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Resumo

Este artigo aborda a concepcao de temporalidade plural de Fernand
Braudel e, sobretudo, a longue durée como instrumento pratico para a
pesquisa historica. Por meio da analise do trabalho de Erenst Labrousse,
colega de Braudel, enfatiza os pressupostos teoricos e metodoldgicos
que permeiam a pratica da historia serial como meio para reconstrugao
dessas "temporalidades estruturais”. Por fim, trata da preocupacéo

com o episodico e com o curto prazo que caracteriza a micro-histdria
italiana como uma reagdo ao dominio da historia serial francesa, a qual,
entretanto, permanece ligada a concepgao braudeliana de tempo plural.
0O artigo procura, desse modo, deixar explicita a relacdo entre a chamada
“sequnda fase" dos Annales de Braudel e a micro-histdria italiana, bem
como sugerir caminhos pelos quais as concepgdes de temporalidade podem
promover o dialogo entre abordagens historiograficas diversas.

Abstract

This article is concerned with Fernand Braudel's conception of the
plural temporality and, above all, the longue durée as a practical

tool for historical inquiry. Through an examination of the work of
Braudel's colleague Ernst Labrousse, it emphasizes the theoretical and
methodological assumptions underlying the practice of serial history
as the means to reconstruct such “structural temporalities.” Finally, it
treats the concern for the episodic and short-term that characterizes
[talian micro-histdria as a reaction to the dominance of French serial
history which, nonetheless remains in relation to Braudel's conception
of plural time. In this way the article seeks to make explicit the
relationship between the so-called “second Annales" of Braudel and Italian
microhistory and to suggest ways the conceptions of temporality might
promote dialogue between diverse historiographical approaches.
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Pour moi, I'histoire est la somme de toutes les histoires possibles — une
collection de métiers et points de vue, d'hier, d'aujourd'hui, de demain. La
seule erreur, a mon avis, serait de choisir I'une de ces histoires a I'exclusion
des autres. Ce f{it, ce serait |'erreur historisante.

Fernand Braudel.

Introducdo: Fernand Braudel e a Longue Durée

Em seu discurso durante a conferéncia inaugural do Fernand Braudel
Center, na Binghamton University, em 1977, Braudel enfatizou o carater
pratico de sua concepcdo de longue durée e de tempo plural. Seu intento
nao era produzir um trabalho teorico ou “filosofar”. Era, antes, organizar
as ideias que tivera quando da escrita de O Mediterrdneo.' Sequindo uma
linha semelhante, em vez de tentar “teorizar” o pensamento de Braudel ou
as “temporalidades historicas”, este artigo dedica-se as questdes praticas
da pesquisa historica levantadas pela concepcédo braudeliana de longue
durée. No presente texto, examina-se a longue durée como conceito de
ciéncia social historica e seu emprego como ferramenta pratica para a
construcdo da pesquisa historica e da investigacdo ao destacar a longue
durée dentro do conceito braudeliano de “tempo plural” e ao arguir a
resposta critica da micro-historia italiana as nogdes de tempo estrutural e
historia serial propostas por Braudel e Ernest Labrousse.

De inicio, gostaria de observar que Braudel propde varias formula-
coes de longue durée. Neste texto, privilegio a concepcdo de estruturas
de longue durée historicamente singular e geofisicamente especifica que
esta mais evidente na primeira parte de O Mediterraneo. No meu modo de
entender, esse movimento temporal é produzido por uma interacdo muito
lenta, quase geoldgica, entre sociedade, geografia € meio-ambiente, ao
longo de um periodo de tempo muito extenso. Talvez seja isto o que Brau-
del chama de “tempo dos sabios". Enfatizo essa concepcdo de longue durée
por ser a mais longa temporalidade historica concebivel e o terreno mais
abrangente para a interpretacdo histdrica. Além disso, ela abre caminho
para a integracdo da geografia e do meio-ambiente a analise historica.

Ao mesmo tempo, Braudel apresenta outras formulacées de /ongue du-
rée, como, por exemplo, o relato de Ernst Robert Curtius sobre o sistema
cultural da civilizacdo latina desde a queda do Império até o século XIV ou
o tratado de Pierre Francastel sobre o espaco geométrico na pintura oci-
dental.? De modo similar, podemos apontar ainda a concepgdo de sistema-
mundo de Immanuel Wallerstein como uma estrutura de /longue durée ou
as ideias de Ernest Labrousse sobre a longue durée na economia francesa
do Ancien Régime. Em cada caso, a longue durée é simplesmente a relacdo
temporal mais estavel e de maior duracdo no problema sob analise. Ela
constitui o fundamento estavel contra o qual variaces ciclicas de outras
estruturas temporais sao estabelecidas, permitindo a ordenacéo da pesqui-
sa histdrica.

Quero salientar, ainda, que cada uma dessas formulacdes da longue
durée faz usos distintos das fontes e € construida de acordo com diferen-
tes critérios. Se chamo atencdo para essas distingdes, ndo ¢ para defen-
der um significado correto para a longue durée. Ela €, em ultima analise,
uma ferramenta metodoldgica concebida para o estudo de problemas
particulares. O ponto que quero enfatizar, para além das diferencas, ¢
que essas formulacdes diversas implicam construgcdes de temporalidade
que sdo quantitativamente comensuraveis e comparaveis €, a0 mesmo
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Embora Braudel esteja elaborando um conceito
de tempo estrutural (ou seja, de temporalidades
historicas para além da intervencdo humana ou
social direta e imediata) e fale de longue durée
como estrutura, deve-se salientar que ele ndo
esta propondo uma forma de estruturalismo. A
longue durée ndo é uma estrutura no sentido
socioldgico da palavra, ou seja, um atributo
fixo do sistema social (como na sociologia de
Parsons ou no marxismo de Althusser). O relato
histérico de Braudel tampouco é uma “grande
narrativa” Diferente disto, a longue durée € uma
relagdo histdrica mais ou menos estavel que
possibilita uma abordagem ampla e experimental
da reconstrucao tedrica de mudangas historicas
globais em longo prazo e em larga escala.
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KOSELLECK, Reinhardt. Los estratos del tiempo:
estudios sobre la historia. Barcelona: Ediciones
Piadés, 2001. p.99-100.

