge and to experience of the social world was significant for another reason. It continued the reflection on the place of science that accompanied the Annales project. The review’s founders did not evade the eternal question of the utility of history, which had haunted historians since the late nineteenth century. “What to ask of history?” inquired Bloch before an audience of alumni from the École Polytechnique, members of the Club X-Crise, which had invited him to speak. The same question asked by his son—“Papa, what is history for?”—introduces his historian’s last will and testament, L’apologie pour l’Histoire (The Historian’s Craft).7




Critical Thought and Pedagogy

Bloch and Febvre’s response was a far cry from the one that the policy of republican action, in the first decades of the Third Republic, inspired in historians, thereby securing them a preeminent place in education, from primary school to the university. The mission of these historians was to spread patriotism and the republican spirit. To temper the indoctrination to which such a mission could lead, the “methodist” historians (as Simiand called them) added training in critical thinking, which, playing on words, they attributed to the “method” of source criticism. It is clear that the enlistment of history at every level of the educational system subordinated historical research to the imperatives of teaching. In the universities, historians devoted most of their time to training future instructors, preparing them for the licence (bachelor’s degree) and the agrégation (the competitive qualifying exam for all secondary school teachers and university instructors). The research that students conducted to earn a degree or to write a thèse d’État (a thesis written in preparation for the doctorat d’État, the doctoral degree conferred by the French state) had to conform to the curriculum, since their ultimate objective was to offer their accomplishments for its enrichment.

Bloch and Febvre, of course, were not opposed either to patriotism or to the republican spirit. They did not challenge the place granted to history in the French educational system. Their attention to the problem of the agrégation and the reform proposals they developed in columns of the review devoted to the tools and institutions of scientific life showed they were far from uninterested in the teaching of history. But they expected that a reform in the way students were prepared for high-level competitive exams by the best university professors would produce high school teachers with the minds of historians, not historians with the minds of high school teachers.

Bloch and especially Febvre were close to sharing the opinion of Charles Péguy—Febvre cites him more than once—who in 1906 denounced the confusion between the science of history and history teaching. “The vast majority of historians,” Péguy wrote, “are now recruited from teaching positions. And there is nothing so contrary to the duties of science as the duties of teaching, since the duties of science require a perpetual anxiety and the duties of teaching, conversely, perpetually require an admirable self-assurance.”8 The founders of the Annales saw no real contradiction but merely a great distance between the imperatives of pedagogical practice and those of scientific reflection.

They challenged didactic utilitarianism, which subordinated the themes and problematics of historical reflection to the imperatives of teaching. In favoring affirmation over inquisitiveness and certainty over anxiety, the choice of utility risked leading to a form of servitude, or at least of ideological complacency. In Strasbourg, Febvre, speaking to a staunchly republican audience, pointed out the risk. “A history that is of service is a servile history,” he declared, targeting historians who had confused the lecture halls of their universities with trenches on the front lines.9

Bloch rejected just as thoroughly the principle of utility as a justification for historical research, but he did so with a serenity more consistent with his temperament. “Were history eternally indifferent to Homo faber and Homo politicus,” he wrote, “all that would be required to defend it would be an acknowledgment that it was necessary for the fulfillment of Homo sapiens.” After all, curiosity, the desire to know, seemed to him motivation enough to legitimate the researcher’s work, as noble an ideal as art for art’s sake is for the artist. “Indeed,” he added, “the nature of our understanding leads much less to a desire to know than to a desire to understand.”10

That need to understand governs both the scientific status to which historical knowledge must aspire and its social function. For the historian, understanding does not mean seeking to know exactly what happened or even to explain what happened. It means questioning the past in order to understand oneself, to understand humankind, to understand the world in which we live and the way it changes. That objective sheds light both on the new review’s intellectual strategy and on its social aim. It entailed a desire for a companionship with the sciences, which, like history, help us understand the social world. And it continues to invite us to seek, beyond the academic world, the attention and collaboration of men of action. By that dated expression, which they readily used, Bloch and Febvre meant men who could bring to the knowledge of society the specific weight of their professional experience but who could also find valuable illumination in the scientific approach to the social world in order to better conceive their role and responsibilities in society.




The Spirit of the 1930s

Was the function that the new review attributed to historical science in society inspired by a technocratic conception of the role of science? That is undoubtedly an overstatement, completely inaccurate even, if by “technocratic” one means to designate a political ideal. Bloch and Febvre were both profoundly republican and committed to the values of democracy. They were leftists with a socialist sensibility. They were not indifferent to the properly civic role of historical knowledge. But that civic role, according to them, did not lie in the edifying virtue of the past, especially the national past, which supposedly incarnated in its trajectory (the construction of national unity, the establishment of parliamentary democracy, and so on) the values on which citizenship was founded. It proceeded from the intellectual virtue of questioning the past, from the capacity it provides us for facing the problems of the present, for deciphering our own society, for contextualizing and relativizing the attitudes that trouble or outrage us.

The act of placing the present in perspective by setting it against what the past can teach us does not lead to skepticism but to a spirit of tolerance and responsibility. Historical reasoning can aid citizens in understanding the collective issues on which they are invited to give their opinion, but also in evaluating, on the basis of a knowledge of forms of change, what must be respected or, on the contrary, rejected in the state of society. As for those who must make decisions involving the fate of others, the illumination of historical analysis allows them to take a more accurate measure of the import of their choices.

