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                                                  Abstract

  The influence of the Annales school on twentieth century historiography has obscured the decisive contribution of France’s international historians in revitalizing the study of international relations.  Charles S.Maier, for example, in his 1980 stocktaking of the state of international history ignored Pierre Renouvin and Jean-Baptiste Duroselle. This paper argues that the healthy vigor of today’s field owes much to French enterprise. Renouvin redefined the field, giving French scholarship a pole position in the community of international historians. Duroselle and Rene Girault extended and deepened his groundbreaking work. Their success, it is argued, has a continuing relevance for the twenty first century
A Burnt-Out Case?

In the mid-twentieth century international history, then known as diplomatic, seemed to have burnt itself out.   Narrowly conceived as the study of relations between governments and disparaged as “what one clerk said to another” it assumed the primacy of foreign policy 1.Virtually no attempt was made to relate external affairs to underlying structures such as geographic conditions, demographics, economic and social trends, cultural changes, ideologies and opinion. By contrast, “the new history”, la nouvelle histoire, chiefly represented by the work of the group associated with the review founded in 1929 and usually known as Annales, advocated a problem-centered analytical history anchored in the longue duree in place of a narrative of events, l’histoire evenementielle.  The trinity of Lucien Febvre, Marc Bloch and Fernand Braudel called for the opening up of the whole of human experience instead of a largely political history about kings, elites, battles and treaties.  As a result, political and diplomatic history went out of fashion. Unsurprisingly, promising young scholars and funding gravitated towards the Annales movement.

     Certainly, there was a case to answer. Diplomatic historians assumed that the past could be cut into neat and separable slices of political, economic, social and religious history. Preoccupied with the reconstruction of bilateral and multilateral negotiations investigators followed a paper chase of official documents. The resulting tunnel vision confined consideration of wider forces and issues to assessments of national interests and aspirations defined in terms of power, prestige and security. Debates about the future of the field rumbled on through the 1930s and 1940s but the métier remained unreconstructed.    Forty years after the first issue of the journal Annales   American and British texts in international history recommended traditional works like Rene Albrecht-Carrie, A Diplomatic History of Europe since the Congress of Vienna (1958) and G.M.Gathorne Hardy’s A History of International Affairs (4ed 1950). 2 A little over twenty years ago Harvard historian Charles S. Maier declared that the history of international relations, was a stepchild because it was not among the pioneering fields of the discipline, showing little sense of “collective enterprise, of being at the cutting edge of scholarship”. 3 Astonishingly, he asserted that “there was no diplomatic history equivalent of the Annales influence from France” and in a 32 page article dismissed French scholarship in five lines, ignoring both Pierre Renouvin and Jean-Baptiste Duroselle. 4 By contrast, this paper contends that practitioners in France    responded creatively and significantly to the challenge of the new history, indeed until the 1970s theirs was the only major response. 

Pierre Renouvin (1893-1974) 5

       In the 1950s Renouvin, doyen of France’s international historians, rebaptized diplomatic as international relations, giving it a new remit.  Born in 1893, a brilliant student who gained the aggregation in history at 20, he taught continuously at the Sorbonne from 1921 to retirement in 1964. At a time when foreign travel even within Europe was still unusual, Renouvin spent two years (1912-14) in Germany and Russia. An infantry lieutenant in the war of 1914-18 he was twice wounded, losing his left arm. Immediately after the war two events pushed him towards the study of contemporary international history rather than staying with the French Revolution, his dissertation subject.  Minister of Education, Andre Honnorat, invited him to teach a course on World War I at the Sorbonne and historian Camille Bloch asked for his help in setting up the Bibliotheque de la Guerre, which grew into the Bibliotheque de documentation internationale contemporaine (BDIC) at Nanterre, currently one of the most important centers of war documentation. Three path breaking books followed: Immediate Origins of the War  (1925), The Forms of War Government in France (1927), La Crise europeenne et la grande guerre (1934). 

      The debate on the origins of 1914, now confined to a specialty interest within the profession, was then a hot issue of domestic and international politics. Writing on the heels of events Renouvin offered a scholarly and dispassionate approach. This was no mean achievement for someone whose country had been invaded and occupied for four years.   Sydney B.Fay, a leading American revisionist, praised Immediate Origins as “by far the best account…sweeps away most of the legends which have fed upon prejudice, propaganda and ignorance”. 6 Dispassionate in his writing Renouvin cared deeply about people and issues. In World War II he sheltered Jewish families. Meeting him in the last decade of his life in an age when senior professors cultivated an aloof and Olympian persona, Renouvin impressed with a mix of authority, kindness and accessibility. His generosity and patience towards one young researcher were memorable. Working together in the same room on the French papers he came over and asked my opinion on a dispatch from Berlin!

