ELIZABETH HESLING

METHODOLOGY 1

DR R. MACKENNEY, O. DUDLEY EDWARDS, PROF. A. GOODMAN

HOW SUCCESSFUL HAVE THE ANNALISTS BEEN IN THEIR EXPERIMENTS WITH THE HISTORY OF MENTALITES?

‘We would vain know the waves that would carry us out into the ocean, but we ourselves are those waves.’

Burckhardt


How is success to be measured? This is a difficult question and one that the Annalists themselves would not have us contend with. Marc Bloch, one of the two acknowledged fathers of the Annales ‘school’, stresses that it is not the job of the historian to judge. He asks ‘are we so sure of ourselves and of our age as to divide the company of our forefathers into the just and the damned?’
 This question shows a great deal of sympathy towards the inevitability of change and therefore of difference. As such it illustrates the Annalists mistrust of what I want to call the ‘imperialism of the present’, but what they called ‘anachronism’. I consider all of these things to be both important and sound. But its not just me – the ideas of the Annales ‘school’ have proved to be incredibly successful and as such can be found, at least in trace form and maybe only by coincidence, in most historical works written over the past few decades, if not since the Second World War.
 However, as Bloch’s question implies (although Bloch himself might not have said it himself), even this ‘important and sound’ belief in the dangers of anachronism is only a belief – it is not immune from change and as such it can only be seen as subjective, as a human construction. The logical conclusion to such an idea is that there is no such thing as an objective truth. If this is so then how can I be sure? – it is, it seems, impossible. The success of the Annalists and their experiments with the history of mentalites
 can only be assessed in a subjective way. I can only give you my opinions and the opinions (so far as I can tell) of others who have written to critique or answer the histories of the Annalists or whose work is illuminating in comparison. However, it seems to me that opinions are what make success, whether this success is of a worldly and commercial nature or whether it has a more academic and intellectual flavour. This is because success too is a subjective construction. As such, this essay will not be based on too namby-pamby a foundation.


The history of menatlites is concerned on a general level with culture. Its subject is the way in which people think as well as what they think on both the conscious and sub-conscious levels. Perhaps we could to worse than to start with Lucien Febvre, for whom menatlites was about ‘habits of mind, ways of living, believing and thinking’. I have begun with Febvre because his work The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century, published first in 1942, was one on the first histories of mentalites and can be regarded not only as one of the seminal works of the genre but also of the Annales ‘school’. The history of mentalites was part and parcel of the Annales movement. In its ‘pure’ form it therefore displays all the strengths and weaknesses (the successes and failures) of the Annales. IN what follows Febvre is taken to be a ‘pure’ Annalist because he is seen as the (other) founding father of the ‘school’. Montaillou by Le Roy Ladurie is also taken to be of the Annales ‘school’, mainly because the author saw himself a an Annalist. Nevertheless, by the time Le Roy Ladurie was writing in the 1970s, the Annales ‘school’ was not the same as it had been in Febvre’s day. Montaillou is a very different work from The Problem of Unbelief. However, it still draws upon the basic precepts of the Annales ‘school’ that Febvre and Bloch set out. It would be impossible, it seems to me, to write a history of mentalites without doing so. As such, the other works in this essay, namely David Wootton’s Paulo Sarpi, Carlo Ginzburg’s The Cheese and the Worms, and Robert Darnton’s The Great Cat Massacre, can all be seen to be of the Annales.


Wootton, Ginzburg and Darnton would not necessarily call themselves Annalists. This serves the point that the ideas of the Annales have become dispersed over the years. As such, it would be hard now to find anything resembling an Annales ‘school’. This dispersal is the result of the very ideas that define the Annales. Beginning in the 1920s, the aim of Febvre and Bloch and the historians that followed them was to widen the scope of what could be called history. They were against the then dominant ‘Rankean’ approach to ‘H’istory. As such history should no longer just be about high politics, great men and important events. For the Annalists everything was history. As such, mentalites was just as valid an area of historical study as was economics, demographics and social structures. The quixotic aim was histoire totale. Everything was important and everything had to be considered as a factor if something was to be fully explained.
 Historians had to open their doors to other disciplines to help them in this gargantuan task. 