Bloch and Febvre did not want to make the historian an adviser to the prince. They nevertheless acknowledged, for history as for the social sciences, the role of expert knowledge, which can aid men of action, but also every citizen, in their choices. Studying the past does not provide social agents with precedents that ought to inspire them or of which they should be wary. It allows them to identify patterns, if not laws, in the way society functions, to construct models of development that ought to guide action in and on society. History thus understood can help us understand and reform the social world, just as the physical sciences and technical knowledge allow us to act on the physical world. The Annales current, however, challenged the pseudo-prophetic function of the historian popularized in the nineteenth century, which, in the name of a linear conception of historical evolution inspired by the idea of progress, made the competent explorer of the past the best decoder of the future. More broadly, it challenged the ideological use of history (denounced by distinguished minds such as Paul Valéry), which was invading political debate.

The critique of the instrumentalization of history by political discourse and of a political practice founded on the ideological administration of society surfaced in the writings of Bloch, Febvre, and the most active contributors to the review. That position distinguished the Annales from other academic reviews. Is that enough to link it to what has been called the nonconformism of the 1930s, a current of thought, or rather a critical posture, pervading French intellectual circles at the time? That diffuse current, which included intellectuals, business leaders, and trade unionists, criticized the ideological approach to social change of philosophies of history that also aspired to be philosophies of action—Marxism, for example—arguing in response the need for a scientific approach. It also criticized the inadequacy of the parliamentary system, which was incapable of responding to the aspirations of the masses and of facing the crisis, because its elected officials did not reflect the real state of the country’s social forces.

The Club X-Crise, to which Bloch was invited to make the case for history, was one of the laboratories of that modernist and technocratic current. A number of these nonconformists, ill at ease with the distinguished figures of the parliamentary world, saw the Révolution nationale as a long-awaited opportunity to impose their ideas. They found their way into the ministerial cabinets of the Vichy regime. Others joined the Resistance. To the program of the Conseil National de la Résistance (CNR; National Resistance Council), they contributed a central planning and voluntarist aspect. Bloch, as the franc-tireur movement’s delegate to the Comité Général et d’Études de la Résistance (General and Study Committee of the Resistance), participated in elaborating that program and shared that economic and social voluntarism.11 Many of the criticisms he addressed in L’étrange défaite (Strange Defeat)—from the lack of economic ambition in the ruling elites, who had little interest in relying on statistical data, to the anti-industrial ideology of the “return to the land” in which the world of letters reveled—coincided with those of that modernist current, but he made not the slightest concession regarding his respect for republican principles.12

In reality, though the orientation of the Annales had a certain proximity to that current, it was less by virtue of its political implications, rarely set forth in the review, than by the original conception of the place of science in society, and of the scientist’s political responsibility, defended by its directors. The denunciation of science and of the reign of technology was a standard feature of the French intelligentsia’s critique. In contrast to that fairly bland nostalgic antimodernism—which in Germany enjoyed a more inspired philosophical expression in the thinking of Martin Heidegger—the Annales displayed an overt sympathy for and curiosity about societies that placed science and technology at the center of their preoccupations. That is why the review took an interest in both the Soviet Union and the United States, two societies that at the time were somewhat neglected, even scorned, by French intellectual and academic circles.

Maurice Halbwachs, who represented the legacy of the Durkheimian current on the review’s first editorial board, harshly criticized Robert Aron and Arnaud Dandieu’s essay on the United States, one of those pamphlets against the materialism of American civilization (like those of Georges Duhamel and Georges Bernanos) that was held in high esteem by educated people. A year before his negative review, Halbwachs had published in the Annales a major urban sociological study on Chicago, and he regularly reviewed writings on the United States.13 Georges Mequet’s articles and book reviews on economic development in the USSR, though they may now appear to be marked by an excessive trust in official sources of information and by a certain myopia toward the political aspects of Stalinism, had the merit of opening a window on a country and on an experiment that were attracting a few prestigious writers (such as André Gide) but were unknown to the academic world. The modernism of the Annales especially found expression in its attention to the problems of the present, which distinguished it from other history reviews, including those of contemporary history. That focus would become blurred in the Annales ESC after World War II.




The Presentism of the Annales

It would be more accurate to speak of the “presentism” of the Annales, a tendency that combined theoretical and methodological proposals. “There is no history except of the present,” Febvre said repeatedly, thereby suggesting that historical work entails no resurrection, contrary to the romantic desire of Michelet, for example. The idea that the historian never enters into direct contact with the past itself, but only with signs, traces (psychological traces, Bloch would specify) of the past was not invented by the Annales. Charles Victor Langlois and Charles Seignobos conceded as much in their Introduction aux études historiques (Introduction to the Study of History).14 But instead of drawing the epistemological consequences of such an assertion, in their antipositivist audacity they took a sharp turn and became lost in the eternal validation of sources and witnesses. Whether historians or laypeople, we cannot hope to enter into direct contact with the past and to bring it back to life; we can only imagine it for ourselves, or rather, actualize it on the basis of the questions and the state of mind that our own age suggests to us. In raising the question of the unavoidable subjectification of the past by our present, the Annales became part of a debate that had plagued European thought since the late nineteenth century, from Dilthey’s hermeneutics and German historicism to the writings of R. G. Collingwood and Benedetto Croce.

