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Abstract: In this article, I discuss several options for apprehending the rurality of the Mediterranean 
world. The place, if any, of the ‘rural’ is related to the geographical basis of the construction of the 
Mediterranean as a scholarly category. A broad conception of the Mediterranean world that treats it as 
a region encompassing large parts of the hinterland must take the rural dimension into account. This is 
demonstrated through a discussion of two historiographical masterpieces dealing with Mediterranean 
history from the perspective of the longue durée – Braudel’s Mediterranean and Horden and Purcell’s The 
Corrupting Sea – which are among the best representatives of this broad conception of the Mediterranean 
region. However, although Braudel devoted many pages to the rural world, he sometimes offers a distor-
ted view of rurality, thus ending up affirming the traditional view of the centrality of the Mediterranean 
town, influenced by an urbano-centric vision of the region and a solid environmental determinism. 
In criticizing these biases, Horden and Purcell announce their programmatic intention of ruralizing 
Mediterranean history, though they finish by revoking the category of the rural itself, alongside that 
of the urban. They propose instead a view of the Mediterranean world as characterized by the endless 
vibrancy of the variegated realm of microecologies, with their infinite and minuscule manifestations of 
connectivity. Their comparative approach implies a passage from the lowest common denominator of 
microecologies to the whole region, without intermediate levels. 

The article suggests that, in constructing a history of Mediterranean ruralities, it is important to 
build a comparative perspective going beyond both Braudel’s determinism and Horden and Purcell’s 
indifference to space. In this perspective, microecologies should be organized into a sort of ‘Linnaean 
system’ through a process of separation that takes into account intermediate scales in space and time. 
From this point of view, ecological types, as portrayed by Braudel, may offer a suitable starting point for 
a comparative analysis of the various contours of rurality in Mediterranean history. Braudelian ecological 
types could be a preliminary tool for organizing the analysis of difference, thus building a comparative 
perspective that takes into account a number of socio-cultural variables that are absent from Horden and 
Purcell’s perspective. Drawing on material from anthropological and historical research I have carried 
out in the Alps, I propose some pathways towards a comparative perspective of this sort.
[rurality, comparison, determinism, ecological type, microecology, Mediterranean, Alps]

Associating the notion of the Mediterranean with ‘rurality’ may seem quite risky. Both 
suffer analogous problems: they are common-sense ideas, very much alive in the popu-
lar imagination, while in academic studies they are often treated as highly controver-
sial, their scope never being clearly defined. Therefore, being surrounded by countless 
epistemological traps, these notions have raised endless discussions in different scholar-
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ly arenas. One cannot exclude the possibility that the coupling of these two imprecise 
spatial determinations may exacerbate the difficulties that they already experience in 
their discrete lives. Moreover, an influential scholarly tradition attributes to the history 
of the Mediterranean a predominantly urban aspect. Where, if anywhere, is the ‘rural’ 
in this context?

From a general point of view, the role of rurality is related to the geographical basis 
of the construction of the Mediterranean as a scholarly category. In this respect, two 
main options can be isolated in the perspectives that the social sciences have developed 
on this region, focused respectively on the sea and the land. This probably derives from 
the ‘amphibious’ nature of this space, inscribed in the very term ‘Mediterranean’: a 
sea surrounded by the land, which at the same time gives its name to its continental 
contours. One tendency, dating from the French geographer Elisée Reclus’s works in 
the nineteenth century and coming right up to David Abulafia’s (2012) recent syn-
thesis of Mediterranean history, is to adopt a restricted version: the Mediterranean is 
treated essentially as a sea, attention otherwise being limited to those lands that are 
in direct contact with this liquid expanse, such as islands or narrow coastal strips. 
This approach focuses essentially on port cities, navigation, commercial exchanges and 
cultural interactions, while rurality is almost completely excluded from the visual field. 
A second tendency, conversely, offers a broader perception of the Mediterranean world 
and conceives it as a region that extends well beyond the coasts, inserting itself into 
the hinterland. This wide-ranging vision, which is necessarily concerned with the rural 
aspects, has been dominant in French human geography of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, as well as in Anglophone social anthropology in the first decades after 
the Second World War (Davis 1977). In historiography, this wide conceptualization 
of the Mediterranean has mostly been illustrated by Braudel’s classic work (1972), a 
true monument of twentieth-century historiography which has been the indispensable 
companion to any academic crossing of the Mediterranean field for more than seventy 
years, as well as by Horden and Purcell’s monumental endeavour (2000), which has 
provided the main inspiration for the recent renaissance in Mediterranean studies.1 

1 Horden and Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea is a fascinating attempt to write an innovative history of 
the Mediterranean by identifying a number of underlying unities that lend a particular physiognomy 
to this region in a longue durée which extends from Antiquity into the early modern period. Since its 
publication, this book has generated extensive discussion. Among the different contributions to this 
debate, see Driessen 2001a, Fentress and Fentress 2001, Shaw 2001, Molho 2002, Fleet 2002, Squa-
triti 2002 and Algazi 2005. Two collections of responses to The Corrupting Sea have also been published 
(Malkin 2005; Harris 2005). A special issue of the Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies (37:1, 
Winter 2007) aimed ‘to follow Horden and Purcell’s lead in exploring some aspects of the Mediterranean 
with methodological sophistication.’ (Parker 2007:1). In 2011, John A. Marino could already observe: 
‘No one has set the contemporary agenda for Mediterranean Studies more than Horden and Purcell’ 
(Marino 2011:394). In 2017, in their preface to a survey of Mediterranean studies, the editors write 
that a watershed moment came with the publication of the Corrupting Sea, a book that ‘both coincided 
with and, in turn, energized an explosion of scholarship (not to mention a proliferation of journals, 
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In this article, I will start with a discussion of these two classic studies, both of 
which have strongly influenced the contemporary historiography of the Mediter-
ranean. While sharing a ‘continental’ apprehension of the Mediterranean and pay-
ing great attention to the rural dimension, they mostly diverge concerning the role 
of urbanism and the place of rurality in Mediterranean history. Perpetuating a long 
historiographical tradition, Braudel sees in the city the hearth of the Mediterranean. 
Horden and Purcell, conversely, tend to minimize the role of towns. Moreover, Braudel 
organizes his discussion of rurality by distinguishing ecological types, while Horden 
and Purcell develop a perspective essentially based on the study of microecologies. A 
close scrutiny of Braudel’s Mediterranean and Horden and Purcell’s Corrupting Sea will 
show that these masterpieces, while apparently putting forward ruralizing conceptions 
of the Mediterranean, are not devoid of ambiguities and shortcomings when dealing 
with rurality. Drawing on material collected during anthropological and historical 
research I have carried out in the Alps, I will then suggest an intermediate perspective 
combining Braudel’s ecological types with Horden and Purcell’s microecologies (for 
yet another intermediate extension of their own approach to include the "mesoglobal", 
see Horden, this volume).

