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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (HISTORY: THEORY & METHODS) 

Unit III: 20th Century Frameworks – II 

[c] What is Micro-history? The History of Mentalite (Mentalities) Significant dimensions 

in the Annales view and its practice by Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie and others (3rd 

Generation Annales) 

A. MICRO-HISTORY 

1. Meaning and Definition 

• Micro-history is a historiographical approach that studies a very small unit—such as 

an individual, family, village, neighbourhood, court case, community, occupation or a 

single event—in unusually close detail. 

• Its purpose is not simply to write a small history, but to use the small-scale case to 

investigate wider social, cultural, economic and political structures. 

• Micro-history developed most prominently in Italy during the 1970s and became an 

important part of the wider movement of social and cultural history. 

• It challenged the tendency of some structural and quantitative histories to treat 

individuals as passive examples of large social forces. 

• A micro-historical study usually combines intensive archival research with close 

reading of evidence, attention to individual agency, and comparison between the 

particular case and the larger historical context. 

2. Historical Background 

• Micro-history emerged partly as a response to the dominance of large-scale structural 

history, especially approaches concerned with long-term economic and social 

structures. 

• Italian historians associated with the movement sought to recover the experiences, 

choices and strategies of ordinary people who often disappeared from conventional 

political narratives. 

• The approach was influenced by social history, anthropology, historical demography, 

Marxist social analysis, and the Annales tradition, but it did not simply reproduce any 

one of these approaches. 

• Important practitioners include Carlo Ginzburg, Giovanni Levi, Edoardo Grendi and 

Carlo Poni. 

• The journal Quaderni Storici became an important forum for Italian social and micro-

historical scholarship. 

3. Major Features of Micro-history 

• Small scale of observation: The historian deliberately narrows the unit of study. 

• Intensive research: A limited case is investigated through a large and diverse body of 

sources. 

• Individual agency: Micro-history asks how people made choices and acted within 

social constraints. 
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• Contextualization: The particular case is situated within larger institutions, structures 

and historical processes. 

• Exceptional-normal relationship: An unusual or exceptional case may reveal the 

normally hidden rules, practices or possibilities of a society. 

• Attention to ordinary people: Peasants, artisans, women, marginal groups, villagers 

and other non-elite actors can become central subjects. 

• Close reading of evidence: Small details, contradictions and silences in sources are 

treated as historically meaningful. 

• Interrogation of power: The approach examines how institutions and social 

hierarchies shaped everyday choices. 

• Interdisciplinarity: It can draw upon anthropology, sociology, economics, linguistics, 

demography and legal history. 

• Narrative reconstruction: Micro-history often uses a detailed narrative to demonstrate 

how historical processes operated in lived experience. 

4. The Principle of ‘Exceptionality’ and the ‘Normal’ 

• Micro-historians often select a case that appears unusual, puzzling or exceptional. 

• The unusual case is not studied merely because it is interesting; it can expose social 

norms and mechanisms that ordinary cases leave invisible. 

• A carefully chosen exceptional case may therefore function as a window into broader 

historical structures. 

• However, historians must avoid assuming that one exceptional case automatically 

represents an entire society. 

• The value of the case lies in the questions it raises about rules, institutions, social 

relationships and possible choices. 

5. Micro-history and Agency–Structure Relationship 

• Structural history emphasizes institutions, demographic patterns, economies and other 

forces that shape human behaviour. 

• Micro-history gives greater attention to how individuals and groups interpreted, 

negotiated and sometimes resisted those constraints. 

• It therefore studies both structure and agency: people act within constraints, but they 

are not simply determined by them. 

• This makes micro-history especially useful for studying everyday strategies and 

negotiations with authorities, markets, kinship networks and social norms. 

6. Important Micro-historical Works 

• Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms (1976): Reconstructs the intellectual world 

of an Italian miller, Menocchio, from inquisitorial records. 