The founders of the Annales welcomed that reflection and extended it in their fashion. They preferred, to a metaphysics of existential time, an epistemology of the construction of the object of research, which gave them an affinity for the new scientific imperatives, including those of the social sciences. Several times in his correspondence with Febvre, Bloch alluded to the theoretical upheavals of modern physics. Febvre, for his part, sought to enter into dialogue with physicists and their new preoccupations, both at the Semaines (week-long colloquia) of Henri Berr’s Centre de Synthèse and in the design of the Encyclopédie française. He admitted he had been marked by “that great drama of relativity that has come to shake, to rock the entire edifice of the sciences as a man of my generation imagined it in his youth.” Criticizing Marcellin Berthelot, who asserted too quickly that chemistry, because it creates its object, is to be distinguished from the natural and historical sciences, Febvre observed that scientists “increasingly define science as a creation, present it to us as constructing its object, and observe in it, at every moment, the constant intervention of the scientist.”15 As we can see, the directors of the Annales did not renounce physics as the model for the scientific approach they were proposing for historians but rather sought to find support in physics by drawing inspiration from its theoretical innovations. For the historian, constructing the object means beginning with a question and not an archive.

 

To begin with a question is to begin with oneself rather than artificially effacing oneself from the field of analysis, as the positivist conception of objectivity would have it. That methodical cogito of the historian has nothing to do with the narcissistic subjectivism that now inspires the craze for ego-history, or the quest for an empathetic relationship to the lived experience of forgotten actors from the past through the emotional bond with the archive and its reconstitution through writing. The historian is taken into account not because of the psychological peculiarities of his personality and his sense of individuality but because he belongs to the present. It is that place within the present, through the culture and preoccupations of his era, that guides the historian in apprehending and questioning the past. That is why one can concede to historicism the fact that, as history follows its course, the past continually undergoes transformations.

But we also need a methodical and rational confrontation with the past in order to definitively understand our present, that is, the society that is our own. That confrontation is an objectification of the experience and knowledge of the world in which we live. It requires us to shift back and forth between past and present. The classic method is to follow the course of history; the Annales, in order to understand the genealogical connection that unites the past to the present and the forms of change that have led from one to the other, added the regressive method, which begins with the present and moves backward through time in a gradual reconstruction. That method, advocated by Bloch, is disconcerting, as he himself acknowledged. It has had few emulators because it runs counter to the order of narrative, which continues to exert its influence on historians’mode of exposition.16

That manner of proceeding, which is that of archaeologists uncovering successive strata until they reach the stratum of the founding era, was used by Bloch in his rural history to give historical depth to the geographical concept of an agrarian landscape. It was, for example, by beginning with contemporary land apportionment and with the superimposition of the present on a remote past provided by aerial photography that he was able to reconstitute the technological, economic, and social transformations of rural life. Cultivation techniques and the forms of land appropriation overworked the soil, which became a true palimpsest of the countryside’s history, revealing its successive traces.

That was also the approach Febvre chose in his investigation of basic foodstuffs, which he conceived outside the framework of the Encyclopédie française. The strange geographical distribution of cooking fats, privileged markers of alimentary habits, that emerged from the responses of French people surveyed on the eve of World War II often did not reflect the agricultural products of the different regions at the time of the survey but rather their ancient, vanished agriculture. The western region of Poitou-Charente remained committed to lard, even though it had become the chief center for dairy production. Tastes in food are a memory.17

In contrast to the historical tradition defended by Seignobos, who made the past the tireless prophet of the present, Bloch and Febvre also asked the present to help us better understand the past. “Between the past and the present no firm partition,” wrote Febvre, “that is the anthem of the Annales. Which does not mean that the present and the past are interchangeable. Rather: let us learn to use the obvious force of suggestion exerted on the minds of historians, if they truly want to understand the past, by a precise knowledge of contemporary facts.”18 When Bloch put to good use his experience on the front lines in World War I to analyze the role of rumors and false news, it was the medievalist in him that considered the new conditions of information created by war censorship, seeing in them a sort of experimental Middle Ages, in order to understand the functioning of a society in which oral transmission takes precedence.19

Similarly, when in 1930 Febvre announced in the Annales the cross-research (enquête collective) on prices and the monetary crisis, which came in direct response to the Great Depression with an immediacy that was somewhat unusual in scholarly publications of the time, he hoped it would be of use both to surveyors of the present and to investigators of the past.20 It would be wrong to explain that ambition in terms of the editorial optimism of a review that wanted to cast a wide net in constituting its readership. The directors of the Annales intended to use the study of economic and monetary fluctuations in the past, even the fairly remote past, to shed light on an incipient but apparently profound economic crisis in relation to which the proper distance was lacking. They also wished to ground themselves in the observation of a crisis present in real time (at that date, it had not yet reached France) to better understand, through comparisons and contrasts, the unfolding of much older economic fluctuations.