The Clay and the Potter

In the preface to the first edition of The Mediterranean, Braudel emphasizes the deep 
links between the sea, the shoreline and the hinterland. The latter’s characteristics seem 
quite prototypically ‘rural’: 

The Mediterranean is not even a single sea, it is a complex of seas; and these seas are 
broken up by islands, interrupted by peninsulas, ringed by intricate coastlines. Its 
life is linked to the land, its poetry more than half-rural, its sailors may turn peasant 
with the seasons; it is the sea of vineyards and olive trees just as much as the sea of 
the long-oared galleys and the roundships of merchants, and its history can no more 
be separated from that of the lands surrounding it than the clay can be separated 
from the hands of the potter who shapes it. (1972:17)

The structure of Part 1, which is dedicated to the study of the role of the environment, 
seems to corroborate such a rural orientation. The French historian is first concerned 
with mountains, plateaus, hills and plains, then he deals with the sea, the coasts and the 
islands. For more than a hundred pages, the towns are only referred to in passing. Then 

projects, institutes, and seminars) that embraced “Mediterranean studies” as a new and enabling frame 
of reference’ (Catlos and Kinoshita 2017:VIII). A recent volume (Horden and Purcell 2020) brings 
together a collection of twelve articles written by Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell in the context 
of the debates generated by their major work.
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it is the turn of the ‘greater Mediterranean’: after taking a number of detours through 
the Sahara, continental Europe and the Atlantic, Braudel discusses the climate. Thus, it 
is only in the last section, after a journey of more than 250 pages, that the reader finally 
encounters a systematic discussion of the town and urban functions. How ever, this 
arrangement should be conceived as reflecting the priority Braudel gives to the different 
components of the Mediterranean landscape. In fact, this long exploration of the rural 
parts of the region and the detours outside the Mediterranean space in the strict sense 
are like a copious hors d’oeuvre in preparation for the presentation of the main course: 
le plat de résistance. At the heart of his conception of the Mediterranean, Braudel places 
the role of the towns. If the ‘poetry’ of the Mediterranean may be ‘half-rural’, the heart 
of Mediterranean history has an urban pulse: 

The prevailing human order in the Mediterranean has been one dictated primarily 
by towns and communications, subordinating everything else to their needs. […] It 
is because of the towns that man’s life has taken on a faster rhythm than it would 
under natural conditions. It was thanks to the towns that trading activities came 
to predominate over all others. The history and the civilization of the sea have been 
shaped by its towns. (278)

Borrowing the pottery metaphor mentioned by Braudel, we could say that it now ap-
pears clear that the role of the potter who shapes the life of the Mediterranean is attri-
buted to the towns, while the countryside is mainly a reservoir of clay to be modelled. 

Braudel’s portrayal of the Mediterranean rural world attributes a pivotal role to 
environmental features, associating them with socio-economic aspects like types of 
land tenure and social structure. There is a clear polarization in his discussion of the 
role of the environment. On the one hand, there are the mountains, which appear 
as an archaic and retrograde area: ‘The mountains are as a rule a world apart from 
civilizations, which are an urban and lowland achievement. Their history is to have 
none, to remain almost always on the fringe of the great waves of civilization’ (34). 
The highlands hosted the first type of life in the Mediterranean, ‘a primitive world of 
hunters and herdsmen, of nomads and migrating flocks’ (52). Being largely excluded by 
subsequent historical processes, in several respects they are still immersed in a prehis-
toric past. Here society and the economy bear the marks of backwardness and poverty. 
This does not mean that exchanges with the rest of the Mediterranean region are not 
intense: not only do shepherds and flocks move to the lowland summer pastures, the 
harsh life of the mountain also encourages many to migrate to the plains in the hopes 
of an easier existence. In fact, ‘the mountains are frequently overpopulated – or at any 
rate overpopulated in relation to their resources. The optimum level of population is 
quickly reached and exceeded; periodically the overflow has to be sent down to the 
plains’ (41). Thus, the highlands are constantly sending some of their population else-
where: ‘The mountains have always been a reservoir of men for other people’s use’ (51). 
These naive migrants generally arouse contempt and sarcasm in the lands that host 
them, as Braudel points out, citing several literary sources. But there is also the opposite 
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side of the coin. If the mountains are an obstacle to the spread of civilization, they are 
‘also a refuge, a land of the free. For there men can live out of reach of the pressures and 
tyrannies of civilization: its social and political order, its monetary economy. Here there 
was no landed nobility with strong and powerful roots’ (39). This has a series of major 
consequences for the social structure of mountain communities: ‘Here there were no 
rich, well-fed clergy to be envied and mocked; the priest was as poor as his flock. There 
was no tight urban network so no administration, no towns in the proper sense of the 
word, and no gendarmes either, we might add.’ The mountains ‘were the refuge of lib-
erty, democracy, and peasant “republics”’ (40).