• Giovanni Levi, Inheriting Power: The Story of an Exorcist (1985; English translation 

1988): Examines social relations, reputation, family strategies and local power through 

the life of a Piedmontese exorcist. 
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• Carlo Ginzburg and others used judicial and inquisitorial records to reconstruct the 

mental and cultural worlds of people who left few conventional historical records. 

• These studies demonstrated how apparently narrow cases can illuminate larger 

questions about culture, authority, belief and social organization. 

7. Advantages of Micro-history 

• Brings marginalized and ordinary people into historical narratives. 

• Reveals the complexity of everyday life. 

• Combines detailed evidence with broader historical interpretation. 

• Makes individual agency visible. 

• Can expose gaps between official rules and actual social practice. 

• Encourages careful source criticism and sensitivity to small clues. 

• Provides a corrective to overly abstract or deterministic interpretations of society. 

8. Limitations and Criticisms 

• Representativeness problem: A single village, person or event cannot automatically 

stand for an entire region or society. 

• Excessive detail may obscure broader historical developments. 

• The choice of a fascinating case can create selection bias. 

• Micro-historical narratives may sometimes depend heavily on unusually rich archives 

that are not available for most people. 

• The relationship between a local case and wider structures must be demonstrated 

rather than assumed. 

• Overemphasis on individual agency can understate structural inequalities and long-

term forces. 

9. Micro-history as a Research Method 

1. Define a sharply bounded research problem. 

2. Select a case that can answer a broader historical question. 

3. Collect all available sources connected with the case. 

4. Read sources against one another and identify contradictions and silences. 

5. Reconstruct networks, institutions and relationships surrounding the case. 

6. Move repeatedly between the local evidence and the wider historical context. 

7. Avoid generalizing beyond what the evidence can support. 

8. Use the case to refine, challenge or complicate existing interpretations. 

B. HISTORY OF MENTALITIES (HISTOIRE DES MENTALITÉS) 

1. Meaning 

• The history of mentalities is an approach concerned with the collective ways in which 

people in a particular society or period thought, perceived, imagined, felt and 

understood the world. 

• The French term histoire des mentalités is usually translated as ‘history of mentalities’. 
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• It investigates assumptions and categories that may have been taken for granted by 

people in the past: attitudes toward death, time, childhood, religion, family, honour, 

sexuality, illness, nature, crime and the supernatural. 

• It is primarily concerned with collective or shared patterns of thought and perception 

rather than with the private psychology of one individual. 

• The approach became especially influential within and around the Annales tradition 

from the mid-20th century. 

2. Intellectual Roots 

• The history of mentalities drew upon sociology, anthropology, psychology, linguistics 

and the Annales interest in social structures and long-term change. 

• Émile Durkheim's concept of collective representations influenced attempts to 

understand shared systems of thought. 

• Lucien Febvre emphasized the study of mental structures and the intellectual 

possibilities available to people in particular historical contexts. 

• Marc Bloch's work on collective beliefs, especially royal healing, helped demonstrate 

how belief systems could be historical objects of study. 

• Later historians expanded the approach toward childhood, death, family, popular 

culture, religion, emotions and everyday life. 

3. Major Themes 

• Attitudes toward death and dying. 

• Concepts of childhood and stages of life. 

• Ideas of time and historical consciousness. 

• Religious belief, ritual and the supernatural. 

• Popular beliefs and folklore. 

• Attitudes toward illness, the body and medicine. 

• Family, marriage and kinship. 

• Ideas of honour, shame and social identity. 

• Perceptions of nature, space and the environment. 

• Crime, punishment and the meaning of deviance. 

• Emotions and collective sensibilities. 

• Images and representations of social groups. 

4. Mentalities versus Political History 

• Traditional political history often focuses on rulers, states, wars, diplomacy and 

institutions. 

• The history of mentalities asks what people believed about these institutions and 

events and how their cultural assumptions shaped their actions. 

• It therefore shifts attention from formal political structures to the underlying cultural 

frameworks through which historical actors understood reality. 
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5. Sources for the History of Mentalities 

• Religious texts, sermons and devotional literature. 

• Wills, testaments and funeral records. 

• Inquisitorial and judicial records. 