The review published analyses of the crisis under way, such as Émile Gutmann’s essay on the international role of gold and Jacques Houdaille’s article on currency and financial problems, alongside a study by the American historian Earl Hamilton on the arrival of precious metals from the New World in sixteenth-century Spain and their effect on the trend toward rising prices.21 Bloch drew the conceptual resources for his Esquisse d’une histoire monétaire de l’Europe (Outline of a History of Currency in Europe) from the essays and book reviews he had written on price and currency fluctuations in the Middle Ages—mutually illuminating contemporary and medieval phenomena—his contribution to the Annales cross-research on prices.22

The present was both the starting point for historical analysis and its end-point. Although the founders of the Annales emphasized the underlying unity between looking at the present and looking backward, they did not do so to impose at all costs the services of history on the social sciences, which felt no need for them. They wanted to shatter the positivist or philosophical illusion in those sciences of the self-evident intelligibility of the present. “Incomprehension of the present is inevitably born of ignorance of the past,” wrote Bloch. “But it may be just as pointless to exhaust oneself understanding the past if one knows nothing of the present.”23 The anecdote he told about Henri Pirenne, with whom he had attended the International Conference of Historical Sciences in Stockholm, became a parable for the historian’s attention to the present: “It appears there is a brand-new town hall,” the great Belgian medievalist pointed out. “Let’s start there. If I were an antiquarian, I’d have eyes only for old things. But I’m a historian. That’s why I love life.”24

The repeated invocation of life in the writings of the founders of the Annales must not be confused with the fin de siècle vitalism, tinged with irrationalism, that invaded the literary and philosophical world in the interwar period. In their case, this invocation is a nod to the complexity of human behaviors and social traits, a complexity revealed when one experiences the present as a riddle to be solved and not as an unveiling. The past must help us to decipher a present with the density and opacity of life, because for us it is in the first place an experience. And the past can do so in two ways: by revealing through its remoteness from the present the variability of the characteristics of a humanity one would be tempted to believe eternal; and by offering itself to be read as the archaeology of the present.




Taste for the Present

Henri Pirenne’s remark adds an essential element to our understanding of the presentism of the Annales: what makes one a historian is the taste for the present, the desire to understand what is contemporary to us. That is why the historian’s exploration of the past is of interest. A concern for the contemporary, which was not found to the same extent in the review after World War II, marked the topics of the enquêtes collectives, the choice of articles, and the special issues of the early Annales. It appeared in the cross-research on prices and the currency crisis, which coincided with the penetration of the Great Depression into France, and in the issue of the review devoted to Nazi Germany in 1937. Confronting the most burning questions of the present was an especially delicate matter in that case because it entailed facing a problem that was primarily political. It was by no means a matter of course, and it even caused a break with the review’s publisher, Max Leclerc, director of Éditions Armand Colin, who could not accept the anti-Fascist tone of the issue.

The climate of the Front Populaire, whose anti-Fascist positions Bloch and Febvre shared, undoubtedly convinced them to come up with the idea for what they privately called “the German issue.” Both were connoisseurs of German and of Germany, and from the earliest issues they had granted an important place to that country. But this time it was a matter of studying Nazism more than Germany, of applying the “spirit” of the Annales to the analysis of a political phenomenon in order to extract its social meaning, but without concealing its danger. Lucie Varga, an Austrian exile, and her husband, Franz Borkenau, a sociologist associated with the Frankfurt School, probably played a role in warning the directors of the Annales about Nazism. The previous year, Varga, a medievalist who collaborated with Febvre on his research, had published an ethnological study in the review on the transformations of a valley in Vorarlberg and how traditional Catholicism encountered Nazism there.25

Her article, “La genèse du national-socialisme” (“The Genesis of National Socialism”), which set out to analyze from the inside, based on the social contradictions of Germany but also on its mental dispositions, the revolution Nazism was claiming to be, illustrated the efforts made to establish critical distance in the issue.26 Nevertheless, that desire to understand without approving was at odds with the polemical or outright political presentations of Nazism (often inspired by refugees) that were current in other French reviews of the time. Published as the lead article of the issue, Varga’s study obviously corresponded to the directors’ project, unlike some of the other articles, such as the one by Henri Mougin, guided by a fairly rigid Marxist explanatory model, from which Bloch and Febvre were keen to mark their distance.27 The desire to analyze calmly the present transformations of a society, far removed from any polemical preoccupation, may have been less felicitous in the case of the Soviet Union. Mequet regularly reviewed studies and statistical publications on the USSR, which were largely ignored by the academic world. But he did so with a lack of detachment toward official information that sometimes bordered on the credulous.

Even after World War II and the discovery of the monstrous aspects of Hitler’s policies, Varga’s article conserves all its relevance and originality when compared to more recent writings on Nazism. Mequet’s studies, in particular the one written in 1937 on agricultural collectivization in the USSR, which he presented as an overall success, have aged much less well.28 The Annales came face to face with the risks of an on-the-spot analysis. “A few months passed between the moment when this article was composed and the moment when it appeared,” wrote Pierre Monbeig in 1933, by way of apology, in a postscript to his article on agrarian reform in Spain.29 The attention to the present, which in that case verged on a caricature of the journalistic fear of being overtaken by events, may be found surprising in a history review. It shows how deeply the contributors’historical thought was rooted in the social sciences. The historian’s capacity to understand social reality is stimulated by the constant need to update the mutual illumination between past and present through increased attention to the changes coming about before his eyes. In that respect, the historian is like the lookout who pinches himself so as not to fall asleep.

Let us turn the presentism of the Annales back on its founders. Let us consider their own present at the time they created the review. Before exploring the intellectual roots of the Annales, we must seek, in the experiences that Bloch and Febvre had recently shared and in their particular state of mind, what shaped their conceptions and what oriented their editorial project. In 1929 Febvre had already written a large part of his oeuvre. Bloch, who was eight years younger, had just published Les rois thaumaturges (The Royal Touch), his most original if not his most important book. They had met during World War I through the Revue de synthèse historique, in which Febvre agreed to publish Bloch’s first article. But in the meantime, their lives had been deeply marked by two events that united them and that had a strong intellectual influence on them: the academic positions at the Université de Strasbourg that they came to occupy just after the war and, before that, the experience of the war itself.