At the opposite pole are the plains. In this case, Braudel warns against the risk of 
projecting contemporary conceptions on to the past. ‘If we say plain, it suggests abun-
dance, ease, wealth, and good living’. However, this suggestion is misleading with regard 
to Mediterranean history (60). In fact, ‘human habitation only gradually progressed 
from the highlands down to the fever-ridden flats, with their stagnant pools’ (52). Since 
Antiquity, the effort to conquer the plains has been constant, and this colonization is 
the distinguishing feature of Mediterranean rural history (67). The results of drain-
age work and irrigation channels were often partial and provisional, so that, in the six-
teenth century, certain large plains still ‘presented a spectacle of misery and desolation’ 
(62). However, in other cases the results were spectacular, permitting extremely advanced 
forms of agriculture (82). Land improvements were essentially the result of urban invest-
ments, and land remained under the control of the wealthy. Lowlands were characterized 
by a strong social and economic schism. This was the realm of large estates, monoculture 
and a long-lasting seigniorial system, while agricultural workers were almost completely 
deprived of land, were heavily exploited and lived ‘in deplorable conditions of health and 
hygiene’ (75). The rule in the Mediterranean plains is therefore that ‘a considerable dis-
tance separates rich from poor; the rich are very rich and the poor very poor’ (76).

Between the mountains and the plains, Braudel identifies an intermediate region, 
an area of plateaus, hills and foothills. The economic, social and cultural characteristics 
associated with rural life in this ecological zone are less clearly defined by Braudel, 
but they suggest a world of small peasant properties, urbanized villages, small towns, 
sedentarism and a fairly comfortable way of life. While the rural populations of the 
mountains lived outside civilization and those of the plains were almost the slaves of 
the urban civilization, this narrow zone therefore seems to express a fairly autonomous 
form of rural civilization (55). 

Dissolving Ruralities

In their magnum opus, Horden and Purcell (2000) explicitly distance themselves from 
Braudel’s urban-centric vision. At first sight the narrative structure of their book seems 
to display some analogies with the structure of Braudel’s The Mediterranean. In its 
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turn, The Corrupting Sea  starts with a lengthy rural prelude. In order to introduce 
their discussion of the history of the Mediterranean, the authors describe a number of 
rural microecologies. In fact, no urban reality is included in these four ‘definite places’, 
namely the Biqa valley in Lebanon, southern Etruria in central Italy, Cyrenaica in 
Libya and Melos in the Aegean. This choice, which the authors justify as a ‘calculated 
eccentricity’ with respect to the traditional urban orientation of Mediterranean histo-
riography (91), is made in order to define a theoretical perspective, based on the notions 
of microecologies and connectivity,2 which in the following chapters is used to launch 
a strong attack on any tendency to attribute a central role to the towns in the history of 
the Mediterranean. Indeed, their choice amounts to an attempt to dissolve the category 
of the ‘urban’ itself. 

At least at the beginning, therefore, this research strategy implies the ‘ruralization’ 
of Mediterranean history: Horden and Purcell aim to write ‘a history of the region 
which starts from the countryside and, as it were, looks inwards to the town – as 
against one which, in Braudelian fashion, implicitly surveys the area from the vantage 
point of a city wall’ (91). Moreover they devote an entire chapter to discussing the 
Mediterranean town in order to dethrone this notion from its leading position in Med-
iterranean historiography and, more widely, to dismantle it. The authors themselves de-
scribe the orientation of this chapter as ‘against villes’ (101). For them, ‘neither route nor 
town is a particularly helpful category’, and they suggest that ‘both can be “dissolved” 
into less readily mappable kinds of microecological functioning and interaction’. Thus 
towns ‘can be seen as “epiphenomenal” to larger ecological processes’ (90).

Horden and Purcell argue that the Mediterranean was not so urban in the past, 
especially in some areas and periods. Moreover, estimates of the proportion of the 
population that was urban in the preindustrial Mediterranean are quite low. Above all, 
they submit the definition of the town itself to close scrutiny. For them, criteria such 
as population size and diversity or the size and diversity of non-agricultural sectors are 
not convincing. In some periods, settlements identified as towns might be smaller than 
the larger villages, and ‘the greatest diversity of occupation may be regularly exhibited 
in a rural market or coastal emporium’ (92). Even crude demographic criteria, such 
as defining towns as settlements with more than ten thousand people, would exclude 
several important small towns and conversely include some densely packed villages, 

2 Horden and Purcell borrowed the term ‘connectivity’ from mathematics (2000:130) and used it to 
define ‘the various ways in which microregions cohere, both internally and also one with another — in 
aggregates that may range in size from small clusters to something approaching the entire Mediterra-
nean’ (123). This concept is ‘functional’ to their research strategy and is aimed at identifying common-
alities across time and the space in more than two thousand years of Mediterranean history. The term 
‘connectivity’ has been very successful and has proliferated in subsequent studies. Such a vague term is 
certainly appropriate to attempts to embrace a number of different relations – demographic, economic, 
social and cultural – under a single umbrella. However, its analytical value can be doubted, since it is so 
elastic and voracious as to become almost unlimited and indefinite. See the pertinent criticisms formu-
lated by Algazi (2005:241–243). 
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like the agro-towns of southern Italy (93). For them, the geographical and historical 
variety of settlements in the Mediterranean, associated with the strong mobility of 
the population, undermines any attempts to demarcate a clear category of the urban 
(94–96). Horden and Purcell are just as dissatisfied with political, legal or architectural 
criteria, which substitute ‘indigenous for modern analytical categories’ (93). Moreover, 
the town is too large as a unit of analysis, as it may be divided into particular social 
groups and forms of action. At the same time, it is too small a category, as it cannot 
be considered in isolation from its economic and social hinterland (97). Horden and 
Purcell level their criticisms against typological approaches to cities, as well as against 
methods based on central-place theory, rank-size rule (102–105), or the consumer city 
model (105–108).