• Diaries, letters and memoirs. 

• Literature, legends, folklore and popular narratives. 

• Paintings, sculpture, architecture and other visual sources. 

• Medical writings and prescriptions. 

• Schoolbooks and educational texts. 

• Census and demographic records when used alongside cultural evidence. 

• Rituals, festivals and material culture. 

6. Importance of the History of Mentalities 

• It reveals aspects of historical life that cannot be understood through institutions or 

economic statistics alone. 

• It helps explain why people in the past made choices that may appear irrational from a 

modern perspective. 

• It historicizes concepts that are often treated as universal—for example, childhood, 

death, time and the self. 

• It encourages historians to avoid imposing present-day assumptions on past societies. 

• It opened the way for later histories of emotions, memory, identity, body and 

everyday life. 

C. THE ANNALES SCHOOL: SIGNIFICANT DIMENSIONS 

1. What is the Annales School? 

• The Annales School refers to a broad historiographical tradition associated with 

French historians and the journal Annales d’histoire économique et sociale, founded in 

1929 by Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. 

• The Annales historians sought to broaden the scope of history beyond political events 

and institutional narratives. 

• They emphasized social structures, economic life, geography, collective beliefs, 

everyday experience and long-term historical change. 

• The tradition changed over time; therefore, it is more accurate to speak of several 

generations and changing emphases rather than one fixed ‘Annales method’. 

2. First Generation: Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre 

• Marc Bloch (1886–1944) emphasized comparative history, social structures, 

institutions, agrarian life and collective beliefs. 

• Lucien Febvre (1878–1956) promoted an interdisciplinary history attentive to 

geography, sociology, psychology, language and culture. 

• Both challenged event-centred history and encouraged historians to ask broader 

questions about societies. 
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• Bloch's The Royal Touch explored collective belief in the healing powers attributed to 

monarchs. 

• Febvre's work on the 16th-century French world demonstrated the importance of 

studying the intellectual possibilities and limits of a particular age. 

3. Second Generation: Fernand Braudel 

• Fernand Braudel (1902–1985) became the leading figure of the second generation. 

• His Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II is a classic 

example of structural and multi-layered history. 

• Braudel distinguished different historical rhythms: geographical time, social and 

economic time, and the shorter time of events. 

• His concept of the longue durée directed attention toward slow-moving structures and 

patterns. 

• He emphasized the interaction of environment, economy, society and political events. 

• Braudel's approach greatly expanded the spatial and temporal scale of historical 

research. 

D. THIRD GENERATION OF THE ANNALES 

1. General Character 

• The Third Generation is generally associated with historians active especially from the 

late 1960s and 1970s, although the boundaries between generations are not rigid. 

• It included historians such as Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Georges Duby, Jacques Le 

Goff, Pierre Nora, Philippe Ariès and others, though their methods and interests were 

diverse. 

• The generation moved beyond an exclusive emphasis on economic and demographic 

structures toward culture, mentality, anthropology, everyday life, family, religion, 

symbols and historical memory. 

• Quantitative social history remained important, but it was increasingly combined with 

cultural and anthropological approaches. 

• The third generation helped create a transition from structural social history toward 

what became known as cultural history and the ‘anthropological turn’. 

2. Major Dimensions of the Third-Generation Annales 

• History of mentalities: Study of collective attitudes, beliefs, assumptions and 

representations. 

• Anthropological history: Use of concepts and methods from cultural anthropology to 

understand ritual, kinship, symbolism and social practices. 

• Everyday life: Attention to ordinary experiences rather than only major political 

events. 

• Family and demography: Use of parish registers, census material and quantitative 

methods to study marriage, fertility, mortality and household structures. 
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• Popular culture: Study of folklore, festivals, rituals, beliefs and relations between elite 

and popular cultures. 

• Religion and the supernatural: Investigation of belief systems, saints, magic, heresy 

and religious practices. 

• History of childhood and death: Reconstruction of changing social attitudes toward 

stages of life and mortality. 

• Symbolic systems and representations: Study of images, rituals, language and cultural 

categories. 