The Annales was founded in Strasbourg and was initially a Strasbourgeois review for the most part. The first regular contributors, the sociologists Maurice Halbwachs and Gabriel Le Bras, the geographer Albert Demangeon, Henri Baulig, the historians Georges Lefebvre, André Piganiol, Charles-Edmond Perrin, and Christian Pfister, along with many others, were all colleagues at the Université de Strasbourg. It was not altogether chance that allowed the directors to find a team of such high quality there. France, in recovering what had been for nearly half a century a well-equipped and cherished German university, had a challenge to answer. To be sure of meeting that challenge, it strove to choose reputable academics who had made a name for themselves in their disciplines for their innovative minds. In the face of a Germany that continued to impress the French with its academic excellence, this meant making the newly reacquired university a cultural showcase for France.

Febvre has written nostalgically of the climate of friendship he found on his arrival at the Université de Strasbourg.30 In addition to his relationships with the psychologist Charles Blondel and the Indianist Sylvain Lévi, which combined personal and interdisciplinary affinities, and Bloch’s friendships with the sociologist Halbwachs and the linguist Antoine Meillet, there were Saturday chats, which adapted the practice of free interdisciplinary debate that had been introduced half a century earlier when Fustel de Coulanges was teaching at Strasbourg. That intellectual excitement corresponded to the two friends’impulse to decompartmentalize the disciplines and to initiate dialogue with the social sciences. It was in an effort to extend that climate, or rather, to revive it in a different manner, that they founded the Annales. Their correspondence, like that between Febvre and Berr, reveals their regret at seeing the old habits of introversion and disciplinary quarrels once more gaining the upper hand, after the enthusiasm of the early years had fallen off.




The Experience of the War,
a Laboratory for the Study of Mentalities

Febvre aptly described the euphoria of returning to civil life: he was happy to be in Strasbourg, a city that had once again become French, but above all, he was happy to have survived. When, in the midst of that euphoria, the two historians arrived at the university, did their experience of the war modify their notion of history? To reply to such a question without lapsing into pop psychology, we must consider their own statements and, at the same time, we must know how to venture beyond them. Bloch and Febvre waged the same war: both were on the front lines. Both served as “good soldiers,” acquiring military citations, decorations, and health problems: typhoid fever for Bloch, a fractured ankle for Febvre. Did they experience the war differently? Bloch’s Souvenirs de guerre (Memoirs of War), which he probably composed during his convalescence in 1915, deals with the first months of the conflict. It reveals a fervent, war-hardened patriot ready to sacrifice his life, but one who harbored no hatred or contempt for the enemy.31 He was able to describe with a great deal of vividness, subtlety, and sincerity what he himself experienced or observed among the soldiers under his command.

Sincerity in both senses of the term, moral and intellectual, is the right word for the candor and the demand for truth with which he reported what he had seen and experienced.32 The memory of a warm cup of coffee offered by a peasant woman, toast enjoyed outdoors, or sleep out in the open in the waning nights of summer shines with a magical luster amid a thousand other memories of cold, exhaustion, fear, or horror. Bloch did not hesitate to report a feat of arms of which he was proud or to confess his simple human instinct for survival. After his baptism of fire, the terribly deadly Battle of the Marne on September 11, 1914, he wrote: “In the aftermath of great slaughters, unless there are poignant losses, life seems sweet. Be appalled, if you like, at that selfish joy.”33

When he thought back on that day, it was the cries of the wounded pleading for someone to help them, or to finish them off, that he still heard. But, adding that he had just learned to distinguish between percussion fuse shells and time shells by the color of their smoke, he admitted that “the sense of curiosity that rarely abandons me had not deserted me.”34 That capacity for observation and self-analysis, which he retained in the most trying times, points to a true splitting of his consciousness that allowed the historian and observer of social reality to remain alert in the midst of the utmost personal involvement. The war offered Bloch an extraordinary opportunity to make use of his attention to the present and of his personal experience to enrich his medievalist’s mind.

It was not the state of war itself that thrust him back into a medieval climate. Rather, the mass war in which Bloch participated had the novelty of involving a large part of the civilian population in armed struggle. Individuals were placed in extreme conditions. The war, in giving them both the power and the right to kill, in exposing them to death, brought out attitudes and representations that ordinarily are much better repressed or masked in our modern societies than they were in the medieval world. Bloch wrote: “The new conditions of existence, so strange in character, with such pronounced particularities, into which so many men had unexpectedly been thrown—the peculiar force of the feelings that moved peoples and armies—all that upheaval of life and, if we dare say, that magnification of its features as if through a powerful lens, must, it seems, allow the observer to grasp without too much difficulty the essential connections between different phenomena.”35

It was because these new psychological conditions were similar in many respects to those of the medieval world that Bloch was able to consider the war into which he had been thrust a vast experiment in social psychology of unprecedented richness. The proximity to the Middle Ages did not reside in any repeal of the social censorship of ordinary life resulting in a reemergence of a buried savagery. The historian was as far from the romantic cliché that identifies medieval mentalities with a savage state as he was from the biologistic and phantasmal psychology of Gustave Le Bon, for whom the mob is a phenomenon of social pathology that liberates the instinctual drives.