It is because of these factors that the project of the Annales ‘school’ soon became the projects and that the ideas bacame dispersed as they were taken up by many different academics in many different fields (not that these fields were without indigenous ideas). This effect has been especially apparent since the 1970s when the history of mentalites became more popular as an area of study than it had ever been before. Each historian of mentalites has developed the genre in his own way (I say his – some writers on this topic have been female but, unfortunately, there have not been that many and I do not consider any works by women in this essay). It can therefore be said that although all historians of mentalites can and will be called Annalists, they cannot be seen to belong to a school. Moreover, they are not ‘pure’ Annalists because they have been influenced by ideas other than those that originated with the Annales movement.

In order to understand the history of mentalites and the Annales approach it is necessary first of all to look at the work of our only ‘pure’ Annalist – Febvre. By discussing The Problem of Unbelief it will be possible to suggest in what basic ways the history of mentalites as the Annalists practise it is a valid area of study and in what way it is limited.

The Problem of Unbelief was, in many ways, a very successful piece of work. All the subsequent writings I have read either mention it or are in some way an answer to it. Its influence in the academic world can therefore be seen as great. It was written in answer to Abel Lefranc who argued that Rabelais was an atheist and that as such he was before his times and should be seen as a precursor to the libertines of the seventeenth century and the philosophers of the eighteenth. Febvre set out to prove not only that Rabelais was not an atheist but also that it was anachronistic to think that he could be, given the context of his times.

This idea that the individual mentalite can only be understood as a construction of its context is central to all historians of mentalites. It is the result of the Annales concern with the bigger picture touched on the above. Moreover, it is founded on the absolute necessity, that Bloch commented on, to guard against anachronism. Everything is subject to change. People thought differently in different times (as they think differently in different places), an idea that gives the history of mentalites its raison d’etre. If mentalites are subject to change then it is not a timeless essential, inherent within all human beings. Rather it has to be constructed by external forces. For Febvre, this external force was Christianity. For Febvre, Rabelais was just one example of the Christian mentalites of the men of the sixteenth-century. To quote a more contemporary writer, Frederic Jameson, Rabelais was ‘a parole, or individual utterance, of that vaster system, or langue’. 

This concept can be seen as a success not only because it has been adopted (and adapted) by all historians of mentalites but also because it seems to have a sound philosophical basis. It is in tune with the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, whose concept of language has formed the basis of many important intellectual currents of the twentieth-century.
 . He argued that ‘reality’ has no inherent meaning. We understand it only through language, which has no essential connection to ‘reality’ but rather creates meaning internally. To put it very simply, we only understand that dog means dog because it doesn’t mean cat. Language is therefore a system of meaning and is the basis of all our structures of understanding, our mentalites. This is apparent in Febvre’s Rabelais who, he argues, could not have been an atheist because the mental tools, in other words, the language that would have allowed him to make sense of the world without a belief in God, was not available to him in his time. 

The idea also receives support from the work of psychoanalysts such as Freud. It is perhaps a reflection of the general belief (if such things can ever be general) that people today in the Western world hold that the inner world is of central importance to the way we are. Without an understanding of the mentalites of the people of the past it is impossible to see how we could have understood them or their actions at all. If everything is constructed then human perceptions and the systems of cultural meaning and understanding they build up become the prime factor in history. It is incredible that mentalites had not been considered before Bloch and Febvre!


Febvre argues his point with an almost viscous brillience. As an historian he has supreme control over a vast amount of information and it is obvious that he knows what he is talking about. However, he does fall foul of a contradiction that is apparent within the thinking of the Annales as a whole. The aim is to avoid anachronism Despite this, writers like Febvre cannot free themselves from the idea that they know best. He seems to believe that a scientific approach, unknown to the historians of the past, enables him to discover the truth. In doing so he fails to acknowledge the inevitability of anachronism.