• Regional history: Intensive studies of particular regions were used to connect local 

evidence with wider social structures. 

• History of memory: Increasing attention to how societies remember, represent and 

reinterpret their past. 

3. Methodological Shift 

• The third generation retained the Annales commitment to interdisciplinary history but 

broadened the disciplines used. 

• Anthropology became particularly influential, encouraging historians to examine 

ritual, symbols, kinship, cultural practices and systems of meaning. 

• The historian increasingly asked not only ‘What happened?’ or ‘What structures 

existed?’ but also ‘How did people understand their world?’ 

• The scale of research could move from large regions and populations to families, 

villages, rituals and individual experiences. 

• The approach encouraged the study of representations alongside material conditions. 

E. EMMANUEL LE ROY LADURIE 

1. Profile and Historical Importance 

• Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie (1929–2023) was a major French historian associated with 

the third generation of the Annales tradition. 

• His scholarship combined quantitative methods, regional history, social history, 

environmental history and the study of mentalities. 

• He is especially known for applying detailed research to a defined region while 

connecting local evidence to wider historical processes. 

• His work demonstrates that Annales history could combine statistical evidence with 

cultural interpretation. 

2. Montaillou: Village in Occitania 

• Montaillou: The Promised Land of Error (1975; English translation 1978) is Le Roy 

Ladurie's best-known work. 

• The book reconstructs the life of the village of Montaillou in southern France in the 

early 14th century. 

• The principal source base consists largely of the inquisitorial records of Jacques 

Fournier, bishop of Pamiers, later Pope Benedict XII. 



8 

 

• The records contain interrogations of villagers suspected of Cathar beliefs and provide 

unusually rich information about family, work, religion, sexuality, belief and village 

relationships. 

• Ladurie used these records to reconstruct the mentalities and everyday life of ordinary 

villagers. 

• The book illustrates how a local community can be used to investigate broader 

questions of religion, social organization and rural culture. 

• It also demonstrates the potential and danger of using inquisitorial records: they are 

rich but shaped by the questions, procedures and institutional purposes of the 

inquisitors. 

3. The Peasants of Languedoc 

• In The Peasants of Languedoc (1966; English translation 1974), Ladurie examined long-

term changes in the agrarian society of Languedoc. 

• He combined economic, demographic, environmental and social evidence. 

• The study demonstrated the importance of population pressure, land, agricultural 

production and social structures in shaping rural history. 

• It is an important example of Annales-style regional and structural history. 

4. Times of Feast, Times of Famine 

• Times of Feast, Times of Famine: A History of Climate Since the Year 1000 (1967; 

English translation 1971) explored the relationship between climate, environment and 

human societies. 

• It helped strengthen the environmental dimension of historical research. 

• Ladurie argued that climate could influence agricultural production, food supply, 

population and social conditions, while also recognizing that human societies 

mediated environmental effects. 

• His work contributed to the development of historical climatology and environmental 

history. 

5. Methodological Significance of Ladurie 

• Regional case study combined with broader historical interpretation. 

• Use of quantitative evidence and demographic data. 

• Integration of environmental and climatic factors. 

• Study of everyday life and popular religion. 

• Use of judicial and inquisitorial records to reconstruct ordinary people. 

• Combination of structural analysis with cultural and mental history. 

F. OTHER IMPORTANT HISTORIANS OF THE THIRD GENERATION 

1. Georges Duby 

• Georges Duby (1919–1996) was a major medieval historian associated with the Annales 

tradition. 
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• He studied medieval social structures, aristocratic society, peasants, family, marriage, 

gender and cultural representations. 

• His work helped connect social history with the history of mentalities and cultural 

history. 

• He was particularly interested in how social groups represented themselves and how 

concepts such as kinship, marriage and gender operated historically. 

2. Jacques Le Goff 

• Jacques Le Goff (1924–2014) was a leading medievalist of the third generation. 

• He studied medieval mentalities, intellectual life, religion, time, memory, purgatory 

and representations of society. 