The receptivity of men on the front lines to the wildest rumors, which reawakened ancient beliefs and myths—this was no process of mental regression that he perceived. It was the reinstatement, as a result of censorship in particular, of a system of communication that privileged oral transmission, similar to the system dominating in medieval societies. The state of alert and the psychological isolation of men on the front lines conferred, on the spoken words of the rare people who happened by to shatter that isolation (the orderly, the canteen keeper, and so on), a power of persuasion that was also reminiscent of conditions in the Middle Ages.

In trying to understand that wartime society in terms of the beliefs that structured it, or rather, that bestowed a neo-medieval structure on it, Bloch placed himself in the Durkheimian tradition—but not completely. For Durkheim, the cognitive function of shared beliefs assures the cohesion of a society. These beliefs propose a vision of the world, a system of representations that orders society. For Bloch, they have a disruptive as well as a structuring role, bringing to the surface a whole buried imaginary, like the legendary Kronprinz cycle, which he evoked in his study on false news. They have an emotional power that can unite, can reinforce the social bond, as Durkheim thought, but that can also institute anxiety and its potential for causing disintegration. Hence the beginning of panic Bloch described in his account of September 11, 1914.36

For Bloch, the notion of mentalities that the Annales popularized was undoubtedly embodied, in all its imprecision and complexity, in his experience on the front lines. Mentalities, both a cognitive and an emotional structure, a system of representations but also a receptacle for unconscious images that overwhelm the social actor more than they inform him, were for him what makes it possible to recover the color specific to the past, to apprehend a vanished society, in the categories by means of which it conceived of itself. A reflection of economic and social structures? Bloch set aside the reductive determinism of such a view, which may be that of Marxism. A conceptual mechanism through which a society apprehends the world? He accepted that dimension, which, with Febvre and under the influence of Wallonian psychology, he would later call a mental tool kit. But he could not be content with a purely intellectual approach to mentalities, which would have reduced them to their cognitive function. An assemblage of shared beliefs that guaranteed the cohesion of a society? That is the Durkheimian conception, which makes representations both the armature and the cement of the social system. Bloch felt an affinity for that notion, but the experience of the war had allowed him to glimpse its incompleteness.

That modern war between mobilized civilians from more or less democratic societies revealed to him the weight of emotions in extreme situations. Emotional behaviors are just as socialized as adaptive behaviors, such as obedience to orders, because they are elicited through social interactions and self-perception during a collective experience. But they often reactivate archaic, phantasmal representations long buried in the unconscious, all the more fraught when they are summoned forth. These fantasies can feed reactions of panic, can circulate and amplify false news.

Carlo Ginzburg observed that Les rois thaumaturges began to germinate in Bloch’s mind when he was analyzing false rumors. It had the same objective, which may now seem somewhat outdated: to record the history of a collective error.37 The objective would be outdated if Bloch had been intent on reporting these representations as a feature of an intellectual deficiency destined to be swept away by the development of rational behaviors. But on the contrary, he emphasized the astonishing survival, to the last Bourbon, of the healing powers of the image of the king and of the sequence in the anointing rite that manifested them. To explain that persistence, he did not appeal to Marcel Mauss’s writings on magic, though they were familiar to him, or to the Freudian theory of the unconscious, which he did not know well, but to the archetypes of James Frazer’s ethnology.38

These “obscure things,” as he sometimes called them, these deep strata of the mental universe, play an important role in the subject’s assent to power and in the symbolics that foster it, but they are not coextensive with the social system. They come from a remote place. They feed the imaginary. They make mentalities not the servants of economic fluctuations or of the social system but rather the masters of the game, which can elicit adherence as well as panic and the breaking of the social bond. Was Bloch sensitive in the 1920s, as Ulrich Raulff believes, to an interpenetration of the religious and the political, revealed through the emotional climate that surrounded the theatrical display of power? Bloch may have borrowed that view, which Raulff believes is fairly close to Ernst H. Kantorowicz’s political theology, from the experience of war in order to illuminate his exploration of the medieval world.39

The thematics that inspired Bloch’s writings, if not his conception of the history of mentalities, gradually underwent a transformation after the review’s creation, but perhaps less so than has been claimed. When Bloch undertook the analysis of monetary fluctuations, for example, for the cross-research on prices launched by the Annales, it was the psychological relationship to currency that he highlighted to explain the onset of the crises. It is true that, by virtue of its spectacular aspects, the atmosphere of panic that accompanied the 1929 financial crash lent itself to an argument that took into account the psychological factor in economic mechanisms. Like the experience on the front lines fifteen years earlier, the Great Depression served as a laboratory to explore the notion of mentalities, which the directors of the Annales wished to make an integral part of historical argument.




Crisis in European Culture

It would be a misrepresentation to suggest that for Bloch and Febvre World War I was only a detached experience, a laboratory experiment. They both endured the ordinary, tragically ordinary, life on the front lines, with its dose of anxiety, suffering, and human encounters. And that existential experience had similar repercussions on each of their views of history and of the historian’s role. Bloch, who left us a precise and overwhelming account of that experience, discovered, in the first place, French society revealed in the diversity of its class characteristics and in the wealth of its individual constructions with an illumination, an intensity never before available to him—revealed in its diversity but also in its contradictions, which elicited different assessments from him. With respect to the troops with whom he lived, laborers for the most part (including several miners), an attentive empathy, a feeling of brotherhood dominated, as if the close contact that war (or military service) alone makes possible gave that rather timid and reserved young man an unsuspected ease and enjoyment in the presence of others.