The aim of this inexorable indictment of the notion of the ‘town’ is to see it aban-
doned as a distinct type of settlement. Their approach implies that ‘the town is dis-
solved as a category, and the full range of Mediterranean settlement is approached from 
an ecological standpoint and viewed in its entirety’ (109). Thus, the urban variable is 
subsumed within the variegated world of microecologies: ‘It is therefore the common 
processes by which microecologies interact, rather than the presumed distinctions be-
tween one kind of settlement and another, or one period and another, that should hold 
the Mediterranean historian’s attention’ (122). 

Predictably, the radicalism of this attack against a revered tradition of research on 
Mediterranean urbanism sparked debate. Horden and Purcell’s dismissal of the town 
as a meaningful category has been criticized several times (see, for example, Driessen 
2001a; Shaw 2001; Fortress and Fortress 2001, as well as the responses in Horden 
and Purcell 2005, 2020). However, one aspect that has largely been overlooked is the 
collateral effects of their frontal assault on the notion of the ‘urban’: the category of 
‘rural’ is, in its turn, almost completely dissolved as well. Horden and Purcell suggest 
that both categories should lose their analytical value, simply becoming demographic 
markers and cultural symbols (2000:122). The impact on the notion of the ‘rural’ has 
probably been noticed less, partly because, to some extent, it is hidden by the ‘ruralist’ 
approach the two authors explicitly endorse. 

Horden and Purcell reproduce, in their historical contexts, several critical argu-
ments that were already developed within the framework of rural and urban sociology 
and geography several decades ago (see Halfacree 1993). The epistemological horizon 
of all these analytical discussions takes the form of a monothetic approach, in which a 
class must be defined by the invariable presence of all of a set of common properties. 
Thus, as happens in the sociological and geographical literature, Horden and Purcell’s 
discussion of the rural-urban dichotomy or continuum has an eminently monothetic 
basis in which a series of counter-examples are enumerated with the aim of invalidat-
ing any generalization and showing the lack of a clear and univocal definition of the 
town (and consequently of the rural). It is notable, however, that in other parts of the 
book they choose a very different methodology, for example, when they abandon their 
penchant for radical criticism and become preoccupied with defending the feasibility 



282 ZfE | JSCA 145 (2020)

of certain theoretical constructs that they affirm on this occasion, whether the Med-
iterranean region itself, seen as ‘a fuzzy set’ (2000:45), or the notion of honour and 
shame, conceived as a polythetic class. It is worth quoting their remarks concerning 
this last issue: ‘Perhaps it is better to think of the particular bundle of attributes as-
sociated with honour and shame in any given Mediterranean society as a member 
of a “family resemblance group” or “polythetic class”: no one attribute is necessarily 
common to all members (i.e. Mediterranean wide), but each member shares a number 
of attributes with many other members’ (505–6). Thus, the logic of the argumentation 
is reversed with respect to the discussion of the ‘urban’ and the ‘rural’, as well as of 
many other categories in the theoretical pantheon against which they are deploying 
their heterodox skills. When defence of the appropriateness of a notion of honour is 
at stake, despite the manifest lack of a clear definition and the presence of multifar-
ious nuances and exceptions, highlighted by a vast anthropological literature, we are 
reminded that ‘counter-examples to any generalization’ are inevitable, ‘but they are 
not inevitably damaging. Local variation should be the constituent, not the enemy of 
the analysis’ (507). This statement could be adopted as an inspiring criticism of the 
procedure that these same authors utilize on several other occasions when they attempt 
to dissolve a number of categories through meticulous criticism based on the accumu-
lation of exceptions. Therefore, I would argue, a theoretical posture grounded on a 
‘family resemblance group’ or a ‘polythetic class’ could provide a more balanced treat-
ment of the urban-rural continuum or dichotomy. Conceived as fuzzy sets, ‘rural’ and 
‘urban’ could be seen as operational concepts, even if they do not necessarily exhibit 
sharp external boundaries and absolute internal homogeneity.

Microecologies and Ecological Types

We have seen that, at the beginning of their respective masterpieces, Braudel and Hor-
den and Purcell develop perspectives seemingly aimed at ruralizing the history of the 
Mediterranean. However, in the case of Braudel this position is only apparent and is 
adopted only to affirm the traditional view of the centrality of the town in the region. 
This is combined with a rather distorted view of the rural world, as is particularly 
evident in the description of the ‘primitive’ society of the mountains. Horden and 
Purcell explicitly privilege a rural perspective when they announce their intention of 
ruralizing Mediterranean history, yet they finish by revoking the category of the rural 
itself, alongside that of the urban, proposing instead a view of a Mediterranean world 
characterized by the endless vibrancy of the variegated realm of microecologies, with 
their infinite and minuscule manifestations of connectivity. 

In his discussion of the rural world in the Mediterranean region, Braudel makes a 
number of distinctions based on environmental contrasts. Being a painter with words, he 
offers a narrative rendering of the Mediterranean landscape by means of vigorous brush-



Dionigi Albera: Mediterranean Ruralities 283

strokes that define highly characteristic regional sets. No doubt his remarks are not free 
from spatial determinism, whereby some inherent properties of the environment seem 
give rise to social practices and even to cultural attitudes. If Braudel’s conception of rural 
life in the Mediterranean world is certainly urbano-centric and presents crucial weak-
nesses, it is nonetheless problematic to endorse the deconstructive ardour with which 
Horden and Purcell try to dissolve any distinction on a scale larger than the microecol-
ogy. The model of microecologies plus connectivity has a fractal dimension, in which 
the same patterns are replicated at every scale (see Shaw 2001:447). Microecologies have 
different sizes and can be broken down into smaller and smaller fractions. On the other 
hand, large towns only represent an intensification of connectivity, being characterized 
as ‘the ultimate microenvironments’ (Horden and Purcell 2000:94). This approach has 
the paradoxical effect of producing a particular kind of ‘spatial indifference’ (Halfacree 
1993:26), thus inducing a reductionism to the lowest common denominator, namely 
the myriad of connected microecologies that have existed in the millennia of Mediter-
ranean history. This attitude is combined with a kind of ‘indifference’ to any historical 
periodization, transition or revolution: since in their microecologies all is mutability, 
change is just another kind of continuity within a ‘normal’ range of endless variability. 