• The Medieval Imagination is representative of his interest in symbols, beliefs and 

collective ways of thinking. 

• The Birth of Purgatory explored changing Christian conceptions of the afterlife and 

demonstrated how a historical idea could transform social and religious experience. 

3. Philippe Ariès 

• Philippe Ariès (1914–1984) became famous for studies of childhood and attitudes 

toward death. 

• Centuries of Childhood (1960; English translation 1962) argued that the social and 

cultural conception of childhood changed over time. 

• Western Attitudes toward Death from the Middle Ages to the Present examined 

changing relationships between individuals, families, communities and death. 

• His work became highly influential but also generated methodological debates about 

evidence, interpretation and the danger of reading modern concepts into the past. 

4. Pierre Nora 

• Pierre Nora is associated with the study of historical memory, national identity and 

representations of the past. 

• His concept of ‘sites of memory’ (lieux de mémoire) drew attention to places, symbols, 

commemorations and institutions through which societies preserve and construct 

collective memories. 

• His work illustrates the widening of Annales-related historical inquiry toward 

memory and representation. 

G. ANNALES APPROACH: KEY CONCEPTS FOR STUDENTS 

1. Longue Durée 

• Longue durée means the study of long-term historical structures and slow changes. 

• It directs attention away from short-lived events toward patterns that may persist for 

centuries. 

• Examples include geography, climate, settlement patterns, demographic regimes and 

durable social structures. 



10 

 

2. Structure and Conjuncture 

• Structure refers to relatively durable conditions and relationships within a society. 

• Conjuncture refers to medium-term economic, demographic or social trends that may 

change over decades. 

• Event refers to short-term occurrences such as wars, political decisions or individual 

actions. 

• Annales historians often studied these temporal levels together rather than treating 

events as the whole of history. 

3. Interdisciplinarity 

• Annales historians encouraged historians to borrow concepts and evidence from 

geography, sociology, economics, anthropology, demography, psychology and related 

disciplines. 

• The purpose was to understand societies in a more comprehensive way. 

• For a research student, interdisciplinarity means selecting methods because they 

answer the historical question—not simply adding unrelated disciplines. 

4. Total History / Histoire Totale 

• The ideal of a total or comprehensive history sought to connect different dimensions of 

human life—economic, social, political, environmental and cultural. 

• It does not mean writing every fact about the past; rather, it means relating different 

aspects of a society to one another. 

• The third generation retained this broad ambition but often pursued it through more 

focused themes such as mentality, family, ritual, memory or regional culture. 

H. COMPARISON: MICRO-HISTORY, HISTORY OF MENTALITIES AND THIRD-

GENERATION ANNALES 

Aspect Micro-history 
History of 

Mentalities 

Third-generation 

Annales 

Primary focus 

Small-scale case, 

individual, family, 

village or 

community 

Collective ways of 

thinking and 

perceiving 

Culture, society, 

demography, 

mentality, 

anthropology, 

memory and 

everyday life 

Scale Micro/local 

Often collective and 

broader, but may be 

local 

From 

regional/population 

studies to local and 

thematic studies 

Key question How did people act 

within particular 

How did people 

understand and 

How did structures, 

culture, environment 
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structures? imagine their world? and representations 

interact? 

Typical evidence 

Detailed local 

archives, judicial 

records, family 

papers 

Religious, literary, 

visual, ritual and 

social sources 

Quantitative, 

demographic, 

archival, cultural, 

environmental and 

visual sources 

Major figures 
Ginzburg, Levi, 

Grendi 

Febvre, Bloch and 

later 

cultural/mentalities 

historians 

Le Roy Ladurie, 

Duby, Le Goff, Ariès, 

Nora and others 

Major contribution 

Restores agency and 

complexity at the 

local level 

Historicizes 

collective beliefs and 

assumptions 

Broadens Annales 

into cultural, 

anthropological and 

social history 

I. CRITICAL EVALUATION 

• The Annales tradition permanently broadened the subject matter of history. 

• It challenged the idea that political events and elite actors were the only legitimate 

subjects of historical research. 