tempo, qualitativamente distintas e baseadas em tipos de fontes inco-
mensuraveis. Essas diferencas sdo importantes e precisam ser levadas em
conta no elaborar de outras temporalidades e na reconstrucao e interpre-
tacdo do total das relagcdes sob exame. Ignorar tais diferencas qualitati-
vas aumentaria o risco de reificarmos nossas ferramentas conceituais e
confundirmo-las com nosso objeto de estudo. Ficariamos, entdo, com um
esquema classificatorio ordenado pela longue durée que cairia facilmente
em explicacdes funcionalistas ordenadas, a priori, por nossas proprias
categorias analiticas.

Em "Histoire et Sciences Sociales. La Longue Durée”, Braudel defen-
de uma ciéncia social historica e uma concepgéo de historia adequadas a
tal abordagem. E ele o faz realcando a pluralidade do tempo historico e
privilegiando a longue durée como elemento estruturador dessa constru-
cdo temporal. Nessa perspectiva, Braudel ataca a ideia de tempo histérico
linear e a énfase no fato que caracterizam a histdria positivista. Simul-
taneamente, por meio de um exame das concepcdes de tempo historico
nas varias ciéncias sociais, ele defende a importancia das temporalidades
plurais e a longue durée como base metodoldgica para uma ciéncia social
histdrica unificada.

A abordagem braudeliana ¢, ao mesmo tempo, empirica e ex-
perimental. Por um lado, Braudel procura firmar a longue durée como
relacdo histdrica concreta e, por outro, propde-na como sustentaculo
metodologico sobre o qual edifica sua concepcdo de historia. Empiri-
co sem ser empiricista, ele constroi seu objeto de estudo por meio de
uma abordagem ampla, que se move continuamente entre a pesquisa
empirica, a reflexdo metodoldgica e a reconstrucao historica para con-
ceber um material histérico inteligivel. A longue durée é a chave de seu
método historico.

A longue durée parece ser um conceito ambiguo que resiste
a definicoes rigidas. E mais acessivel por meio da descricdo que por
conceitos precisos e hipdteses.® Braudel concebe a longue durée como
uma estrutura histdrica real, formada na interface da agdo humana com
a geografia e a natureza em seu sentido mais amplo. E um conceito
abrangente que se refere a ritmos temporais tao lentos e estaveis que
se aproximam da geografia fisica. A longue durée inclui e é constituida
por fendmenos singulares e irrepetiveis, enquanto a sociedade humana
interage com fenébmenos geofisicos definidos e relativamente estaveis
ao longo de um tempo historico quase inimaginavelmente longo.* Esses
fendmenos geofisicos que constituem a longue durée tém histérias
que se estendem para além da histéria humana. Sequndo o argumento
de Reinhart Koselleck, eles oferecem as condicdes de possibilidade
para a histéria humana, mas nao estdo a disposicdo da humanidade.

Os seres humanos podem apenas aproveita-los.® Dentro do leque

de possibilidades, as sociedades humanas podem responder a essas
condi¢des naturais de maneiras diversas. Mas ambientes naturais sdo
muito resistentes a intervencdo humana e, para agentes humanos
especificos, parecem ser dados. Nao ¢ tarefa facil mover montanhas ou
drenar mares. Ainda assim, esses ambientes estdo sujeitos a acdes sociais
milenares. Braudel destaca elementos comuns e persistentes em distintas
formacdes sociais ao longo de geracdes praticamente infinitas com o
objetivo de conceituar a longue durée. Essa interacdo humana coletiva
com a natureza fisica gera um movimento extremamente lento, uma
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Em seu prefacio a primeira edicdo de O
Mediterrdneo, Braudel escreve: “"N&o poderia
desprezar essa historia quase fora do tempo, a
histdria do contato humano com o inanimado;
nem poderia me satisfazer com a introduc¢ao
geografica tradicional a histéria, lancada quase
sem proposito no inicio de muitos livros.”
(BRAUDEL, Fernand. The Mediterranean and the
Mediterranean World... Op. Cit., vol.l, p.20. Cf.
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"0 quadro resultante ¢ aquele em que
circunstancias combinadas, através do tempo

e do espaco, fizeram surgir uma histdria mais
lenta, reveladora de valores permanentes. Nesse
contexto, a geografia deixa de ter um fim em
si mesma para se tornar um meio, ajudando

a reencontrar as mais lentas das realidades
estruturais e a enxergar na perspectiva do

longo prazo. A geografia, como a historia,

pode responder a muitas questdes. Aqui, ela
contribui para a descoberta de movimentos quase
imperceptiveis da histdria; caso estivermos,
evidentemente, preparados para seguir seus
ensinamentos e acatar suas categorias e
divisdes"( BRAUDEL, Fernand. The Mediterranean
and the Mediterranean World... Op. Cit., vol.l,
p.23. Cf. KOSELLECK, Reinhardt. Los estratos del
tiempo... Op. Cit., p.94).
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Editorial. Tentons I'éxperience: Histoire et
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temporalidade quase imperceptivel - uma estrutura, talvez, mas uma
estrutura sujeita a mutacao historica.

