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Discussion Document

 

Braudel’s book and his work more generally represents an approach to history which grasps the main 

relationship with which geography is concerned; that is, the environment and the influence in turn 

that humans have had on that environment. The medium for this investigation is history. The second 

extract is an informed commentary on Braudel. The extent to which Braudel provides a workable 

framework for historical geography is open to discussion. 

The first part is devoted to a history whose passage is almost imperceptible, that of man in his 

relationship to the environment, a history in which all change is slow, a history of constant 

repetition, ever-recurring cycles. I could not neglect this almost timeless history, the story of man’s 

contact with the inanimate, neither could I be satisfied with the traditional geographical introduction 

to history that often figures to little purpose at the beginning of so many books, with its descriptions 

of the mineral deposits, types of agriculture, and typical flora, briefly listed and never mentioned 

again, as if the flowers did not come back every spring, the flocks of sheep migrate every year, or the 

ships sail on a real sea that changes with the seasons. 

On a different level from the first there can be distinguished another history, this time with slow but 

perceptible rhythms. If the expression had not been diverted from its full meaning, one could call it 

‘social history,’ the history of groups and groupings. How did these swelling currents affect 

Mediterranean life in general – this was the question I asked myself in the second part of the book, 

studying in turn economic systems, states, societies, civilizations, and, finally, in order to convey 

more clearly my conception of history, attempting to show how all these deep-seated forces were at 

work in the complex arena of warfare. For war, as we know, is not an arena governed purely by 

individual responsibilities. 

Lastly, the third part gives a hearing to traditional history – history, one might say, on the scale not 

of man but of individual men . . . that is, the history of events – surface disturbances, crests of foam 

that the tides of history carry on their strong backs. A history of brief, rapid, nervous fluctuations, by 

definition ultrasensitive; the least tremor sets all its antennae quivering. But as such, it is the most 

exciting of all, the richest in human interest, and also the most dangerous. We must learn to distrust 

this history with its still-burning passions, as it was felt, described, and lived by contemporaries 

whose lives were as short and as short-sighted as ours. 

Fernand Braudel (1949) The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, 

Preface to the 1st edition. 
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The first aspect of this ‘world’ is geographical: ‘man in his relations with the environment that 

surrounds him’ (p. xiii). Here, the significant movement is almost imperceptible and is complicated 

by the ceaselessly revolving inner cycles of seasons and years. Its ‘time’ is that of geography (p. xiv). 

The second aspect is that usually dealt with by social and economic historians: the histories ‘of the 

groups, of the structures, of the collective destinies, in a word, of the group movements’ (des 

movements d’ensemble; p. 308). Here, the motion is ‘slowly rhythmed’ (lentement-rythmée), and the 

time may be called ‘social.’ In practice, this is a 409-page essay on the social and economic history of 

the area mainly during the sixteenth century. The third element is that usually dealt with by the 

traditional historians: the ‘short, quick, nervous oscillations’ of men of action. It is thus only in the 

last section of the book (354 pages) that the events of Philip’s reign are recounted. 

Bernard Bailyn (1951) Braudel’s Geohistory – A Reconsideration, taken from Jacques Revel and Lynn 

Hunt (eds) (1995), Histories: French Constructions of the Past, vol. 1, pp. 87, 351. 

 