• Its interdisciplinary orientation enriched historical explanation. 

• The emphasis on long-term structures provided a powerful alternative to event-

centred narratives. 

• The study of mentalities opened new areas such as childhood, death, religion, 

emotions and popular belief. 

• The third generation made cultural meanings and everyday practices more central to 

historical research. 

• Micro-history offered a valuable corrective to overly large-scale and deterministic 

models. 

• At the same time, micro-history faces the problem of generalization, while histories of 

mentality can risk treating a society as more culturally unified than it really was. 

• Annales methods should therefore be used critically, with attention to source context, 

representativeness, chronology and the diversity of historical actors. 

J. IMPORTANT TERMS/ KEYWORDS 

• Micro-history – intensive study of a narrowly defined historical case. 

• Mentalities – historically specific collective ways of thinking, perceiving and 

imagining. 

• Annales School – French historiographical tradition emphasizing social, economic, 

cultural and long-term history. 

• Longue durée – long-term historical structures and slow change. 
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• Conjuncture – medium-term trends or cycles. 

• Histoire totale – an ambition to connect multiple dimensions of historical life. 

• Interdisciplinarity – use of concepts and methods from multiple disciplines. 

• Collective representations – shared ways through which societies understand and 

symbolize reality. 

• Anthropological turn – increased use of cultural anthropology to study historical 

practices and meanings. 

• Regional history – intensive study of a defined geographical area. 

• Agency – capacity of historical actors to make choices and act. 

• Structure – durable social, economic, environmental or institutional conditions shaping 

historical action. 

• Lieux de mémoire – ‘sites of memory’, associated particularly with Pierre Nora. 

K. QUICK REVISION POINTS 

• Micro-history = small scale + intensive research + agency + wider context. 

• History of Mentalities = collective attitudes, beliefs, perceptions and assumptions. 

• Annales founded in 1929 by Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. 

• First generation = Bloch and Febvre; emphasis on interdisciplinary and social history. 

• Second generation = Braudel; emphasis on longue durée, structures and multiple 

temporalities. 

• Third generation = broader cultural, anthropological, demographic and mental-history 

interests. 

• Le Roy Ladurie = regional history + quantitative methods + environment + 

mentalities. 

• Montaillou = village study based heavily on inquisitorial records. 

• Duby = medieval social structures, family, gender and representations. 

• Le Goff = medieval mentalities, religion, time and purgatory. 

• Ariès = childhood and attitudes toward death. 

• Nora = memory and sites of memory. 

• Central methodological lesson: connect detailed evidence with appropriate wider 

historical questions, while remaining critical about the limits of generalization. 

L. LIKELY EXAMINATION QUESTIONS 

• What is Micro-history? Discuss its major characteristics and methodological 

significance. 

• Explain the relationship between micro-history and the study of individual agency. 

• What is meant by the History of Mentalities? Discuss its major themes and sources. 

• Explain the concept of longue durée and its significance in Annales historiography. 

• Discuss the major characteristics of the Third Generation of the Annales School. 

• Assess the contribution of Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie to the Annales tradition. 

• Discuss Montaillou as an example of the study of mentalities and everyday life. 

• Explain the role of anthropology in the Third Generation of Annales historiography. 
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• Compare Micro-history with the History of Mentalities. 

• Discuss the major contributions of Georges Duby, Jacques Le Goff and Philippe Ariès. 

• Critically examine the strengths and limitations of the Annales approach. 

• How did the Third Generation broaden the scope of historical writing? 

Suggested Readings 

• Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft. 

• Lucien Febvre, The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century: The Religion of 

Rabelais. 

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

Philip II. 

• Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Peasants of Languedoc. 

• Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou: The Promised Land of Error. 

• Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century 

Miller. 

• Giovanni Levi, Inheriting Power: The Story of an Exorcist. 

• Georges Duby, The Three Orders: Feudal Society Imagined. 

• Jacques Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination. 

• Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood. 

• Peter Burke, The French Historical Revolution: The Annales School, 1929–2014. 