Essa ideia de Jongue durée tem peso critico e importancia metodold-
gica para a concepcao de historia de Braudel. A maioria dos historiadores
opta por priorizar o tempo sobre o espago, sem muita fundamentacao
tedrica. Para eles, a histdria ocorre no espacgo e no tempo. Consideram,
porém, espaco e tempo como categorias formalmente distintas. O espaco ¢
relegado ao pano de fundo contextual em que a historia acontece. O tempo
¢ tratado como uma categoria vazia, preenchida por sequéncias de aconte-
cimentos a serem ordenados e compreendidos por meio da cronologia. Por
essa concepcao, a pesquisa historica preocupa-se com o singular porque
sequéncias de acontecimentos sdo tidas como irrepetiveis e assaz contin-
gentes (como classicamente ilustrado pela interpretacdo de Isaiah Berlin
sobre o nariz de Cledpatra) e, por isso, refratarias a sistematizacéo.®

Braudel, em contraste, recupera a complexidade da temporalidade
histdrica ao priorizar o espaco geofisico-social. Sua concepcéo ressalta
as caracteristicas fisicas da terra, a geografia, os recursos naturais, 0s
processos materiais e a cultura como elementos constitutivos da historia
humana.” O pressuposto tedrico que sustenta a concepcdo de Braudel é
uma histéria humana formada através das “estruturas da longue durée”.
A condicdo e o limite dessa histdria € o planeta finito que todos habi-
tamos - um unico mundo fisico e as 24 horas de um dia. Aqui, o espaco
geofisico e o tempo histérico da /ongue durée servem de mediadores
entre a historia natural e a social.2 Ambos sdo suportes e obstaculos para
a acdo humana e formam o limite socio-historico contra o qual e pelo
qual a praxis humana avanca.’

Na concepcdo de Braudel, a longue durée fornece o elemento unifi-
cador da histdria humana. Os seres humanos fazem sua historia através do
espaco e do tempo. O espaco cria o tempo: o0 tempo unifica o espaco. Dessa
forma, Braudel revela um mundo espacial-temporal densamente texturiza-
do e com multiplas camadas, unico porque € espacial-temporalmente sin-
gular. De fato, € essa propria densidade, essa complexidade, o que o torna
suscetivel a analise. Tal concepgéo evita as ilusdes de uma ideia de historia
meramente social ou cultural. Ao mesmo tempo, enriquece as possibilida-
des para o desenvolvimento da ciéncia social historica ao abrir caminho
para a histéria do meio-ambiente e da vida material como elementos
constituintes do todo historico.

E nesse contexto que quero sublinhar a importancia metodoldgica
do conceito de longue durée de Braudel. A longue durée é uma ferramenta
para o entendimento e a analise histdrica que fornece a base da concepcao
braudeliana de historia e de ciéncia social historica. Ela forma uma abran-
gente unidade analitica e social que permite a Braudel construir categorias
ou objetos de pesquisa por meio de suas relacdes reciprocas dentro desse
campo pratico e analitico compartilhado. Nessa abordagem ampla, dina-
mica e flexivel, os objetos de pesquisa ndo sdo entendidos como coisas
dotadas de propriedades, mas como conjuntos de relagdes cambiantes a
formar configuracOes que estdo constantemente se adaptando umas as ou-
tras e a0 mundo que as rodeia, ao longo de processos historicos definidos.™
Dentro desse quadro, o estabelecimento de categorias relacionais - como,
por exemplo, longue durée, conjuncture, acontecimento, vida material,
economia de mercado, capital - e a especificacdo de relacdes de tempo e
espaco sdo chaves para a interpretacdo e a analise.
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A concepcdo braudeliana de tempo histdrico
plural e estruturado resolve o dilema conceitual
posto pela histéria factual. Se o acontecimento é a
Unica categoria temporal a nossa disposicéo, ndo
temos como falar sobre os diversos e complexos
fenémenos temporais de duracao variavel ou
sobre as relacées que os envolvem. A Revolugdo
Francesa ¢, frequentemente, descrita como um
acontecimento. A queda da Bastilha, a fuga do
rei para Varennes e o juramento da sala de jogo
de péla também o sdo. Se a Revolucéo ¢ tida
como um acontecimento, tem a mesma estrutura
l6gica que seus elementos constituintes. Todos
sao acontecimentos, determinados simplesmente
por serem dotados de um inicio e um final
definidos, um “"minimo ‘antes’ e 'depois’ que
constitui sua unidade" (KOSELLECK, Reinhardt.
Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time.
Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
1985. p.106). Eles sdo “atemporais”, exceto por
referéncia a uma cronologia externa. A Revolugdo
pode, assim, ser vista como um acontecimento
de acontecimentos e, nesse caso, sua estrutura
temporal € estabelecida pela soma das partes.
Ela é, de uma sé vez, constituida e explicada por
sequéncias narrativas (contingentes) de eventos
com inicios e finais arbitrarios. Desde essa
perspectiva, a Revolugdo nédo tem estrutura, e as
ferramentas disponiveis para explica-la sao, na
melhor das hipoteses, extremamente limitadas.
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"Evidentemente, existem diversos tipos de
estruturas, tal como de conjunturas, sendo que a
duracdo dessas estruturas e conjunturas também
pode variar. A histdria estabelece e desvenda,

no sentido vertical, multiplas explicacdes de

um patamar temporal para o outro. E, em cada
patamar, agora no sentido horizontal, ha também
relacdes e ligacdes.”" (BRAUDEL, Fernand. The
Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World...
Op. Cit., vol.l, p.16).