Horden and Purcell’s model ‘is so fluid and dynamic that it consequently impedes 
the understanding of relatively fixed systems and structures’ (Shaw 2001:447). This 
is particularly evident, for example, in the relative lack of attention they pay to the 
state. Responding to critics who have pointed out this omission, Horden and Purcell 
argue that, had they attempted to say more about such institutions, they ‘should have 
faced far greater difficulty in defending the comparability of very different epochs’. 
Moreover, they maintain that in their book the state is often subsumed in the ‘wider 
category of “managers” of microecologies’ (2005:358). Once again, they present us 
with reduction to the lowest common denominator, in this case of a great vagueness. 
Would it not be preferable to try and discipline the proliferation of microecologies by 
introducing ‘a Linnaean system of some kind’ (Shaw 2001:447)?

Discussing the reactions to their book, Horden and Purcell ponder, in Popperian 
style, how their theory could conceivably be falsified. They argue that, among other 
possibilities, this ‘falsification could be conducted in geographical ways’ and remark 
that their critics have not reasserted Braudel’s 

more obvious ways of proceeding by ecological types – mountains, plains, etc. (…) 
Such a reassertion of analytical categories intermediate in scale and in kind between 
the whole region and our tiny fragments could quite conceivably have been under-
taken. It could have been buttressed by examples of how Mediterranean ecologies 
have worked chiefly at this level rather than at that of our usually far smaller and 
very different units, which admit of structural resemblances but not of types. It 
would then have constituted another falsification of our approach. (2005:364) 

In fact, an approach conducted ‘in geographical ways’ may offer interesting opportu-
nities to reflect on Mediterranean ruralities. In what follows, I will propose some steps 
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in this direction. Looking for analytical categories that are intermediate between the 
whole region and its many microecologies does not necessarily mean falsifying the 
latter’s relevance. On the contrary, a different line of reasoning might be conceived, 
namely asking whether different types of microecology, in accordance with their geo-
graphical distribution, produce different and long-lasting kinds of ‘connectivity’ (to use 
Horden and Purcell’s concept). One consequence of this is that it would lead to fun-
damentally different types of ruralities being identified.3 Clearly typology is one of the 
bêtes noires Horden and Purcell wish to get rid of. Yet it is difficult to understand why 
in this case the identification of structural resemblances between microecologies does 
not permit typologies to be constructed. However much one may sympathize with 
the authors’ sharp criticisms of rigid and reifying typologies, this does not mean that 
it is impossible to conceive of more sophisticated classifications, based on fuzzy sets, 
family resemblances and polythetic categories. This could be a possible path towards a 
comparative apprehension of Mediterranean ruralities, and Braudel’s subdivision into 
ecological zones could be a first entry point to organizing the comparison. 

In the following paragraphs, I will briefly sketch out some possible ways that, in 
my opinion, could reframe the dissemination of microecologies and connectivities 
geographically. Among Braudelian ecological types I will concentrate mainly on the 
mountains and tentatively propose some reflections based on research I have carried 
out for many decades in Alpine contexts. Here, my research practice has been shaped 
by a microanalytical focus that reflects my anthropological and micro-historical train-
ing, as well as by an attempt to insert local data into wider comparative frameworks. 

Alpine Variations

I should confess that when, as a young student at the University of Turin in the 1980s, I 
engaged in fieldwork in mountain communities on the Italian side of the Cottian Alps, 
I still adhered to many of these commonplace clichés on mountain societies. It was this 
ethnographic experience that radically changed my mind. My work focused on the 
upper part of the Varaita valley, which brings together about thirty hamlets scattered 
at altitudes between 1300 and 1800 metres. In this setting, many aspects tended to 
project the image of a ‘natural’ alpine economy, essentially based on local agro-pastoral 
activities, on to the past. However, exploring local archives produced a decisive disco-
very because it brought to light the existence, in the early modern period, of fairly pro-
sperous forms of mobility. I discovered long-distance systems of commercial migration 
(especially to Spain) that had been completely forgotten in local memories. The deepe-
ning of the historical dimension gave me another perception of this mountain society. 

3 A similar point has been made by Shaw (2001:445) in relation to types of cities and towns.
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I discovered the rich and complex history of these high mountain villages that had for 
centuries been the epicentres of vast trading networks. This past displayed the comple-
xity of social organization in this area, which contrasted with the relative stagnation of 
agricultural techniques (Albera, Dossetti and Ottonelli 1988).

In further research, I attempted to increase the scope of the analysis. A first step 
in this direction was a wider regional investigation. Since the Middle Ages, the upper 
Varaita valley had been part of the Briançonnais, a mountain region that was included 
in the French kingdom. This region experienced a degree of autonomy consistently for 
several centuries, since a transaction of 1343 in which the Dauphin granted significant 
liberties to its inhabitants. In the following centuries, these communities acquired feu-
dal rights, and the nobles left the country or merged with the mass of the burghers. The 
communities were administered through a democratic system based on an assembly of 
the heads of families, and were grouped into a federal structure consisting of five units 
called Escartons (the high Varaita Valley corresponded to one of these administrative 
divisions until 1713, when it was ceded to Piedmont). The archival sources give a vivid 
portrait of the inhabitants of this region, with countless traces of the diplomatic skills 
of local administrators. Among the charges on the municipal budgets are the missions 
of envoys to several towns to solicit favours or negotiate exemptions, together with the 
sums allocated to remunerate well-placed informants or to win the favour of some 
high-ranking persons with repeated gifts. Besides the structural pressures that em-
anated from the central power, there were also the random and often disastrous effects 
of troop transfers, and more generally of military events, with relative requisitions and 
impositions. In these cases it was necessary to manoeuvre with determination and dip-
lomacy to get reimbursed (Albera 1997).