    What is remarkable is that before the Annaliste attack on l’histoire evenementielle gathered force Renouvin had begun to reconsider the nature of the field. As early as 1931 reflecting on his editing   of Documents diplomatiques francais, he pointed out that dispatches and telegrams over-emphasized the roles of chancelleries and ministers and rarely revealed the motives of decision-makers or deeper forces like national movements and economic interests. In his view the task of historians was to correct this deformation. In 1935 Renouvin created at the Sorbonne the Institute for the Study of Contemporary International Relations. Resisting the temptation to borrow political science clothes and theoretical baggage.  he opted for deepening and enlarging the field as part of mainstream history. He sought to make sense of international political change by highlighting the interplay between on the one hand, global and domestic dynamics, and on the other, people, events and day-to -day decision-making.

      Flagship of the new prospectus was the multi- volume Histoire des relations internationales (1953-58), a broad synopsis of international affairs from the fall of the Roman Empire in the West to the end of World War II. Renouvin directed the whole enterprise and wrote four of the eight volumes.  It was a truly formidable achievement, which has not been bettered since. True, surveys spanning fifty years or more, notably A.J.P.Taylor’s The Struggle for Mastery in Europe, 1848-1918 (1953) and William L Langer’s The Diplomacy of Imperialism (1935) were available; astonishingly, however, no one had had the courage and energy to tackle the big picture.    Building on a chronological scaffolding Renouvin and his team skillfully connected foreign relations and geopolitics. “Our goal”, he affirmed, “is to show what are the most important transformations between peoples and to assess…the causes. These transformations have sometimes been the result of conflicts…sometimes the result of a slow evolution of deep forces, material and cultural”. 7 

       The Histoire accomplished three important things. By analyzing the intersection of   foreign policy and what Renouvin called forces profondes it helped rehabilitate diplomatic in the eyes of the academy and wider public. Secondly while Europe occupied centre stage Renouvin and co-authors engaged with other cultures and continents. Lastly, their work addressed not just inter-state relations but relations between peoples.  Even today after nearly half a century the eight volumes constitute a unique achievement in the literature, exemplifying the Gallic genius for writing challenging grand syntheses. Nothing comparable came from the Anglophone world.8 When over thirty years later Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987) appeared it focused on the interplay of economic change and military conflict since 1500 rather than on the evolution of the international system.

      Jean-Baptiste Duroselle (1917-1994) 9

    Born in Paris on November 17, 1917, ten days after the Bolshevik Revolution and on the day that Georges Clemenceau became war premier, Jean-Baptiste Duroselle taught at the Paris Institut d’etudes politiques, thereafter at the Sorbonne. Tall, with a commanding physical presence, Duroselle was a superb teacher, offering new ideas and insights, continually pushing out the boundaries of history by engaging with other disciplines, notably sociology and psychology.  Endowed with an encyclopedic memory, he wore his learning lightly, sprinkling anecdotes and personal memories, captivating audiences in the classroom and on television with warmth, wit and openness. His approachability and empathy were a blessing for young researchers like myself seeking advice on dissertation topics. At his office in the rue Saint- Guillaume he seemed too large for a small room bursting with books .In excellent English he signposted my way and then talked enthusiastically of plans to teach for a year in Mexico. A keen sense of humor inoculated him against the occasional tediousness of academic discourse. Asked at a colloquium how he was enjoying the presentations he complained of having caught colloquitis.  Long afternoon sessions can sedate rather than stimulate. Duroselle power-napped while subconsciously absorbing the text; as soon as a speaker concluded he would be on his feet firing salient questions. Gifted with exceptional energy he thought nothing of a weekly   Paris - Bologna commute for a seminar at the John Hopkins Center at a time when European air and rail links were less developed than they are today. Fanaticism of any kind repelled him. A founding spirit of the post-1968 Paris VIII Vincennes campus he envisaged it as an opportunity for renewal of the academy but shocked by the rancor and assertiveness of colleagues and students chose to stay at the Sorbonne.