A longue durée ¢ a categoria analitica central na diferenciada
abordagem braudeliana por causa do papel metodologico que exerce ao
articular todo o quadro conceitual de Braudel e ao estabelecer a coeréncia
de seu projeto de histoire totale. Em seu modo de ver: “... sobre as bases
dessas camadas da historia lenta, pode-se repensar a totalidade da histo-
ria, como se se estivesse acima da infra-estrutura. Todas as fases, todas as
milhares de explosées do tempo histdrico podem ser entendidas a partir
dessas profundidades, a partir dessa semi-imobilidade. Tudo gravita em
torno disto"" Para Braudel, a tarefa do historiador € dividir e depois reunir
o tempo. Metodologicamente, procede por diferenciacdo dentro de uma
unidade, em vez de integracdo de dualidades. Ele nos lembra que, “na
verdade, as temporalidades que diferenciamos estdo unidas. Nao ¢ bem a
duracdo que é criada por nossa mente, mas a cisdo dessa duracdo”."?

As estruturas historicas unificadas da longue durée demarcam o pon-
to de partida para a diferenciacéo braudeliana de tempo sécio-historico.
Braudel elabora outras estruturas temporais de menor duracdo por meio de
suas relacdes com a longue durée. Simultaneamente, a longue durée prové
o elemento unificador que ordena a pluralidade dos tempos sociais em
suas relacdes reciprocas e constrdi o todo relacional. Embora a abordagem
braudeliana encoraje a pesquisa na grande diversidade de temporalidades
histdricas, ele constréi seu modelo de tempo plural sobre trés temporali-
dades - a longue durée; a conjoncture ou tempo ciclico, uma estrutura de
tempo de duracdo intermediaria; e o acontecimento ou, mais apropriada-
mente, o (muito) curto prazo - como um guia para a analise e a recons-
trucdo histdrica. Cada uma dessas trés temporalidades € concebida em
relacdo com as demais, ndo apenas em termos de duracdo, mas também
em termos dos processos que as constituem, de sua estrutura e coeréncia e
de sua centralidade para as analises historicas. Tomadas em conjunto, elas
formam um quadro que possibilita o exame do fenémeno histdrico tempo-
ralmente complexo.”

Essa abordagem conceitual revela totalidades temporais com-
plexas, heterogéneas, hierarquicamente estruturadas e historicamente
inconstantes: "“...esses fragmentos juntam-se novamente ao final do
nosso trabalho. Longue durée, fases ciclicas (conjoncture) e acontecimen-
tos encaixam-se facilmente, pois todos sdo medidas da mesma escala.
Dessa forma, entrar em uma dessas temporalidades ¢ fazer parte de
todas elas"™ Seqgundo Braudel, "... para entender o mundo, € necessario
determinar a hierarquia de forcas, correntes e movimentos individuais,
depois coloca-los juntos para formar uma constelacdo global. Em todo
o0 processo, deve-se distinguir movimentos de longo prazo e pressoes
momentaneas, procurando as origens imediatas das ultimas e o impulso
de longo prazo dos primeiros".'® Essa concepcao de temporalidades plu-
rais € claramente oposta ao tempo vazio, linear e homogéneo da historia
factual.’® Ela, de uma so vez, permite e requisita a Braudel especificar
os fendbmenos no tempo e no espaco, bem como estabelecer as relacées
entre estes. Ela, desse modo, possibilita a compreensao tedrica de feno-
menos historicos espagco-temporalmente complexos.”

Desse modo, a longue durée implica uma abordagem metodologi-
ca distinta e uma logica explicativa que redefine a heranca intelectual
deixada pelo século XIX. Diferente das l6gicas de ciéncias sociais mais
convencionais, baseadas na comparacgédo formal de unidades comensura-
veis com atributos comuns ou na infinita repeticao de acdes individuais,
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0 pressuposto, aqui, € que a analise fundamenta-se em uma unidade
complexa e espaco-temporalmente diferenciada, sujeita a multiplas de-
terminacdes. Nessa perspectiva, os fendmenos ndo se repetem. Mercados,
cidades e economias mundiais sdo concebidos como partes constituintes
de um conjunto mais abrangente. Nada ¢ parecido com nada mais. Cada
qual € singular no tempo e no espaco e em relacdo a outro fendmeno.
Os conceitos basicos da ciéncia social histérica reconhecem, portanto, a
singularidade histérica dos fendmenos sob exame. E a ciéncia do singular.
Seu objeto de investigacdo € um todo histérico unificado, mas espaco-
temporalmente complexo, e seu foco de analise é a formacéo e a refor-
macao das relacdes nas diversas escalas espagco-temporais. Dessa forma,
0s pressupostos das ciéncias sociais convencionais ndo sdo suficientes.
Faz-se necessario, entdo, elaborar novos procedimentos com base em
pressupostos distintos.

Focar o papel metodoldgico - e ndo o concreto e histérico - da
longue durée revela uma tensdo dentro de "Histoire et Sciences Sociales.
La Longue Durée", de Braudel. Esse texto € visto, convencionalmente,
como um tipo de manifesto pelo tempo estrutural - a longue durée e a
conjoncture. Nele, os "acontecimentos” parecem receber pouca consi-
deracdo. Eles sdo "explosivos". “Cegam os olhos com nuvens de fumaca.”
Braudel preferia falar em “curto prazo” em vez de "acontecimento”, mas
mesmo este € a "mais caprichosa e enganosa forma de tempo”. A "his-
toria factual” ou "dos acontecimentos” (histoire événementielle) que ele
critica é "totalmente desprovida de densidade temporal”'® Com efeito,

a historia serial, a longue durée e a historia conjuntural sdo geralmen-
te consideradas tracos caracteristicos da escola braudeliana e da dos
Annales em sua "segunda fase"

Uma leitura mais cuidadosa de "Histoire et Sciences Sociales", entre-
tanto, revela uma apreciacdo mais nuancada do acontecimento ou curto
prazo. "Nada, em nossa opiniao”, escreve Braudel, “chega mais perto do
coracdo da realidade social que essa oposicao vivida, intima e constante-
mente repetida entre o instante e o longo prazo”'® Em meio a discussdo
sobre a excepcional importancia da longue durée, Braudel recupera o acon-
tecimento ou o curto prazo. Essa abertura ao acontecimento esta expressa
com maior clareza no proprio O Mediterrdneo:

Os acontecimentos sdo o efémero da historia, eles a atravessam como breves
clarées; mal nascem regressam logo a escuriddo e muitas vezes ao esquecimento.
Cada um deles, com certeza, ainda que breve, testemunha e esclarece um canto
escuro ou, por vezes, um vasto panorama da histoéria. E ndo apenas de historia
politica, pois qualquer area - politica, econdmica, social € mesmo geografica - é
iluminada pelo brilho intermitente do acontecimento [...] N&o sou de modo algum
inimigo do acontecimento.?

