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Civilization, Economy and the Practical Concerns of Braudel

LAI Guo-dong
(Department of History, Xiamen University, Xiamen 361005, Fujian)

Abstract: “Civilization” , as a concept in the political arena, has received considerable discussions in the early 20th
century. Nevertheless, these discussions have failed to explore the diverse elements of civilization to different extents, and
also failed to take into account the influences imposed on historians’ writings of civilization history by the time they live in
and their life experience. Deeming material civilization as a universal form of civilization, the French historian Braudel
mainly explores the relationship between civilization and economy, and reveals that civilization merely has symbolic bounda-
ries without any fixed ones by employing transdisciplinary and historical-comparative approaches. Civilization is not equiva-
lent to progress, and it has relative value. When writing the history of civilization, Braudel selects to examine certain politi-
cal events and economic phenomena based on the concept of long-duration, and pays close attention to capitalism, disregar-
ding traumas, with an aim to encourage exchanges and communication between different civilizations while safeguarding the
value of Western civilization. Braudel’s writings on history have originated from his concerns over the reality, showing a tou-
ch of nostalgia and fatalism. This is closely related to his prison and overseas travel experiences as well as his faith in
Christianity. “New history” in the early 20th century and some important topics in connection with current studies on global
history have been embedded in Braudel’s writings in an explicit or implicit manner.

Key Words: Braudel, civilization, economy, nostalgia
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