These communities were certainly not the egalitarian republics Braudel supposed 
them to be. Economic positions were varied, although the gaps did not appear im-
measurable. Absolute poverty was rare and was mitigated by forms of community as-
sistance and access to permanent common properties. The small peasant owners of 
the region combined cultivation and herding with different forms of temporary mi-
gration or with protoindustrial activities that were developed locally, especially in the 
eighteenth century. At that time there was a sizeable elite of wealthy families, whose 
members often worked as notaries or lawyers, without completely cutting their bridges 
with the agricultural world and village life. Several of them were merchants who acted 
as the backbone of articulated commercial practices, involving the activities of ped-
dlers from the same villages. These Alpine valleys therefore formed the background to 
complex systems of mobility along distant routes. For instance, during the eighteenth 
century, Briançonnais people arrived to control the main share of the print trade in 
southern Europe, in Portugal, Spain and Italy (Fontaine 2003:226–8). 

For centuries the local institutions and the networks of relationships built by the in-
habitants of this region operated like a membrane that was only permeable on one side. 
This membrane was easily crossed by movements going outwards, but it was also able 
to protect local communities from the interference of strong and aggressive external 
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powers. The inhabitants were very familiar with the world outside their valleys, but 
they tried as far as possible to escape the gaze of state officials and their often arbitrary 
and exorbitant impositions. For this purpose, they used the weapons of refined legal 
knowledge, along with the arts of negotiation and dissimulation (Rosenberg 1988). 
Thus, despite their efforts, for centuries the ‘intendents’ failed to know in detail the 
system whereby the inhabitants shared the tax burden among themselves, nor did they 
find a way to consult the Escartons’ archives. ‘Everything is mystery with them,’ notes 
a military engineer who visited this region in the seventeenth century (Albera 1997). 

A second direction towards a different scale of analysis, away from the microscopic 
context of the high Varaita valley, emerged from fieldwork I conducted in other Al-
pine communities in the Western Alps (including through participation in collective 
research projects). Thus, I was involved in a wider research stream that was aimed 
at revising earlier perceptions of Alpine communities by highlighting the importance 
of mobility in several parts of the Alps. Temporary and seasonal migration was not 
perceived as having been induced by the deficiency of the local resources, but as a con-
stitutive pillar of the social and economic organization of several Alpine valleys. In this 
process of interpretative revision, an important target of criticism was surely the model 
proposed by Braudel, condensed in the image of mountains as simple reservoirs of men 
pushed towards the plains by demographic pressure and economic need. Numerous 
studies revealed that the range of activities carried out by emigrants was very wide, 
including qualified functions. A large spectrum of occupations may coexist and be 
articulated in dynamic systems of mobility, connecting places of departure with places 
of arrival (Albera 1991; Viazzo 1989; Fontaine 2003; Lorenzetti and Merzario 2005). A 
cultural openness corresponding to this socio-economic openness, was also reflected in 
the high literacy rates in many Alpine communities in the early modern period (Viazzo 
1989). A more direct criticism of Braudel’s model was suggested by a comparative work 
aimed at detecting a number of family resemblances between Alpine mobility patterns 
and those documented in several mountain regions around the Mediterranean (Albera 
and Corti 2000).

A third direction consisted in taking a different kind of regional approach, based on 
a contrast between highland and lowland areas of northern Italy (Viazzo and Albera 
1990). This area is characterized by strong environmental variation. Here it is possible 
to move speedily through a succession of ecological zones: the high valleys, the hilly 
belt, the plains where dry farming prevails, and finally the irrigated plains. Altitudinal 
and other environmental variations are related to significant differences in land-tenure 
patterns. In mountain areas, productive land is scarce. In the high valley less than ten 
percent of the land is suitable for cultivation, while in the adjacent plains the proportion 
of cultivated land is very high, exceeding eighty percent. Since they tended to rule out 
agricultural improvement, upland areas had little attraction for urban elites, who were 
interested instead in the more profitable farming of the plains. This largely explains the 
large differences in land-tenure patterns between uplands and lowlands. In the former, 
communal property retained far greater importance. Here the inhabitants had access 
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to vast expanses of communal pastureland and woodland, which almost disappeared 
in the plains in early modern times. Moreover, mountain smallholders controlled about 
two-thirds of all cultivated land, whereas in the plains the bulk of property belonged 
to a restricted minority of big landowners, leaving only some parts to extremely frag-
mented smallholdings.

This situation was the result of centuries of transformations of the agrarian land-
scape in the plains. We may single out two main processes. In the Middle Ages, people 
tended to live in nucleated settlements of various sizes surrounded by an almost empty 
countryside. Towards the end of the Middle Ages, the plains began to experience the 
extensive formation of medium-sized integrated farms or poderi scattered throughout 
the countryside, which were generally granted to sharecroppers. Essentially the result of 
urban investments, this process (called appoderamento) profoundly changed the rural 
landscape. In the course of the early modern period, however, another major process 
occurred, namely the growth of capitalist-oriented agriculture in the plain, generated 
by urban investments. This implied the creation of larger farms rented out to tenants 
who employed day labourers and several categories of salaried worker. The consequence 
of this process was the progressive weakening of sharecropping and the increasing 
proletarianization of the rural population. This transformation had started as far back 
as the sixteenth century in some rice-growing areas of Lombardy, but it progressively 
affected other parts of the plains, developing at different paces and extents from the 
seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. 

This complex web of changes had a deep impact on the rural economy and society. 
Focusing on south-western Piedmont, it is possible to show the contrast that this cre-
ated among contiguous localities distributed in the mountains and the plains, and to 
single out distinct forms of mobility (Albera 1995). Adopting Horden and Purcell’s 
vocabulary, we might speak of a great variation in microecologies and connectivity, 
though this was not a case of random variation. In the space of some dozen kilometres 
it was possible to see the materialization of the Mediterranean contrast between moun-
tains and plains so vigorously highlighted by Braudel. 