Aqui, a maneira com que Braudel trata o acontecimento chama
nossa atencdo para a pluralidade do tempo social mais até que a pro-
pria longue durée. Fora do tempo plural, o acontecimento “cega-nos com
nuvens de fumaca”. Mas, na pluralidade do tempo social, ele encontra seu
lugar, ainda que limitado, por meio de suas relacdes com a cambiante tota-
lidade de temporalidades. Nas palavras de Braudel: “Cada 'realidade atual’
€ a conjuncdo de movimentos com origens e ritmos diferentes. O tempo
de hoje é composto, simultaneamente, de ontem, de anteontem e dos
dias passados"?' Desde essa perspectiva, o "valor excepcional” da longue
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durée € sua funcao de ordenar pratica e conceitualmente a relacdo entre
as diversas temporalidades dentro do tempo social total. Com efeito, em
sua discussdo das analises biograficas de Sartre sobre Tintoretto e Flaubert,
Braudel sugere que o estudo de um caso especifico pode levar da super-
ficie as profundezas da histdria. Ele comenta que a pesquisa de Sartre se
aproximaria ainda mais da sua prépria “... se a ampulheta fosse virada nas
duas direcdes, do acontecimento para a estrutura e, entdo, das estruturas e
modelos de volta para o acontecimento"?

Tempo Plural e Historia Serial: Ernest Labrousse
Sob a influéncia de O Mediterrdneo, a concepcao braudeliana de tempo
plural dominou a historiografia francesa durante a “sequnda fase" dos
Annales, entre 1956-1968, e esteve estreitamente associada a pratica da
historia serial.?* No esquema temporal tripartite de Braudel, o problema
colocado pela histdria serial esta mais evidente ao nivel da conjuncture.
Enquanto a longue durée foca fendmenos unicos, a historia serial é uma
abordagem fortemente quantitativa que se ocupa com a repeticdo, a
regularidade e a quantidade. Ela seleciona e constroi séries de fendmenos,
frequentemente por meio de operacdes estatisticas, em funcéo de seu
carater repetitivo, a fim de identificar ligacOes espaco-temporais estaveis
e de estabelecer relagdes causais entre eles.?* Essas relacoes estruturais
sdo tidas como entidades integrais, ndo como a soma de acontecimentos
individuais. Apesar das diferencas entre longue durée e fendmeno
conjuntural, ambos podem ser considerados instancias do que Koselleck
chama de tempo estrutural, ou seja, “aspectos temporais de relacdes que
ndo entram na estrita sequéncia de acontecimentos que fizeram parte
da experiéncia"? Ao centrar-se em fendmenos repetiveis e regularidades
estaveis, a historia serial ressalta o social e 0 econémico sobre o politico e
rompe com as praticas de periodizacdes arbitrariamente determinadas.?

As questdes metodologicas postas pela histdria serial talvez es-
tejam mais claramente expressas no trabalho de Ernest Labrousse.?”’
Labrousse estava interessado na histdria da Franca e, sobretudo, na
Revolucdo Francesa. Ele, no entanto, advogava por uma abordagem cien-
tifica da histdria, por meio da reconstrucdo estatistica de séries de dados
econdmicos e sociais, e tentou explicar as origens da Revolucao Francesa
pela analise dos ciclos econdmicos do século XVIII e suas consequéncias.
Labrousse se aproximava bastante de Braudel em muitos aspectos, em-
bora também houvesse diferencas significativas entre suas abordagens. O
enfoque inovador de Labrousse na historia dos ciclos econdmicos influen-
ciou fortemente Braudel e esta incorporado ao modelo desse ultimo no
ambito da conjuncture.”®

O propdsito de Labrousse nédo era reproduzir um passado histdrico
objetivamente verdadeiro por meio da critica documental, mas desenvolver
explicacdes causais plausiveis para fendmenos histéricos particulares, no
seu caso, a Revolucdo Francesa. Sua abordagem experimental da histédria
econdmica e social firmava-se na observacdo empirica e na descricdo de
fontes historicas. Nao dependia, contudo, da interpretacdo de documen-
tos individuais, mas do estabelecimento de relacdes regulares entre fatos
repetitivos, expressos em séries de documentos relacionados, com o intuito
de construir modelos explicativos. Labrousse, desse modo, privilegia o repe-
titivo sobre o singular, e a eficiéncia de seu enfoque deriva da reducéo de
multiplas observacdes a um tipo descritivelmente invariavel.?®
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A elaboracdo de modelos explicativos exigiu que Labrousse cons-
truisse um novo objeto de pesquisa e utilizasse novas fontes para tanto.*
Em vez de usar registros de negocios efetivos e precos obtidos em transa-
coes reais, ele foi contra a convencado e usou dados compilados pelo Estado
francés nas mercuriales, ou listas de preco de mercado. Historiadores da
Economia menosprezavam o uso das mercuriales como fontes por elas
nao refletirem as verdadeiras atividades dos atores econémicos. Labrousse,
porém, argumentou que os procedimentos e os controles implicados na
compilacdo das mercuriales eram suficientes para fazer delas uma refe-
réncia valida dos precos médios.*' Ele, entdo, manipulou estatisticamente
os dados das mercuriales com o intuito de construir fatos constantes,
homogéneos e "puros” ao remover todas as variacées acidentais e fatores
intervenientes. Foi, desse modo, capaz de constituir séries homogéneas de
fatos que sdo diretamente comparaveis umas com as outras. Essas séries
permitiram-lhe tracar o movimento dos precos e de outros dados econ6-
micos, bem como distinguir fatores econdmicos de outros fatores interve-
nientes.’ As curvas resultantes eram diretamente comparaveis umas com
as outras, e as relacdes entre elas podiam ser racionalmente ordenadas
para revelar fatores explicativos e especificar as condicdes de uma deter-
minada situacdo historica.