This inevitability is perhaps best illustrated by the examples that I have cited above of recent philosophies that support the Annales approach. They are ideas that are in current flavour but would have been utterly meaningless to the people of the past (perhaps). This would seem to question the whole project of the history of mentalites. Are there any grounds for trying to examine something that the people under examination did not even believe in or know about?

Such a question implies that there is no ultimate standard against which morality can be judged. Like morality, success is also subjective. What makes a judgement even harder to come by is the fact that the Annalists were the first to seriously concern themselves with the history of mentalites and to establish it as a valid area of historical study. Their success cannot therefore be compared to any parallel attempts. However, a judgement must be made if anything at all is to be written. And, perhaps to contradict Bloch, this judgement will be far from invalid. He was most probably correct to advise against fatuous judgements of our ‘forefathers’, but he failed to see that our subjectivity goes deeper than simple conceptions of right and wrong. By studying the different and changing understandings of the people of the past the work on mentalites has shown that value systems are not objective. As historically positioned subjects ourselves the implication is that we cannot be divorced from these systems either because it is only within these systems that we can establish meaning and achieve understanding. In an effort to be fair to the historians of the Annales I shall attempt to judge their success by their own standards. However, a long time has passed since 1942 when Lucien Febvre first published his The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century, which can be seen as the first history of mentalites to emerge from the Annales ‘school’ and as such as one of its seminal works. The history of mentalites has developed in many ways and it is no longer the preserve of the Annales ‘school’ (if indeed it can still be called a school). As such, different standards can now be applied that will allow us to further assess the success of the Annales.


The history of mentalites means something broader than we would understand by the word ‘mentality’ in English and it is concerned on a general level with culture. Its subject is the way in which people think as well as what they think on both the conscious and the sub-conscious level. Perhaps we could do worse than to start with Febvre, for whom mentalites was about ‘habits of mind, ways of living, believing and thinking’
. There is no strict definition however, and every writer has developed the ‘genre’ in his (and sometimes her, although this essay does not unfortunately discuss any works by women) own way. It will therefore be necessary to look at a range of works to understand what is meant by the history of mentalites. This will enable us to analyse the validity of mentalites as an area of historical study. Although not all of these works can be seen as products of the Annales ‘school’ (not that there is some strict way to define it) comparison is necessary to allow us to assess its methodology and to see some of its various strengths and weaknesses. The works that I shall be reading against each other are Febvre’s The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century,.


Before I start reading it is necessary to show that the history of mentalites was, at least at first, very much a part of the ‘new history’ that is associated with the ideas of Febvre and Bloch and the Annales ‘school’ they founded. As our subject is success it must be said that the Annales was and is very successful. Its influence on the development of modern (and dare I say it, post-modern) historical methodology is very much in evidence today and as one of the projects of the ‘school’ the history of menatlites shares its success. This success is apparent when it is understood that in the 1920s there were only a few ‘dissidents’ in France who advocated a new kind of history in opposition to the then dominant ‘Rankean’ approach. Their ideas were thus formulated against a narrative type of history that was only concerned with high politics, great man, and important events such as wars. As Bloch said, history is about mankind and should therefore take an interest in everything that concerns mankind. The quixotic aim was ‘histoire totale’. Mentalites is therefore as much a part of history as is economics, demographics and social structures. However, apart from the work of Febvre (and some writings by Bloch such as The Royal Touch) mentalites was not a central concern of the Annales ‘school’ as it became an important part of the French academic world under Fernand Braudel. But since the 1970s the history of mentalites has become an area of growing interest to historians, although perhaps the best examples from this time have been stimulated by intellectual currents that are not of the Annales. Having said this however, it must be kept in mind that the Annales is about more than statistics, which is something that critics sometimes fail to acknowledge given the nature of most of the work that has been produced by Annalists in recent decades. Although some Annalists have been accused of leaving the people out of their histories, it does seem that the ultimate aim of whatever they do is to understand people and thus, I will argue, to understand mentalites. They must at least be given credit for opening the historian’s doors to mentalites.