His judgment was more mixed when he spoke of the commanders: admiration for some, who stood out for their leadership qualities, their courage, their humanity; harsh judgments for many more, whose cowardliness, lack of resolution, incompetence, and lack of concern about bloodshed he pointed out. His criticisms of the general staff and career officers, and of the organization and equipment of the French army, are diffuse in the text of his memoir, but become sharper (especially given the restraint imposed by censorship of the mail) in the letter he sent to his friend Davy in September 1917, a particularly uncertain and depressing period of the conflict, to be sure.40

They were even more pronounced when, eighteen years after the end of the war, he revisited his memories of the Battle of Argonne Forest in a letter to his son Étienne.41 As Etienne Bloch remarked, some of the indictments of the career officers’state of mind and lack of preparation, and of the underequipped condition of the French army, which Marc Bloch would develop in L’étrange défaite with reference to World War II, were already present in the overall judgment he made of how France conducted the war in 1914-18.42 His criticisms were not dictated by a reactive pacifism (as Antoine Prost observed of veterans immediately after the war) or by a pacifism of conviction, of which he always disapproved. When Febvre invited Bloch to sign the appeal petition of the anti-Fascist vigilance committee, which had formed in reaction to the factious demonstrations of February 6, 1934, Bloch hesitated, but only because the appeal was spearheaded by Alain, at whose pacifism he bristled.

Bloch, who saw the veteran mindset as alien to him (he told Febvre he did not possess it), was an intransigent and readily belligerent patriot who justified military action and, if necessary, war, by the need to defend the Republic’s national integrity.43 The profound emotion he admitted in his Souvenirs de guerre at the news of Jean Jaurès’s assassination is a good indication that he in no way shared the revanchist spirit of Péguy and other Union Sacrée fanatics.44 He was a Jauressian, but his was the Jaurès of L’armée nouvelle (The New Army). As a republican patriot, he saw the citizen army as an extension of the democratic model. The indictment of the ruling classes, who had not assumed their responsibilities, and of the elites’system of production (that of the grandes écoles, including the École des Sciences Politiques and the École de Guerre), which he developed in L’étrange défaite, was already germinating in the lesson he drew from World War I.

We are less well informed about how Febvre experienced the front lines, having only a few statements in his correspondence, such as a moving letter to Henri Berr in which he gave voice to his melancholy. It had been three years since his regiment had arrived at the front. Like Bloch, Febvre was less worried about his state of health than about the state of his intellectual capacities.45 Like him, he devoured what was left of a devastated library in a neighboring city (in his case, the archaeological library of Verdun) to avoid lapsing into total intellectual inactivity. That similarity of impressions, which must be ascribed to their academic habitus, could be extended to the way their overall evaluation of the conflict influenced their conception of history.

In his inaugural lecture at the Université de Strasbourg just after the victory, Febvre clearly marked himself off from the enlistment of certain historians, overly anxious to make themselves useful, to the cause of ideology.46 Their transformation into helmeted scientists during the war led him to reassert the scientific ideal of Fustel de Coulanges (though rather than define history as the science of human societies, as Fustel did, he preferred to see it as the science of human development across the ages) and to reappropriate the imperative of distance, impassiveness, which the author of La cité antique (The Ancient City) had contrasted to Gabriel Monod’s ideal of republican engagement.

There is no doubt that Bloch shared that need for distance and autonomy in historical thought. He demonstrated it in his study on false news, not hesitating to criticize the official thesis and conclusions of early studies on the German army’s atrocities during the invasion of Belgium. He did not so much dispute the reality of the massacres as question whether they were a deliberate practice of terror against the civilian population. German troops were haunted by the memory of attacks by the francs-tireurs, which they had been forced to endure in 1870, and that obsession was magnified by collective memory. They reacted, according to Bloch, to the first erroneous rumors of resistance with an outbreak of violence.47 Yet the thesis of a premeditated reign of terror on the part of the German army, along with the equally disputable claim of the anteriority of mobilization in the central empires, served to impute responsibility for the war to the defeated and to compel them to pay reparations.

Bloch and Febvre called for that ideal of distance not to return to the ivory tower as quickly as possible once peace had returned but to seek to understand the past in the most encompassing and rigorous manner, by identifying constants among historical facts ordered in homogeneous and chronological series. In laws, then? Febvre replied: “We staunchly believe... that the time is past for miniatures and illuminations... but may it come quickly, the beneficent hour of science’s gradual and methodical takeover of the universe.”48 Today that quasi-religious creed of the beneficence of science may cause us to smile. For Bloch and Febvre, it corresponded to a profound adherence to the values of science, which can be found on every page of the Annales. That adherence was part of the continuing imperative for scientificity, which Simiand, at the turn of the century, had opposed to the religion of historical method. It was also a way of responding to the dark night of the spirit that Europe had just passed through, and which the founders of the Annales had experienced, especially in their time on the front lines.

Their insistence on establishing and bringing recognition to the scientific status of the historian’s labor was intended to do battle with a dual risk of obscurantism, which was among the consequences of the war: first, the rejection of forms of intellectual activity with no immediate usefulness for countries at war;49 and second, the critique of science as the aspiration of reason to push back indefinitely the boundaries of the knowable. Bloch and Febvre, as we have seen, fed their reflections on the interaction between present and past in the historian’s approach to the critical philosophy that had affected scientific thought since the turn of the century, when quantum physics and the theory of relativity made their appearance. But their critique of scientific thought, like that produced by the physicists, remained internal. It did not concede anything to the general calling into question of science, rationality, and the reign of technology, voiced in the 1930s by thinkers such as Martin Heidegger, which had already found expression in German historicism on the eve of World War I.