Em seus dois principais trabalhos, Esquisse du mouvement des prix
et des revenues en France au XVIIIE siécle (1933) e La crise de I'économie
francaise d la fin de I’Ancien Régime et au début de la Revolution (1944),
Labrousse analisa os movimentos dos precos e rendimentos na economia
francesa setecentista e fornece o classico relato das crises ciclicas do
Ancien Régime. Nesses trabalhos, reconstroi meticulosamente as flutuacoes
de preco do trigo e de outros bens de subsisténcia da massa da populagdo,
além de valores de aluguéis e saldrios durante o século XVIII. Consegue
diferenciar movimentos de longo prazo, oscilacdes ciclicas e movimentos
sazonais. Sua apreciacdo, porém, ndo € somente econémica. Ele também
analisa as consequéncias desses movimentos de preco para as diferentes
categorias sociais — nobres, eclesiasticos, burgueses e, sobretudo, campo-
neses. Cada movimento tem um efeito social especifico, mas, quando to-
mados em conjunto, modificam a posicdo das diferentes categorias sociais.
Assim, Labrousse procura estabelecer relacdes causais entre os movimentos
de precos e seus efeitos nas varias categorias sociais. Seu procedimento
analitico identifica os mecanismos que geraram as crises tipicas da econo-
mia agraria do Ancien Régime e demonstra as origens econdmicas e sociais
da Revolucdo Francesa em uma especifica conjuntura de longo prazo e
ciclos intermedidrios, juntamente com ciclos agricolas de curto prazo.®
Essa violenta conjuntura pressionou os meios de subsisténcia e a renda
popular - camponesa, sobretudo - e levou proprietarios, Igreja e Estado a
aumentarem as exacdes sobre a populacgao.

Para Labrousse, a temporalidade ¢, de uma so6 vez, um instrumento
de pesquisa e um principio organizador de processos histéricos. E uma
ferramenta analiticamente poderosa que lhe permite reconstruir mo-
vimentos temporais e ciclos econémicos, além de identificar rupturas,
aceleracoes e reviravoltas. A estreita identificacdo entre conceitual e
real, no entanto, cria uma tensao dentro de sua abordagem. Uma ferra-
menta estatistica - a média - € a ligacao entre a realidade das coisas
e representacdo construida e produzida pelo discurso cientifico. Sua
construcao estatistica do movimento “real” deve resultar em uma analise
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capaz de apreender mecanismos econdmicos representativos.’* De acordo
com Labrousse: "o conhecimento estatistico - com suas elaboracdes de
médias e de médias de médias, proximas do concreto e, a0 mesmo tempo,
representativas tanto quanto possivel - €, a seu modo, conceitualizacdo
do real" (Le prix du froment en France au temps de la monnaie stable
(1726-1913). Réédition de grands tableaux statistiques. Introductions et
notes de E. Labrousse, R. Romano, F.G. Dreyfus. Paris: 1970, XLV, citado
por Jean-Yves Grenier e Bernard Lepetit).*® Grenier e Lepetit argumen-
tam que essa perspectiva gera um grau de ambiguidade no trabalho de
Labrousse. As vezes, ele trata a média como se fosse, a um s6 tempo,
abstracdo e realidade efetiva.’®

A estreita ligacdo entre real e conceitual na abordagem de
Labrousse cria dois tipos de dificuldades para a analise historica. O proce-
dimento metodoldgico de Labrousse implica a construcdo de fatos cons-
tantes, a elaboracado do objeto de pesquisa e a analise dos fatores explica-
tivos. Ele constréi um modelo da interacdo entre precos, producao, lucros
e salarios ndo para estabelecer leis causais universais, mas para analisar
o0 nexo de causalidade entre determinados efeitos de movimentos econo-
micos especificos.’” Ao privilegiar o preco, Labrousse, com éxito, identifica
movimentos de precos de duracdo e amplitudes varias e, assim, constroi
temporalidades. Ele procura determinar as diferentes importancias econ6-
micas e os especificos mecanismos de acado de cada movimento temporal
para, depois, reconstituir as relacdes entre os movimentos particulares.®®
Na manipulacdo estatistica dos dados com o prop6sito de construir o
objeto de pesquisa, 0s movimentos ciclicos sdo constituidos em relacdo
aos movimentos da longue durée. Da mesma maneira, variaveis sociais sdo
constituidas em relagcdo ao preco por meio das categorias de rendimentos,
salarios etc.