     Duroselle’s dissertation was on religious history: “the beginnings of social Catholicism in France, 1822-1870”. Why did he switch from religious to international history? International history had enthused him before he started researching social Catholicism but in the mid-1940s Renouvin’s preoccupation with the renewal of the field made him reluctant to accept graduate students. Accordingly, Duroselle turned to another professor, Charles Pouthas, who proposed a topic in religious history. It was an understandable choice given a staunch Catholic family background and popular post –Liberation expectations of a revived Catholicism renewing the nation. Nevertheless, he stayed close to Renouvin, helping him as a teaching assistant from 1945-1949.  Then chance took a hand. Lured by an attractive fee he contributed a chapter on the contemporary world for a collective history of the Second World War. Next came an invitation to write an international relations text -Histoire diplomatique de 1919 a nos jours (1953). Shortly afterwards Renouvin, who had been elected dean at the Sorbonne, wished to lighten teaching commitments and invited him to take over responsibility for the international history course at the Institut d’etudes politiques.

     Surprisingly for one who had been taught by Marc Bloch and was one of the stars of his generation- finishing a dissertation, which normally took ten years in four years- Duroselle did not join the Annales movement.  Why did he stay with unfashionable diplomatic?  Annales raised two barriers: one personal, the other intellectual. In 1946 in an outburst of furor academicus Lucien Febvre, second person of the Annales trinity, attacked the work of his dissertation director.  The vehemence and injustice of the attack, recalled Duroselle, was such that “I never wanted to write a line in Annales”. 10 Although recognizing and admiring the movement’s positive achievements, the trashing of political and diplomatic history, biography and traditional narrative angered and alienated him. With Renouvin he wrote the Introduction a l’Histoire des relations internationales  (1964), defending the choice of an historical rather than a theoretical perspective:

        We do not underestimate the value of these  [theoretical] investigations, but,

        rather than scanning history for proof of theories elaborated beforehand, we 

        thought it wiser to look at the past with a view to forming only such 

        conclusions as the data warranted. This method, incidentally,

        may enable us to provide theorists of international relations with

        new material or topics to reflect on…11   

 In 1964 he was a natural successor to Renouvin in the chair of contemporary history at Paris I Pantheon-Sorbonne  (1964-1983). 

     International history for Duroselle signified not a narrow francocentricism but the exploration of other countries and cultures, especially North American studies. In 2004 this may not seem newsworthy yet four decades ago it constituted a remarkable venture. Historians nowadays live in the “small world” described by British novelist David Lodge. They travel the globe from one conference to the next.  Half a century ago they traveled rarely and knew little about one another. To be sure, specialists   kept up with the scholarship of foreign colleagues but there was no great institutional intimacy. Today’s extensive, ever burgeoning, networks of research institutes, conferences, colloquia, workshops, journals and fellowships did not exist. Comparatively few participated in the big event of the professional calendar, the quinquennial World Congress of Historical Sciences. The Commission of the History of International Relations was not created until 1981and did not start to sponsor conferences until the early 1990s. Apart from the annual London Conference of Anglo-American Historians bilateral gatherings were infrequent.  National history ruled the roost, leaving little room for anything else. Until the 1960s there was no specialist teaching of American history at the Sorbonne. Moreover, international contacts did not mobilize French historians, partly because foreign language skills were relatively rare, partly because funding was exiguous. 

         One of the first historians to visit the United States - visiting professors from France were usually literature specialists- Duroselle taught at several campuses, including Harvard and Notre Dame, Indiana. The resulting contacts with American historians and political scientists generated in 1964 the first colloquium on Franco-American history. His book From Wilson to Roosevelt: Foreign Policy of the United States 1913-1945 (1960) swiftly established itself as a standard text. It bravely utilized public opinion polls, belittled by many historians as political science tools of dubious validity. Publication in 1978 of France and the United States: From the Beginnings to the Present   further enhanced a lead role in North American studies. His graduate students in American history enjoyed distinguished academic careers, particularly Andre Kaspi, Yves-Henri Nouhailhat, and Pierre Melandri. 

