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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (HISTORY: THEORY & METHODS) 

Unit III: 20th Century Frameworks – II 

[b] Fernand Braudel’s Global and Environmental Perspective (2nd Generation Annales) 

1. Introduction: The Annales School and the Second Generation 

• The Annales School was a major French historiographical movement founded in 1929 

by Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. 

• It challenged conventional political history that concentrated mainly on kings, wars, 

diplomacy, institutions and great individuals. 

• The Annales historians advocated a broader history of society, economy, geography, 

culture, mentalities and everyday life. 

• Fernand Braudel (1902–1985) became the most influential historian of the second 

generation of Annales. 

• Braudel expanded the Annales approach by combining history with geography, 

economics, sociology, anthropology and environmental studies. 

• His major contribution was to analyse historical change through different temporal 

scales and to place human societies within geographical and environmental settings. 

2. Fernand Braudel: Life and Intellectual Background 

• Fernand Braudel was born in 1902 in France and became one of the leading French 

historians of the twentieth century. 

• He taught history in Algeria and Brazil and developed a strong interest in geography 

and the Mediterranean world. 

• During the Second World War, Braudel was a prisoner of war. He worked extensively 

on his major manuscript while in captivity. 

• His doctoral thesis, later published as The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean 

World in the Age of Philip II, became a landmark in modern historiography. 

• Braudel succeeded Lucien Febvre as a leading figure of the Annales School after the 

Second World War. 

• He later played a major role in developing the Sixth Section of the École Pratique des 

Hautes Études and helped establish the institutional foundations of interdisciplinary 

historical research. 

• He died in 1985. 

3. Major Works of Fernand Braudel 

• The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II (first 

published in French in 1949; revised edition in 1966). 

• Civilization and Capitalism, 15th–18th Century, a large three-volume study published 

between 1967 and 1979. 

• The Wheels of Commerce – Volume II of Civilization and Capitalism. 

• The Perspective of the World – Volume III of Civilization and Capitalism. 
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• On History – a collection of essays presenting Braudel’s reflections on historical 

method and historiography. 

• The Identity of France – an ambitious study of French historical development, left 

incomplete at his death. 

4. The Second Generation of the Annales School 

• The first generation, especially Bloch and Febvre, established the Annales critique of 

traditional political and event-centred history. 

• The second generation, dominated by Braudel, developed a more systematic analysis 

of structures, long-term change and interdisciplinary history. 

• Braudel shifted emphasis from isolated events to deeper and slower historical 

processes. 

• He gave geography and the physical environment a central place in historical 

explanation. 

• Economic and social structures were examined over long periods rather than through 

short-term fluctuations. 

• The second generation therefore strengthened the Annales commitment to structural 

and comparative history. 

5. Braudel’s Concept of Historical Time 

• Braudel rejected the idea that historical time is uniform. 

• He proposed a plurality of historical times or temporalities. 

• Historical processes operate at different speeds: some are extremely slow, some change 

over decades, and others occur rapidly. 

• His model is commonly explained through three levels of historical time. 

5.1 The Geographical Time: Longue Durée 

• The longue durée means the 'long duration' or very long-term historical time. 

• It refers to structures that change so slowly that they may remain stable for centuries. 

• Examples include mountains, climate patterns, coastlines, river systems, agricultural 

possibilities and broad geographical configurations. 

• Human societies are constrained and shaped by these long-lasting conditions. 

• Braudel did not simply treat geography as a background; he treated it as an active 

historical factor. 

• The longue durée is therefore central to his environmental and global perspective. 

5.2 The Social and Economic Time: Conjunctures 

• The middle level concerns medium-term movements and structures, often called 

conjunctures. 

• These include demographic changes, economic cycles, changes in prices, patterns of 

trade, urban growth and social transformations. 

• Such processes may develop over several decades or generations. 
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• Conjunctural history connects the slow-moving environment with faster political and 

economic developments. 

• It allows historians to identify recurring patterns rather than focusing only on 

individual incidents. 

5.3 Event Time: Histoire Événementielle 

• The shortest level consists of events: wars, revolutions, treaties, political decisions, 

crises and actions of individuals. 

• Braudel did not deny the importance of events; rather, he argued that events alone 

cannot adequately explain historical change. 

• Events are often surface manifestations of deeper geographical, economic and social 

structures. 

• Political history therefore becomes more meaningful when events are situated within 

longer-term contexts. 

6. The Three Temporalities: A Simple Model 

• Longue durée → very slow structures → geography, environment, climate and basic 

patterns of human settlement. 