0 modelo de Labrousse ¢, assim, orientado unilateralmente pe-
los movimentos de precos, sobretudo os da longue durée. A primeira
dificuldade deriva, contudo, do fato de o preco ndo ter poder explicativo
nesse esquema. Em vez disso, ele é tido como a resultante das cur-
vas de oferta e demanda, a qual &, por sua vez, presumida como dado,
permanecendo ndo analisada como relacdo histérica. O modelo lida
com os efeitos do preco, mas aquilo que produz o preco, para além da
simples oferta/demanda, é eliminado da consideracéo. Porque o social
€ construido como efeito do econémico, a articulacdo entre econémi-
co e social € unilateral e perde seu valor explicativo. A temporalidade
especifica do social desaparece, e as proprias relacdes econémicas sdo
tratadas unilateralmente, sem atentar as determinacgdes sociais. Como
0 modelo aproxima-se muito do real, € dificil avaliar os dados. O perigo
desse procedimento € que a ordem de causalidade e a estruturacédo da
dependéncia podem ser constituidas a priori na formulacéo do objeto de
pesquisa. Nesse caso, 0s varios movimentos sao funcionalmente inte-
grados a longue durée, a qual assume primazia causal. Desse modo, ha
uma tendéncia a tautologia. Tanto a abordagem quanto suas categorias
temporais podem ser reificadas. As explicacfes causais correm, portanto,
o risco de serem reduzidas a descricdes dos mecanismos revelados pelas
préprias séries.*

Apesar dessas tensdes e ambiguidades, a manipulacdo estatistica de
fatos repetiveis de Labrousse permite-lhe estabelecer relagdes temporais
e econdmicas regulares e estaveis, bem como indicar as causas estruturais
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e as condicdes da revolucdo. Isto, no entanto, cria também a seqgunda
dificuldade. Os mesmos pressupostos de sua abordagem produzem, ne-
cessariamente, um residuo de fatos inconstantes e nao repetitivos que

sdo externos as categorias explicativas. Esse residuo sé pode ser contado
como sequéncias de acontecimentos acidentais e assaz contingentes, que
ndo podem ser integrados ao modelo e precisam ser explicados de outras
maneiras. Essa dualidade entre reqularidades e irregularidades, estruturas e
acontecimentos, fica evidente no relato de Labrousse sobre sua analise da
Revolucdo Francesa:

... as caracteristicas gerais da crise econdmica sob o Ancien Régime, a solidariedade
pela qual foram manifestas, seu agravamento em 1789, [que €] atribuivel a violéncia
do movimento ciclico e do movimento da longue durée, permitem-nos avaliar melhor
a pressao exercida pelos meios econdémicos sobre os acontecimentos.*

Aqui, as relacdes estruturais entre os ciclos econdmicos explicam
a crise revolucionaria. Os acontecimentos da Revolugéo sédo relegados ao
segundo plano. Em sua avaliacdo critica do trabalho de Labrousse, Grenier
e Lepetit assinalam que: “a causalidade acidental ndo aparece como um
elemento exterior a racionalidade explicativa. E, em vez disso, necessaria
como complemento a determinacao de reqularidades. Essa forma de en-
dogeneizacdo é a marca de uma insuficiéncia causal (...). O acontecimento
perde sua novidade criativa, € a mudanca ja ndo € uma categoria a ser
pensada.” Do ponto de vista dos autores, a causalidade funcional de requ-
laridade opOe-se a causalidade acidental. O acontecimento é pensado em
termos de acontecimento, e o singular € reintroduzido como um elemento
da interpretacdo.”

A publicacao de Esquisse du mouvement des prix, em 1933, provocou
criticas afiadas por parte de Henri Hauser, o mais preeminente historiador
econdmico da Franca. O debate ocorreu entre 1936 e 1939, no contexto
das reunides do Comité international pour I'histoire des prix, um projeto
internacional para o estudo da histdria dos precos, sob a direcdo dos
economistas Sir William Beveridge e Edwin F. Gay.** O conflito pds uma
antiga, positivista e ideografica historia factual contra a inovadora
abordagem estrutural e estatistica da interpretacdo historica defendida
por Labrousse.

Hauser, diretor da secdo francesa do Comité international, questio-
nou tanto as fontes de Labrousse quanto o papel destas na interpretacao
histdrica. Rejeitou o uso que Labrousse fazia das mercuriales e argumen-
tou que documentos particulares - registros e livros de contabilidade
de empresas reais - superavam-nas como fontes de historia econdmica.
Além disso, Hauser defendeu um enfoque tradicional ao exame critico dos
documentos individuais contrario a abordagem estatistica e nomotética de
Labrousse.”® Para Hauser, o objetivo da histéria dos precos era iluminar as
condi¢des sociais e, em ultima analise, descrever o tipo de vida dos indivi-
duos.** Mais especificamente, ele argumentou que:

... pelo menos no periodo anterior a generalizacdo da civilizagcao industrial, € o
acidental, o fora de lugar ou o fora de tempo, o que domina a realidade da vida
econdmica. O homem néo vive pelas médias ou pelas variacdes da longue durée;
ele vive pelo pdo real, vendido por certo preco por certo peso em certo momento.
Consequentemente, trocaremos todas as curvas do mundo pelo humilde registro
onde o escrevente do tribunal, o padre da paroquia, o nobre proprietario de terras,
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anotou, semana a semana, o preco dos grédos, do vinho, da carne. A minucia infinita
dessas notas e as variacées bruscas e multiplas que elas registram revelam-nos os
fatos gerais, ou seja, durante épocas de comunicagdes ruins, de agricultura empirica,
de submissdo a acidentes metereoldgicos e, enfim, de inseguranca politica, 0 mesmo
setier de trigo varia enormemente de um ano para o outro, as vezes de um més para
o0 outro, e de um vilarejo para o vilarejo vizinho.*