       The marriage of theory to practice in the study of international relations went furthest in France. Building on the success of the Introduction a l’histoire des relations internationales Duroselle and Jacques Freymond of the University Institute for Advanced International Studies in Geneva founded in 1974 the quarterly Relations Internationales, giving francophones who previously had to publish in English language journals their own voice. Historians, affirmed Duroselle in the first issue, “could no longer neglect” insights and concepts from other social sciences.12 Benefiting from the post-1968 reform of French universities the field went from strength to strength. The first chairs of international relations were established, starting with Paris X Nanterre in 1973. One important initiative was insistence on the centrality of military strategy and technology – rather neglected by Renouvin in the analysis of deeper forces. Duroselle promoted military history in the academy as well as fostering dialogue with the military.

 Rene Girault (1929-1999) 13

     Under Girault’s leadership (1983-1994) the study of international history aka diplomatic came of age. Like most of his generation Renouvin rarely traveled outside Europe; although Duroselle was much more adventurous, Girault was truly the frequent flyer, popping up one day at a conference in Des Moines USA, the next week in Buenos Aires or Tokyo. Trained in economic history he enriched and extended the legacy of his predecessors. Warm, spontaneous, dynamic and leavened with a lively sense of humor Girault excelled as scholar, teacher and animator.  A dedicated Europeanist, committed to the political left and ready to express his opinions on current issues he was asked in 1982 by the minister of national education Alain Savary to report on the teaching of geography and history in France.14 His early death shortly after retirement was a great loss. 

      One word sums up Girault’s achievement-integration.    Firstly integration of young and promising scholars in order to renew the profession and widen its research agenda.   He encouraged their participation in colloquia and spurred them to publish in Relations Internationales. Next integration of the French school with European neighbors, paralleling the advance of the European Union. He proposed and organized colloquia for the investigation over several years of major themes like perceptions of power and identity in the twentieth   century. 15 Teams of 20 or so from several states prepared national reports and then assembled in Rome, Florence or Paris to discuss findings and piece together a comparative   overall picture.  An enterprise which would have been very difficult, if not impossible to realize a decade earlier, was now facilitated by EU funding and reforms within the French academy.  The outcome was a European community of historians. Thirdly micro-macro integration. Renouvin and Duroselle had not followed through the question of how forces profondes, especially mentalities, interact with and shape people and events. Girault explored the influence of mind-sets, images and myths in international affairs. In particular he highlighted the role of generational differences and social networks for an understanding of the attitudes and activity of foreign policy elites. Above all, he helped to transform a study of inter-state relations into a study of relations between peoples. Lastly, integration of practitioners, students and public. By the 1980s the final volumes of Renouvin’s Histoire needed updating.  Girault’s three-volume synthesis for the years 1871-1964 gave the French school an opportunity to reach a new and larger public. 16

Why France?

      Why were the French so far ahead of colleagues in other countries?  Cultural, personal and institutional influences converged. The context of early twentieth century French historiography is important. Both Annales and the renewal of diplomatic were the fruits of a reappraisal of the discipline beginning in the 1880s.17 However, Lucien Febvre and his allies, as well as demonizing critics and colleagues, over-emphasized the originality of their approach, claiming a complete break with the past.18 Consequently, as a leading home product Annales historiography provoked fierce competition in France for attention, talent and resources. In these circumstances   diplomatic history might easily have resigned itself to marking time as happened elsewhere. Fortunately, with long-standing prestige went resilience and confidence. In no other country was diplomatic history so much a part of the nation’s self–image as a leading world power and champion of Western civilization. Until 1919 French had retained its position as the universal language of diplomacy. Language, culture and history were part of the civilizing mission. Happily, international relations (IR) as a sub-field of political science did not pose the threat that it did in the United States where diplomatic was squeezed between the new history and the rise of IR. 

      The critical factors, however, for the successful relaunch of the field were Renouvin’s creativity and rank in the academic establishment. Combat experience and wounds drove him to find a satisfying explanation of the causes of the First World War. Immersion in the sources as editor of French documents on the war quickly demonstrated the insufficiency of traditional methodology and the need for a fresh agenda. The extreme centralization of higher education in Paris enabled him to reconfigure the subject and reposition it in the system.  One of the great barons of the profession, he accumulated a clutch of influential positions: directing the history department at the Sorbonne, dean of the faculty of arts, president of the history commission at the Centre nationale de la recherche scientifique (CNRS), director of the premier Revue historique, president of the Fondation nationale des sciences politiques, president of the diplomatic archives commission overseeing the publication of two collections of diplomatic documents for the years 1871-1939. Almost all theses were examined in Paris. As a result, “he controlled the quality of candidates for teaching posts…no appointments were made by the ministry of education without his approval”. 19

     Yet Renouvin’s Histoire and Girault’s Diplomatie europeenne have never been translated into English; after a quarter of a century Duroselle’s La Decadence has finally appeared in English.20 Why then has the achievement been overlooked?  Partly because the drumbeats of the Annalistes drowned out other voices, partly because Renouvin was a victim of his own reticence in two respects. He was not a pushy, self-promoting academic entrepreneur of the kind now unfortunately all too commonplace. More importantly, he was too cautious to make effective use of other disciplines in order to refine the concept of   forces profondes, linking the history of events to the dynamics of social, political and economic change. In his view the available theoretical tools and data were too problematic. 