Febvre’s The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century was By examining the ideas of Rabelais, who was a great ‘free’ thinker of his time, Febvre is not only examining what an individual thought he is also examining how he thought. What is important about Febvre’s methodology is that he does not consider Rabelais in isolation. The Annales ‘school’ is concerned with the bigger picture and it is argued that nothing could be considered without its context. It is argued that the mentalite of the individual is constructed within this context. To quote a more contemporary writer, Frederic Jameson, each mentalite is seen by the Annales to be ‘a parole, or individual utterance, of that vaster system, or langue.’
 For Febvre therfore, Rabelais is just one example of the mentalites of the ‘men of the sixteenth century’. This is in tune with the thinking of Saussure, whose concept of language has been of great importance to some of today’s intellectual currents


Febvre achieves his aim with an almost viscous brilliance and the success of the book is apparent in the fact that all the other works on mentalites that I have read either mention it or are in some way an answer to it. However, it does fall foul of a perhaps unavoidable contradiction that is apparent within the thinking of the Annales as a whole. Their aim is to avoid anachronism, and this for the very reason that gives the history of mentalites its raison d’etre, which is that people thought in different ways at different times (as they think in different ways in different places). If he had been less sure of his conclusions they might have been more convincing!


The problems with Febvre’s work and the Annales approach to mentalites are best brought out when comparisons can be made. Wootton’s Paulo Sarpi is not concerned with France in the 1530s and ‘50s but rather with Venice at the end of the sixteenth century and the beginning of the seventeenth. Nevertheless, the same Christian ‘atmosphere’ in which Febvre claims the men of the sixteenth century lived out their entire lives (I paraphrase) is still in evidence. The difference is that Wootton claims that it was possible to be a systematic atheist despite this atmosphere. This conclusion is apparently based on a belief that people are more capable of originality than many of the Annalists would allow. The writers of the Annales ‘school’ are all inclined to see the individual as prisoners who can only act within wider structures. This has lead many such as Braudel to see people as what Peter Burke calls ‘human insects’. Braudel comments that ‘when I think of the individual I am always inclined to see him imprisoned within a destiny in which he himself has little hand.’
 Others do not however deny human agency, but there are certain limits to this agency and as such to originality. Wootton is fond of calling Sarpi ‘unique’ but I do not believe that Wootton wishes to argue for human autonomy. His analysis of Sarpi, the Venetian historian and statesman, and his pensieri should be seen as first and foremost an attack of Febvre’s conclusions, not his methodology. Wootton discusses Sarpi’s environment as Febvre would have done in order to establish how Sarpi came up with the atheist ideas it is evident that he had. What he seems to be saying is that Febvre was too quick to make assumptions about the mentalites of that age. He suggests that this might be due to a lack of evidence. Having brought the thoughts of to light Wootton suggests that the limits to what it was possible to believe at the time should be revised. He says that ‘if he [Sarpi] held such opinions then commonly held views regarding the intellectual life of his day need to be revised as do the assumptions most of us hold regarding the reasons for the decline of religious faith over the last few centuries.’
 Febvre’s mistake was to attempt to use Rabelais as an unproblematic representative of ‘sixty thousand frenchmen’ (to steal from the title of a work by the Annalist ???). Wootton’s work shows that each individual is influenced by different things. For instance, it seems that Sarpi was of the scholastic tradition whereas Febvre only considers humanism as a context. As such Wootton has raised a question mark over the idea of collective mentalites, which has been favoured by many Annalists such as Le Roy Ladurie but cannot be seen to characterise the Annales approach.