• Conjuncture → medium-term processes → population, prices, trade, economic cycles 

and social change. 

• Event → short-term happenings → wars, rulers, treaties, revolutions and political 

decisions. 

• Braudel’s methodological lesson: historians should move from events to structures and 

from short-term change to long-term processes. 

7. Braudel’s Global and Environmental Perspective 

• Braudel viewed history through large geographical spaces rather than only through 

modern political borders. 

• His Mediterranean study examined a connected historical world involving Europe, 

North Africa and the Near East. 

• The sea itself became a historical space linking different societies, economies and 

cultures. 

• He analysed mountains, plains, islands, deserts, rivers, coastlines and climate as 

factors influencing human activity. 

• Environmental conditions affected agriculture, transport, settlement, trade routes, diet, 

labour patterns and political possibilities. 

• Different societies responded differently to the same environmental conditions; 

therefore environment should be studied together with human adaptation. 

• His approach anticipated later developments in environmental history, world history 

and global history. 

8. Geography as a Historical Force 

• Braudel rejected a strict separation between geography and history. 



4 

 

• Geographical space provides opportunities and constraints for human action. 

• Mountain regions may limit communication while encouraging local autonomy and 

distinctive social patterns. 

• Plains may favour agriculture, dense settlement and easier movement. 

• Rivers can encourage irrigation, agriculture, communication and commercial 

exchange. 

• Seas can act both as barriers and as channels of interaction. 

• Climate affects agricultural seasons, crop choices, food supply and the rhythms of 

economic life. 

• The historian should therefore ask how human societies interact with their physical 

surroundings. 

9. The Mediterranean as a Historical Space 

• In The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, Braudel 

treated the Mediterranean as a complex historical system. 

• The Mediterranean was not merely a sea separating territories; it was a network 

connecting peoples and regions. 

• The study included the Mediterranean Sea, surrounding lands, mountains, plains, 

islands, ports and commercial routes. 

• Different geographical zones produced different economic and social patterns. 

• Mountains, for example, could preserve distinctive communities and influence 

migration and political organisation. 

• Coastal regions were closely connected with maritime trade and communication. 

• The study crossed political boundaries and therefore provided an early model for 

transnational and connected history. 

10. Human–Environment Relationship 

• Braudel’s environmental perspective is not a simple form of environmental 

determinism. 

• Environment influences human possibilities, but people also modify and adapt to their 

environments. 

• Agricultural systems, irrigation, roads, ports, ships, settlements and commercial 

networks demonstrate human adaptation. 

• The relationship between society and environment is therefore interactive. 

• Historians should investigate both environmental constraints and human responses. 

• This approach helps explain why similar environments can produce different 

historical outcomes. 

11. Civilization and Capitalism: Expansion of the Spatial Perspective 

• In Civilization and Capitalism, Braudel widened his analytical scale from the 

Mediterranean to broader systems of European and world economic history. 

• He examined everyday material life, economic exchange, markets, trade networks and 

capitalism. 
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• Volume I, The Structures of Everyday Life, studies population, food, clothing, housing, 

technology and patterns of consumption. 

• Volume II, The Wheels of Commerce, examines markets, merchants, trade, transport 

and commercial organisation. 

• Volume III, The Perspective of the World, analyses the emergence and interaction of 

large economic centres and world-economies. 

• Braudel distinguished the market economy from capitalism and treated capitalism as a 

higher-level form of economic power and accumulation. 

• His analysis encouraged historians to study economic systems across regions rather 

than within isolated national histories. 

12. World-Economy and Economic Space 

• Braudel used the concept of world-economy (économie-monde) to describe a large 

economic space organised around a dominant centre and connected peripheral 

regions. 

• A world-economy does not necessarily mean the entire globe; it can refer to a self-

contained economic world occupying a substantial geographical area. 

• Economic centres can change over time. 

• Cities such as Venice, Antwerp, Amsterdam and later London are important examples 

in Braudel’s discussion of shifting centres of economic power. 

• Core regions tend to possess stronger commercial, financial and political advantages, 

while peripheral areas may supply labour and raw materials. 

• This spatial approach influenced later world-systems analysis, especially the work of 

Immanuel Wallerstein. 

13. Everyday Life as a Historical Subject 

• Braudel broadened history beyond elites and political institutions. 

• Food, clothing, housing, tools, transport, working habits and patterns of consumption 

became legitimate historical subjects. 

• Material life reveals how ordinary people lived and how societies adapted to 

environmental and economic conditions. 

• The study of everyday life connects environmental resources with social organisation. 

• It also allows historians to investigate long-term continuities that may be invisible in 

political narratives. 