“As for social history, I have some idea it will become the order of the day when peace returns,” Febvre confided to Berr in the letter he sent from the front lines in 1917, “and when, as a result, the painful and tormented era of social conflicts and extraordinary class upheaval will begin.” The remark, even in the midst of war, was not at all original. Many witnesses to the conflict had the impression that the efforts and sacrifices demanded of the population had uncovered class conflicts and undermined the authority of the ruling classes. Whoever the winner might be, the end of the war was going to completely reconfigure not only the political map but also the social order of Europe. Behind the apparent force of nation-states, their governments and their institutions, it was in actuality social structures and their capacity for resistance that had the last word. That test of the truth of history as it was occurring could only have reinforced the epistemological choices of historians such as Bloch and Febvre, who granted more importance to the study of deep structures (and especially of social structures) than to that of political institutions and decisions.

Their reflection on the consequences of war also reinforced their critique of historians’ Gallocentrism or, at best, Eurocentrism. World War I, during which the European powers had to appeal for support from extra-European allies such as the United States and for both human and material resources from their colonies, shook the political hegemony and moral ascendancy of Europe. Bloch and Febvre were marked by Le déclin de l’Europe (The Decline of Europe), written by their colleague and friend Albert Demangeon, who was to become one of the most active members of the early Annales team. The author pointed out the effacement of Europe, all in all the major loser of the war. Europe had thereby lost its economic and political preeminence in favor of the new extra-European powers and henceforth exposed itself to the protests of the peoples it had colonized.

In addition to the continent’s political bankruptcy, there was the toppling of its moral authority, since the Europeans, in their relentless killing of one another, were the first to flout the human values reputed to be universal, in the name of which they had believed themselves authorized to determine the world’s fate.50 The impact of Demangeon’s book on the intellectual and academic world attested to the gravity of the crisis of conscience brought on by the war.

For Bloch and Febvre, that geopolitical bankruptcy imposed a revision not only of the future but also of the past. The linear conception of historical evolution associated with the idea of progress had justified the importance granted by positivist history to the unfolding of political events in organizing the deeds of the past. That conception rested on the idea that France’s political history, in its vicissitudes and even in its disorder—dictated by confrontations between classes (or between races, as Augustin Thierry said, alluding to the clash between the defeated Gauls and the conquering Franks when France was founded)—obeyed an overall logic of emancipation. In that march toward freedom, the history of France was opening the way for the rest of Europe and even for the rest of the world.

Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, French national history had been conceived as a model applicable to universal history and, at the same time, as the justification for Europe’s political and cultural hegemony. That metonymic use of the history of France encouraged historians’ growing Gallocentrism. At the same time, it reinforced the didactic and quasi-prophetic function with which republican governments in the last third of the nineteenth century had vested historical knowledge. If humanity as a whole was following in the footsteps of French history, in an irresistible march toward freedom, the historian of France was no longer merely someone who revealed to the French people their past and their origins. He simultaneously illuminated the collective destiny of humanity and the nature of society. He explained our present and was already outlining the future. That prophetism had acquired a sort of dogmatic serenity in Ernest Lavisse, the true pontiff in the academic reign of history, for whom France, since the Third Republic and especially since the republicans had assumed power, had been endowed with “a government that can be believed to be definitive.” A century before Francis Fukuyama, Lavisse invented the end of history.51

Shored up by the rigorous method of textual criticism belonging to the scholarly tradition, that unitary vision of human development assured history not only a central place in the school curriculum but also a hegemonic role in academic thought, which was gradually colonizing the human sciences as a whole. Literary history gave a scientific status to the study of literature, just as the history of philosophy did for philosophical studies. In the aftermath of the Dreyfus affair, a press campaign orchestrated by the anti-Dreyfusard camp attacked the imperialism of history in the “New Sorbonne,” which, by historicizing all disciplines, was imposing a true intellectual dictatorship of republican ideology. Within the republican camp itself, the offensive of Durkheimian sociologists against Seignobos’s views condemned the historians’pseudo-prophetism and the foundations, more ideological than scientific, of their academic ascendancy. In a more diffuse but also a more profound manner, the fin de siècle spirit (which filled the air of France less than that of the rest of Europe) led to an indictment of the idea of progress, on which the entire edifice of the historian’s hegemony rested.

The world war provided stunning factual confirmation of that philosophical calling into question. As soon as humanity no longer appeared irresistibly oriented toward its self-improvement and Europe no longer had the vocation of serving as a model for world progress—nor the history of France for the progress of Europe—the historian could no longer claim to extract the meaning of history from the mere reconstitution of a succession of facts: he had to attempt an explanation as well. If the past can shed light on our present, it does so by helping us understand the forms and logics, if not the laws, of change on the basis of the patterns exhibited. Historical trajectories are multiple, as are the enduring traits of cultures and societies. Historical knowledge thus loses its power of prophesy, of prediction even, and rejoins the social sciences in their task of analysis and comprehension. Its proper domain is the instability of human arrangements. The historian, instead of grounding himself in a unitary vision of humanity’s fate, which is only the secularized version of Christian eschatology, has to apply his reflection to the diversity of cultures and societies, by focusing above all on their capacity to transform themselves.
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