The collective mentalites of the people of a village in the Ariege in the period 1294-1324 is the subject of Montaillou by Le Roy Ladurie. Although individuals are not absent from Montaillou Le Roy Ladurie uses them only to illustrate wider characteristics. This problem seems to stem from the anthropological origins of the idea of mentalites and an over-riding interest amongst many historians of mentalites, in what Ginzburg calls ‘the inert, obscure, unconscious elements of a given world view. Survivals, archaisms, the eternal, the irrational’
. It is important to try and see the general picture as the historians of the Annales aim to do. However, if we were to see the history of mentalites as something that was just about everyday automatisms we would restrict our understanding of people’s perceptions to an unrealistically basic level. We would also run the risk of forgetting that, although thought may be constructed by external forces, the past was experienced only by individuals. Moreover, a history of collective mentalites shares the anthropological fault of portraying a culture in a static way, a concept that not even the historian of the ‘longue duree’ would endorse. By ignoring the individual ‘parole’ in favour of the ‘langue’ the collective approach is further limited in that it gives an impression of uniformity. The history of mentalites cannot be reduced to what ‘is common to Caesar and his most junior legionary, Saint Louis and the peasant on his lands, Christopher Columbus and any one of his sailors’
, even if there were something that they did all share. Montaillou has elements of all of the above failures. Although Febvre is examining an individual he is also guilty of ignoring difference in favour of more general cultural elements (i.e. Christianity). The collective approach has been taken to extremes by the quantitative methods practised by many recent writers belonging to the Annales ‘school’. The work of people such as Chaunu and Vovelle has attempted to show that mentalites are subject to general trends. De-Christianisation is one such trend that will serve as an example. It has been charted by counting how many masses were requested in wills over a certain period. Quantification is undeniably useful in that it has given the historian who wishes to contextualise a mentalite something more solid than mere assumptions and speculation (a la Febvre) to work with. However, general trends are not sufficient to explain mentalites. As Bloch wrote, ‘human actions are essentially very delicate phenomena, many aspects of which elude mathematical measurement’
. The ‘parole’ as well as the ‘langue’ needs to be given attention.

The Cheese and the Worms by Carlo Ginzburg offers an approach that allows us to see both the individual and the wider picture within which the individual works. It is an example of microhistory, which attempts to study the ocean through a drop of liquid.
 This method can only be seen as better than the collective approach. The chances are that we will be more successful in understanding a drop of brine than the whole sea. Ginzburg’s aim is to understand the mentalite of Menocchio, an obscure miller from the Friuli who was hung by the Inquisition in 1599 (?). In doing so he does not deny the cultural cage we all live in but he does suggest that it is  ‘flexible’ and that it ‘offers to the individual a horizon of latent possibilities’
. The Cheese and the Worms illustrates a recent shift away from an emphasis on people as subject to their culture. The idea that is now prevalent is that they are also active users of that culture. Themes such as resistance have become increasingly popular and it is now considered to be important to show how people take and change what they need from both their own cultural mileau and that of other (perhaps dominant) groups. In doing so the limits of the ‘langue’ structure are renegotiated. Recently, greater interest has been shown in marginal figures such as the mad, witches and heretics. As well as being agents of change in a more obvious way than many ‘ordinary’ people it is useful to look at the marginal because they delineate what is considered to be normal.


The historian of mentalites is limited as to the resources that can tell him about the mental world of the people of the past. This is especially so when the subject of the investigation is not someone like Rabelais, who left behind him copious writings and was also written about by his contemporaries. The relative lack of evidence concerning ordinary people and the need to resort to cultural objects such as wills has perhaps meant that generalisations about their mentalites is inevitable. This is why historians have jumped on such relatively rich resources as the records of the Inquisition. However, no resource is unproblematic and as such the success of any history of mentalites is limited. The problems associated with representing the inner world is one of the barriers to a successful and complete examination of mentalites that must be considered. There is no medium that can accurately portray the complexities of thought and the infinitely vast number of individually experienced and unrepeatable contexts that go into building a world-view. As such, the historian does not have direct access to the mentalites he purports to understand. Even when people give direct accounts of themselves this is not a true presentation of their mentalites but only, as Bloch says ‘what they believe they believe, or what they are willing to reveal’
. A further layer of complication is added when we consider the fact that everything that the historian can read from the past, whether it be a diary or dung heap, has been produced under extenuating circumstances. There is always a reason that it has been produced and it will always have been produced in a specific historical context. As such, the layers of meaning of any historical source are extremely complex. 