These different worlds were intertwined in complex and evolving forms. A good 
example is transhumance. In the late Middle Ages, many Alpine shepherds led their 
flocks to winter in the vast, uncultivated and often common lands of the plains. The 
decrease in uncultivated areas in the flat areas, following the process of appoderamento, 
led in the following centuries to a series of changes in transhumance. For example, 
between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, the intrusion of Alpine shepherds was 
at the root of endless conflicts between lowland communities and the feudal lords who 
introduced foreign flocks into their territories. Then the transhumance came to be 
integrated more and more closely with the management of the large farms that multi-
plied in the countryside, hand in hand with the contraction of the common lands 
and the disappearance of free pasture. During the eighteenth century, the families of 
transhumant shepherds from the neighbouring mountain districts cohabitated during 
the winter with the sharecroppers of the isolated farms scattered in the countryside. 
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Transhumant herding was later to adapt itself to the forms of capitalist agriculture that 
developed in the nineteenth century.

We may gain further insights if we look at the place of origin of the transhumant 
shepherds. Let us briefly examine the case of Entracque, a community in the Valle 
Gesso that since the Middle Ages has continuously exported transhumant shepherds 
to the adjacent plains of southern Piedmont. A 1699 census shows that just 1480 of 
the 3188 inhabitants remained the whole year in the village. The shepherds’ families, a 
total of 1305 individuals, spent the winter in the Piedmont plains, including in several 
distant places. Then there were the 403 people who migrated mainly to the Nice area, 
while a smaller number were scattered in France, Liguria and Piedmont. These indi-
cations provide the image of a social space that expands enormously, segmenting itself 
into a myriad of sub-communities – some quite substantial, others limited to a handful 
of individuals – which periodically flow back into the place of origin. The community’s 
internal articulation was heavily marked by these centrifugal forces. The availability 
of wool encouraged the development of a local textile industry (mainly employing 
domestic workers) that was quite successful in the eighteenth century and survived into 
the nineteenth century. The social structure was quite unequal, and an elite of notables 
consisting of the owners of large herds and drapery producers controlled many of the 
resources.

These social cleavages, however, cannot be compared with those of the plains, where 
the communal lands had almost disappeared and where the great property-owners, 
noble, ecclesiastical or bourgeois, dominated. The families of the sharecroppers and 
the salaried workers were provided with housing on the farms scattered in the coun-
tryside, while the peasant smallholders lived in small rural houses. The great majority 
of agricultural wage labourers lived in urbanized villages, along with some tradesmen, 
craftsmen and occasionally members of the local gentry. As a whole, the agricultural 
population was very mobile. Year after year they moved within a radius of a few tens of 
kilometres, depending on their employment contracts. Unlike the Alpine populations 
they did not have a reference point, determined by the fact of belonging to a legally rec-
ognized community, by the possession of houses and lands, or by the ability to access 
communal property. It is instead the existence of these roots that explains the forms of 
mobility that linked these Alpine communities to the outside world. Their inhabitants 
could cover very long distances, without, however, losing the centre of gravity that their 
links with their communities of origin gave them.

For an Intermediate Perspective Between Determinism  
and Indifference to Space

As we have seen, poverty, isolation, demographic pressure on limited local resources, 
picturesque lifestyles and humble migration are all ingredients of Braudel’s characte-
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rization of mountain life, with their well-established stereotypes. Conversely, Horden 
and Purcell offer a more sober appraisal and, criticizing Braudel, maintain that the 
mountains are not physical obstacles but are perfectly capable of being integrated into 
their general model of connected microecologies, like the rest of the Mediterranean re-
gion (Horden and Purcell 2000:81–82). Clearly, the elements described in the previous 
section do not fit with Braudel’s vision, but they cannot simply be dissolved, without 
further analytical mediation, in the general Mediterranean melting pot of microecolo-
gies plus connectivity.

 It therefore seems conceivable to organize the relevant data typologically, taking 
into account geographical cleavages. Obviously, this does not absolutely mean pro-
posing, for instance, something like a ‘single human-geographical mountain type’ (82). 
What is at stake here is instead the organization, in a comparative perspective, of the 
data concerning the workings of mountain microecologies and their interactions with 
the external world through different forms of mobility in order to determine whether 
it is possible to distinguish any commonalities (for example, when compared to the 
plains) or differences. The aim is to build a controlled comparison in order to deter-
mine whether certain models can be defined at an intermediate scale, between micro-
ecologies and the whole Mediterranean region. In other words, there is indeed a middle 
way between The Mediterranean and The Corrupting Sea, between determinism and 
indifference to space, which it is worth exploring. In this perspective, a first step would 
be to organize the structural resemblances by defining polythetic sets for both the 
mountains and the plains. This intermediate level would make it possible to take into 
account some crucial structures, such as the agrarian landscape, land tenure, juridical 
systems and state organization, which constitute as many blind spots in Horden and 
Purcell’s approach.

I have already mentioned the prospect of a comparison between the mountains and 
the plains that singles out distinctive forms of rural society and economy, as well as 
different patterns of mobility. The perspectives I have sketched out for northern Italy 
and, somewhat more accurately, south-western Piedmont could, I suggest, be pursued 
elsewhere. Besides it would be interesting to take into account the intermediate region 
between the mountains and the plains: the area of plateaus, hills and foothills indicated 
by Braudel’s taxonomy. 