14. Interdisciplinary Nature of Braudel’s Method 

• Braudel believed that historical research should draw upon several social sciences. 

• Geography helps explain spatial organisation and environmental conditions. 

• Economics helps analyse markets, prices, production, trade and economic cycles. 

• Sociology helps examine social structures, groups and collective behaviour. 

• Anthropology contributes to the study of customs, material culture and long-term 

social practices. 
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• Demography helps historians analyse population growth, mortality, migration and 

family structures. 

• Statistics and quantitative evidence can reveal long-term trends and recurring patterns. 

• The historian therefore acts as an interdisciplinary researcher rather than merely a 

narrator of political events. 

15. Braudel’s Approach to Historical Evidence and Research 

• Braudel encouraged historians to use a wide range of sources. 

• Maps and geographical information can reveal spatial relationships and patterns. 

• Price series can be used to reconstruct long-term economic movements. 

• Population records can help identify demographic change. 

• Tax records, commercial documents and account books can illuminate economic 

structures. 

• Travel accounts and administrative records provide information on landscapes, trade 

and social practices. 

• Material evidence can reveal everyday life where written records are limited. 

• The researcher should compare different kinds of evidence rather than depend on a 

single source type. 

16. Methodological Steps for Applying Braudel’s Approach 

1. Define a broad geographical space relevant to the historical problem. 

2. Identify the major environmental and geographical structures of that space. 

3. Examine long-term patterns of settlement, agriculture, transport and resource use. 

4. Study medium-term demographic, social and economic changes. 

5. Analyse markets, trade routes, prices and economic cycles where relevant. 

6. Place political events and individual actions within these deeper contexts. 

7. Compare different regions to identify connections, contrasts and unequal 

development. 

8. Use interdisciplinary evidence to test explanations. 

9. Distinguish between continuity and change at different temporal levels. 

10. Construct an explanation that integrates environment, society, economy and events. 

17. Example: How a Braudelian Historian May Study a Port 

• Instead of studying only the founding of a port or a famous ruler associated with it, 

the historian first examines its geographical location. 

• The researcher studies coastline, river systems, climate, nearby agricultural zones and 

access to inland routes. 

• The historian then investigates long-term settlement and patterns of maritime 

movement. 

• Medium-term evidence may include trade volumes, prices, population growth, 

merchant communities and changes in commercial routes. 

• Finally, short-term events such as wars, treaties or political decisions are examined. 
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• The result is a multi-layered explanation in which an event is understood through 

longer environmental, social and economic structures. 

18. Importance for Environmental History 

• Braudel’s emphasis on geography and long-term structures made a major contribution 

to the later development of environmental history. 

• He encouraged historians to treat climate, landscape and natural resources as 

historically significant. 

• His work demonstrated that human history cannot be fully understood without 

considering physical surroundings. 

• However, later environmental historians have expanded the approach by giving 

greater attention to ecological change, human-induced environmental transformation 

and non-human actors. 

• Braudel is therefore an important precursor rather than the sole founder of 

environmental history. 

19. Importance for Global and Connected History 

• Braudel’s large geographical units challenged histories confined to individual nation-

states. 

• His Mediterranean study demonstrated how different societies could be analysed as 

parts of an interconnected historical region. 

• His later work examined wider networks of trade, economic power and exchange. 

• This approach supports the study of migration, commerce, technology, commodities 

and cultural interaction across political boundaries. 

• His work contributed to the intellectual development of world history, global history 

and connected history. 

20. Braudel and Political History 

• Traditional political history often gives priority to rulers, institutions, wars and 

diplomatic events. 

• Braudel placed these events within broader social, economic and geographical 

contexts. 

• A war may be influenced by demographic pressure, economic resources, trade routes 

and geography. 

• A political decision may have limited effects if deeper structures constrain available 

choices. 

• Braudel therefore reduced the explanatory dominance of political events without 

completely rejecting them. 

21. Major Contributions of Fernand Braudel 

• Established the longue durée as a central concept in modern historical methodology. 

• Integrated geography and environment into historical explanation. 

• Promoted multi-level analysis of historical time. 
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• Expanded the geographical scale of historical research. 

• Encouraged interdisciplinary cooperation among history and the social sciences. 

• Legitimised the study of everyday life and material culture. 

• Advanced the study of economic structures and long-distance commercial networks. 

• Contributed to the development of world and global historical perspectives. 

• Shifted attention from isolated events toward structures, systems and patterns of 

change. 

• Influenced subsequent historians working on world-systems, environmental history 

and global economic history. 