Robert Darnton holds that it is the primary goal of the historian to try and take these layers of meaning into account. In his The Great Cat Massacre, instead of trying to grapple with collective mentalites or access an individual’s depths he focuses on the only thing he has; the text. Others have not been so careful. Montaillou is based on the trials that were carried out by one Jacques Fournier of a number of the villagers who were accused of being Cathar heretics. Le Roy Ladurie claims that Fournier’s records allow us to hear the peasants speak as if we were eavesdropping on their private conversations. As Renato Rosaldo points out, ‘Le Roy Ladurie has neatly liberated the document from the historical context that produced it’
. We are encouraged to think that Fournier is disinterested and innocent. We are told that ‘what drove him on was the desire (hateful though it was in this form) to know the truth…To attain these ends he showed himself “pedantic as a schoolman”’
. As Darnton would show, this so-called ‘truth’ is in fact far from unproblematic. Le Roy Ladurie’s text perhaps tells us more about the power relationship between a judge of the Inquisition and those who are being subjected to his questions than it does about the everyday lives of ‘ordinary’ people.

The success of any history of mentalites is further limited by the fact that the sources that are available, already complex in themselves, go through yet another layer of translation when they are read.
 The historian reads in the present and as such, as I have already mentioned, he cannot escape anachronism. This is inevitable however much he knows about his period and thinks he understands about the way they thought at the time. Moreover, reading is never done in a state of pure innocence. The historian already has some idea of what he is looking for and as such will end up ‘suppressing the text’
 by selecting only what fits into their argument. Even Darnton has been correctly accused of this. Febvre is especially guilty because, even before he started his 20 years of research, he had a very precise point that he was determined to prove. The historian should perhaps be forgiven for leaving things out, even if their aim is ‘histoire totale’, because it is impossible to write everything. But it is not impossible to write so that it is clear that there are other possible interpretations and other, different things that could have been looked at.

Ginzburg gives us a good analysis of the way in which people ‘read’ when he looks at Menocchio’s ideas and tries to explain how he came up with them. This work makes it painfully obvious how limited our vision is as historians. Although Ginzburg can trace many of Menocchio’s ideas to books it is evident that to understand why he took what he did from these books it is necessary to go deeper. Ginzburg makes tantalising references to a deeper level of peasant culture but his attempts to understand it find him talking about a random miller called Pighino whom Menocchio never knew, and making general comments about the kind of socio-economic circumstances Menocchio might have found himself in. Such inadequet explanations make it impossible for Ginzburg to resist the temptation to let Menocchio’s own explanation for the origins of his thoughts stand. “Sir, I have never met anyone who holds these opinions, my opinions come out of my own head”
. Ginzburg would not have spent most of his time trying to explain where these ideas came from if he believed this.

To conclude, it seems that every attempt to understand the mentalites of the past will be unsuccessful if the aim is declared to be totality and truth. As such both Montaillou and The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth-Century are limited. They both display weaknesses in their methodology that are typical of the Annales ‘school’. However, these weaknesses are not inherent to the Annales and the other works that have been discussed in this essay all owe the greater part of their approach to the Annales, their subject if nothing else. This essay has attempted to explore the limits to success that every historian of mentalites has to work within. Those that are aware of these limitations and whose aims are as such more modest tend to be more successful in that they avoid making sweeping, anachronistic and unrealistically impersonal statements. Nevertheless, if we were to measure success in more worldly terms then The Problem of Unbelief and more especially Montaillou must be counted as the greater successes given their popularity and their influence. But then, there is no accounting for taste!
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