Moreover, it is possible to develop a comparison internal to a single ecological type 
by delimiting significant subtypes. In an earlier work (Albera 2011) I have developed 
this kind of perspective in relation to Alpine domestic organization, conceived as a series 
of relationships formed through activities related to joint residence, production, dis-
tribution, transmission and reproduction, and situated within the larger framework of 
legal idioms, access to collective resources, settlement structures, social relationships 
within rural communities and the working of local political institutions.4 The con-

4 For a discussion of this approach, see Albera, Lorenzetti and Mathieu 2016.
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struction of this comparative analysis was, so to speak, ‘bottom up’, proceeding in 
successive stages, starting from a micro-analytical base before, through the accumu-
lation of data, being broadened out. Attention focused initially on research conducted 
by Eric Wolf and John Cole in the southern Tyrol (1974), Robert Netting (1981) in the 
Valais and myself in a valley of the Piedmontese Alps. These case studies were not only 
used to refute general assumptions, for instance, about the constraints of the Alpine 
environment that would produce uniformity in modes of property transmission, but 
also to provide the foundations for an analytical construction. Thus, an initial typology 
was extracted from these ethnographic explorations, leading to the establishment of 
three types: ‘Bauer’, ‘bourgeois’ and ‘Alpine agnatic’. 

The ‘Bauer type’ is characterized as a system of relationships focused on the estate, 
which is transmitted undivided from one generation to the next. The public role of 
being in possession of a farm is the basis for the social articulation of the communi-
ty. The dispersal of farms generates a fragmented habitat structure, and access rights 
to common land are attached to the farm. The local community is divided between 
the holders of property and those who are excluded from it. In the ‘bourgeois type’, 
inheritance is characterized by bilateral equality. All the children inherit paternal and 
maternal property on an equal basis: all the sons become automatically ‘bourgeois’, that 
is to say, full citizens and holders of a public role when they reach age of majority. The 
population is grouped into compact villages, with access to common land being evenly 
distributed among the inhabitants. The Alpine agnatic type is marked by a devolution 
of property that benefits male descendants. Public roles in the local community depend 
on a position as household head. Habitat structure is characterized by compact nuclei: 
small villages and tiny hamlets. Access to common land is linked to residence and the 
possession of property in the community. 

The analysis of a large body of ethnographic studies of the Austrian, Italian and 
Swiss Alps, with a comparative approach based on polythetic principles, made it pos-
sible to identify three rather compact regional modes of inheritance whose main char-
acteristics correspond to the aforementioned types, showing a polarization of these 
practices that reveals substantial continuity over time. These long-standing divisions 
within Alpine Europe do not seem to be connected to environmental or ethno-linguis-
tic factors, but mainly to differing historical processes rooted above all in the political 
and judicial domains. Different forms of the medieval spatialization of these mountain 
societies and their subsequent involvement in different developments of the territorial 
state in early modern times generated different outcomes from the point of view of the 
microscopic local structures of Alpine territories.

On the southern slopes of the Alpine region, the medieval spatialization and devel-
opment of the territorial state relied on the mediation of a widespread written legal 
culture, managed by a body of specialists (notaries, lawyers) who were present even at 
the village level. A decisive feature of this process, which produced an early definition 
of jurisdictional rights, was the adoption from the Middle Ages of written laws that 
spread from urban centres in northern Italy to the Alpine foothills. Therefore, in the 
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southern sectors of the Alps, rural societies were inscribed in wider historical process-
es that linked them to the Mediterranean world in a conversation with the cities that 
was also constantly reactivated through different forms of migration. The processes 
that occurred in the northern parts of the Alpine belt were radically different. In the 
Austrian Alps, the core of the local social fabric was the relationship of dependence 
between peasant families and the feudal lords, who controlled the transmission of es-
tates between generations. In Swiss regions like the Grisons and the Valais, the low level 
of integration of the territorial state enabled the maintenance of a myriad of local oral 
customs, and until the modern period jurisdictional rights were essentially embedded 
in the local community.

In the whole Alpine region, the Lilliputian working of microecologies was confront-
ed with similar environmental challenges and displayed a set of comparable answers. 
Yet microecologies were also crucially shaped, even at their more intimate level, by the 
action of outside forces. The relations with the outside world produced a number of de-
mographic and economic consequences, and, moreover, implied cultural and political 
dimensions as well. 

The identification of a number of rather compact regional arrangements in the Alps 
may provide some hints of how to deal with the vexata quaestio of the delimitation of 
the Mediterranean region. The southern parts of the Alpine belt, while far-removed 
from the climatic and vegetational peculiarities usually associated with the Mediterra-
nean, were ‘organically’ connected to the Mediterranean world, and these links shaped 
the social, economic and political organization at the local scale. Conversely the con-
nections with the Mediterranean world became quite tiny and almost insignificant fur-
ther north; in any case, they did not significatively influence the local microecological 
arrangements. Therefore, a view from the Alpine observatory may help to conceive of 
the whole Mediterranean region as a ‘transitional zone’ (Driessen 2001b:18), where 
rigid boundary-drawing is impossible, and where it is more promising to identify grad-
ual transitions influenced by the fading of Mediterranean influences and interactions. 

Horden and Purcell propose a history of the Mediterranean ‘in a particular geo-
graphical sense’ (2005:357), essentially based on the study of local microecologies. 
Their modus operandi imply the passage from this lowest common denominator of 
human ecology to the whole region, without intermediate levels. This could be defined 
as a kind of ‘telescoping synthesis’5 between the very small and the extremely large. In 
pursuing a history of the Mediterranean in a geographical sense, I suggest, it seems rea-
sonable to organize microecologies in some kind of ‘Linnaean system’ through a proc-
ess of separation, taking into account intermediate scales in space and time. From this 

5 In chemistry the notion of ‘telescoping synthesis’ describes a situation in which successive chemical 
reactions occur in just one reactor, so avoiding a lengthy process to separate the intermediate chemical 
compounds. However, replicating this when we are dealing with the complexity of human societies is 
more problematic.
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point of view, ecological types, as portrayed by Braudel, may offer a suitable starting 
point for the analysis of the different contours of ruralities in Mediterranean history. 

In these pages I have suggested some possible comparative itineraries that point 
in this direction. In the perspective I am suggesting here, Braudelian ecological types 
become a tool for introducing difference, not an end in themselves. Moving from this 
basis, the comparison can take into account at least some of the socio-cultural aspects 
that are neglected in Horden and Purcell’s approach. It is a comparative trajectory that, 
starting from ecology, aims to uncover society.
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