22. Criticisms and Limitations of Braudel’s Approach 

• Critics argue that the emphasis on long-term structures can reduce the role of human 

agency and individual choice. 

• Political events and short-term changes may receive insufficient attention. 

• His geographical approach can sometimes appear deterministic if environmental 

constraints are treated as too powerful. 

• Some historians argue that his very large-scale narratives can overlook local 

experiences and the voices of ordinary people. 

• His concept of world-economies has been criticised for giving insufficient attention to 

cultural, political and non-economic forms of connection. 

• The enormous scope of his works can make them difficult to use as practical models 

for small-scale research projects. 

• Later historians have therefore combined Braudelian structural analysis with 

microhistory, gender history, cultural history, environmental history and histories of 

agency. 

23. Braudel and Microhistory: A Useful Contrast 

• Braudel generally works from large spaces, long periods and broad structures. 

• Microhistorians often concentrate on a small community, family, individual or local 

event. 

• Braudel asks how large structures shape historical possibilities. 

• Microhistory asks how individuals and small communities experience, negotiate or 

resist those structures. 

• The two approaches can complement one another: macro-structures provide context, 

while microhistory reveals human agency and local variation. 

24. Braudel’s Historiographical Significance 

• Braudel transformed the meaning of historical research by showing that history can 

study structures that operate beneath visible events. 

• He demonstrated the value of scale: historians may move from local settings to 

regional systems and from short periods to centuries. 

• He helped make space, environment and economic networks central components of 

historical explanation. 
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• His work encouraged historians to ask not only 'what happened?' but also 'what 

structures made it possible?' and 'why did those structures change slowly or rapidly?' 

• His methodological legacy remains important in global history, environmental history, 

economic history and interdisciplinary historical research. 

25. Key Concepts for Examination 

• Annales School – interdisciplinary French historiographical movement associated with 

a broader, social-scientific approach to history. 

• Second Generation Annales – phase especially associated with Fernand Braudel and 

structural, long-term analysis. 

• Longue durée – very long-term historical time dominated by slowly changing 

structures. 

• Conjuncture – medium-term social, demographic and economic trends or cycles. 

• Event history – short-term political and historical events. 

• Historical geography – study of the interaction between geographical space and 

human historical development. 

• World-economy – a large economic space organised through centres, subordinate 

regions and networks of exchange. 

• Material life – everyday conditions involving food, clothing, housing, technology, 

work and consumption. 

• Interdisciplinarity – use of concepts and evidence from several social sciences in 

historical research. 

26. Quick Revision Summary 

• Fernand Braudel = leading historian of the second generation of Annales. 

• Central methodological idea = history operates through different temporalities. 

• Three levels = geographical time/longue durée, conjunctures, and events. 

• Key perspective = interaction of geography, environment, society and economy. 

• Major regional study = Mediterranean world. 

• Major global-economic study = Civilization and Capitalism. 

• Important concept = world-economy. 

• Method = interdisciplinary, structural, comparative and multi-scalar. 

• Main contribution = moving historical explanation from isolated events toward long-

term structures and interconnected spaces. 

• Main criticism = risk of structural determinism and underestimation of agency and 

short-term change. 

27. Possible Examination Questions 

• Explain Fernand Braudel’s contribution to the second generation of the Annales 

School. 

• Discuss the concept of longue durée and its significance for historical research. 

• Explain Braudel’s three levels of historical time. 
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• Discuss Braudel’s environmental and geographical approach to history. 

• How did Braudel transform the study of the Mediterranean into a model of 

global/connected history? 

• Discuss the significance of Civilization and Capitalism for economic and global 

history. 

• Explain the concept of world-economy in Braudel’s historiography. 

• Examine the interdisciplinary character of Braudel’s historical method. 

• Critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of Braudel’s structural approach. 

• How did Braudel challenge event-centred political history? 

• Discuss Braudel’s contribution to environmental history. 

• Compare longue durée history with event-centred history. 

28. Suggested Readings 

• Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 

Philip II. 

• Fernand Braudel, Civilization and Capitalism, 15th–18th Century, Vol. I: The 

Structures of Everyday Life. 

• Fernand Braudel, Civilization and Capitalism, 15th–18th Century, Vol. II: The Wheels 

of Commerce. 

• Fernand Braudel, Civilization and Capitalism, 15th–18th Century, Vol. III: The 

Perspective of the World. 

• Fernand Braudel, On History. 

• Peter Burke, The French Historical Revolution: The Annales School, 1929–1989. 

• Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System — useful for understanding later 

developments influenced by large-scale economic and spatial analysis. 