      Another reason for the neglect of French scholarship has to do with the narcissism of the Anglo-American world. Not complete self-absorption -social, economic and cultural historians could not ignore the new history and the linguistic turn of the 1970s. However, international historians seemed uninterested in the historiographical revolutions, let alone the work of other national groups like the French school. Hence Charles Maier’s criticisms of the state of the field. The title of the main professional association in the United States Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations (SHAFR) captures this solipsism. Raymond Aron was the only French writer on international relations Americans had heard of! 21 Amazingly, Harvard historian Arno J.Mayer called in 1967 for “a comprehensive diplomatic history” apparently unaware that Renouvin had issued the same manifesto and implemented it well over a decade earlier. 22 To be sure, the globalization of the academy in congresses and colloquia had barely begun. Symptomatic, however, of the complacency and intellectual timidity of the Anglo-American community of international historians was the reluctance to write general histories. For English and American readers from the 1950s through to the 1970s there was nothing to compare with the quality and range of the Peuples et Civilisations series to which Renouvin contributed   la crise europeenne et la premiere guerre mondiale (1948) or his volume in the Clio collection la paix armee et la grande guerre, 1871-1919  (1960)

 Rethinking International History

      The French school reenergized the field, winning a strong lead over the Anglo-Saxon community. How salient is the achievement for our century?   The strengths of the school offer continuing relevance: openness to other disciplines and branches of history, commitment to issues of the day and access to national archives, engagement with a wider public, and emphasis on people rather than abstractions.  In their openness to other disciplines and areas of history Duroselle and Girault gave the field a new trajectory.  Sadly, international historians-with notable exceptions like Paul W.Schroeder-have been reluctant to expand their conceptual tool-bag. A way forward is to rethink our attitude towards IR as well as towards postmodernism.  The current identity crisis in IR offers an opportunity for dialogue, rather than schadenfreude.23 Postmodernist theory, as Patrick Finney persuasively suggests, has much to offer.24 Of course, taking on board more abstractions   is not without danger.   Annalistes in their disdain for l’histoire evenementiell e lost sight of the people; Renouvin and his disciples put them back into the story. He rejected any kind of determinism, Marxist or otherwise. 

       A feature of the French school was   close involvement in the publication of foreign ministry records, together with a readiness to teach and publish on contemporary concerns. Renouvin’s Sorbonne class of 192I on the Great War was probably unique at the time- at Oxford University history stopped in 1914. Duroselle’s reputation rested in part on his 1966 study of Trieste, one of the most contentious post- World War II issues in Europe. What of our own agenda?  The historian as repressed subject has to be liberated.  Social, cultural and economic sub-disciplines have discovered their own voices but we international historians still seem hidebound. Doubtless, this is a hangover from the years when state archives drove the subject and the end product was often a bland version of official history. What should be our profile?  To what extent should we be watchdog s, lobbying for liberal freedom of information policies and for publication of state records well ahead of release dates, and ready to speak out on the spread of torture and other human rights abuses? What stance should the Commission and national associations take on these and other questions?  Now is the time for debate as the Commission nears its twenty- fifth anniversary and as the Sydney Congress approaches. The history of recent conflicts like Iraq 1990 and 2003 is too important to be left to others.  The future depends on reaching a large lay audience as did French historians. The success of Niall Ferguson and Paul Kennedy demonstrates what can be done. Of course the French school was too focused on Europe and particularly Western Europe, its only major work on Asia was Renouvin’s La Question d’Extreme Orient, 1840-1940 (1946).Yet it was praised for its analytical brilliance  and rated  by far the best synthesis available. In the light of the French experience we must beware of an overly regional perspective. So it is gratifying that the organizers of this conference have saved space for general reflections on the field. International history can only survive in the 21st century if it is both global and total.
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