"Em historia”, enfatiza Hauser, “a Unica ciéncia ¢ a do particular"*

Em resposta, Labrousse insistiu no valor do fato repetitivo, na sua
abordagem estatistica e nas novas perspectivas que estes abriam para a
historia social e econémica: “... aqui, o repetitivo tem mais valor humano que
o acidental. Em histdéria econdmica, diferentemente do observado em outros
ramos da historia, tudo o que importa se repete”*” Ao longo do debate, a
abordagem de Labrousse foi validada. Hauser e a velha historia factual nunca
foram capazes de confrontar totalmente e em seus proprios termos os novos
métodos ou o novo quadro interpretativo propostos por Labrousse.* O tra-
balho de Labrousse introduziu o novo enfoque nomotético na historia serial.
Esse enfoque nao influenciou apenas Braudel, mas dominou a “segunda fase"
dos Annales desde os anos 1950 até os 1970.%

Micro-histéria italiana e a reinvencao do curto prazo

Dentro desse contexto de €nfase no tempo plural, na historia serial e na
importancia metodoldgica da longue durée, gostaria de atentar para o
curto prazo e, particularmente, para a micro-histdria italiana, associada a
figuras como Carlo Ginzburg, Giovanni Levi, Edoardo Grendi e Carlo Poni.
Nem escola nem abordagem sistémica, o que na Italia ficou conhecido
por microstoria € descrito por um de seus maiores nomes como uma
“comunidade de estilo"® Ela se desenvolveu como resposta a histéria serial
praticada por Fernand Braudel e pela escola francesa dos Annales, com
0s quais manteve uma relacdo complexa, mesmo sequindo um caminho
independente e, em certo sentido, oposto.®”!

A micro-histdria italiana pode ser vista como uma tentativa de reno-
vacao em resposta ao que era considerado o esgotamento e a ossificacao
da histéria serial nos anos 1970. Central para a formacédo do projeto dos
micro-historiadores era seu confronto critico com a escola dos Annales e,
especialmente, com a concepcao de evidéncia e interpretacdo documen-
tal, de causalidade e de construcdo da temporalidade que caracterizam a
pratica da historia serial. Pelo que Carlo Ginzburg chama de processo de
"equalizagdo dos individuos”, a historia serial ignora particularidades e
reconhece cognitivamente apenas o que é homogéneo e comparavel.** Aos
olhos dos micro-historiadores, esse procedimento interessado pelas requ-
laridades implica, ao menos tacitamente, uma homogénea concepcao de
tempo e causalidade que produz continuidade entre niveis. O tempo plural
poderia, desse modo, ser interpretado como uma hierarquia estavel em que
cada temporalidade simplesmente se desdobra no eixo formado por aquela
que lhe € superior. Nesse caso, toda a abordagem corre o risco de produzir
um relato funcionalista da mudanca histdrica, uma historia de estruturas e
transformacées estruturais.®

Em resposta, os micro-historiadores italianos encamparam um
conjunto de praticas historiograficas altamente experimentais e até
mesmo ecléticas, cujo traco comum € uma consciente reducdo da escala
de observacao. Eles se apegam ao singular, ao peculiar, ao fora de série,
ao andmalo e dedicam-se a uma analise detalhada de fenémenos muito
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Levi continua: "A reducéo da escala ¢ uma
operacdo experimental justamente devido a
esse fato, porque presume que as delineacées
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circunscritos, tais como comunidades aldeas, grupos de familias ou uma
Unica pessoa, evento ou objeto. Seu interesse pela escala reduzida ndo

€, porém, uma preocupacdo com os sistemas locais e de pequena escala.
Como escreve Giovanni Levi, “... fica imediatamente 6bvio que mesmo a
acdo aparentemente mais insignificante, como, por exemplo, a de alguém
sair para comprar um pao, realmente envolve o sistema bem mais amplo
dos mercados de grao do mundo todo". Em vez disso, a escala reduzida ¢é
um procedimento analitico e experimental cujo propdsito € revelar fatores
nao observados até entdo.>*

A pratica micro-histdrica, desse modo, implica uma intensa experi-
mentacao metodoldgica e historiografica com o curto prazo, com o local
e com o particular. E como se os micro-historiadores estivessem, inten-
cionalmente, olhando pelo lado errado do telescopio. As radicais inversao
de perspectiva e reducédo de escala iluminam relacdes e processos que,
de outra forma, permaneceriam néo reveladas. A micro-histéria procura
descobrir "o contexto social em que um fato aparentemente andmalo ou
insignificante assume significado, quando as incoeréncias ocultas de um
sistema aparentemente unificado sdo reveladas”>®

Ao analisar as contradicdes inerentes a sistemas de normas
prescritivos e opressivos, a micro-historia procura um relato mais
realista da acdo social. Ndo ha um mecanismo automatico por meio
do qual os atores alinhem-se com as mudancas e transformacdes
estruturais. Em vez disso, “toda agdo social € vista como o resultado
de uma constante negociacao, manipulagdo, escolhas e decisdes do
individuo, diante de uma realidade normativa que, embora difusa, ndo
obstante oferece muitas possibilidades de interpretacdes e liberdades
pessoais"*® Estratégias individuais e coletivas, escolhas e negociacdes sao
interpretadas em estreita relacdo com seus contextos, mas nao podem
ser reduzidas a eles. As abordagens da Micro-histéria preocupam-se
com o exercicio da liberdade relativa "pelas brechas e contradicdes
dos sistemas normativos"*” Essa perspectiva individualizante produz
resultados que possuem o que Ginzburg descreve como uma “margem
especulativa ndo suprimivel"*®

Conclusao: Ordenacdo do Tempo Historico

Dentro da interpretagcdo que proponho, os resultados da pesquisa micro-
histérica podem ser vistos como o individuo histérico-mundial. Cada
lugar ou instancia micro-historica é necessariamente distinto de outro

e nenhum pode ser reduzido as condi¢des gerais. Essas instancias sdo
espacial e temporalmente densas e complexas, multifacetados pontos

de convergéncia, confluéncia e concentragao de temporalidades multi-
plas. Aqui, podemos, talvez, ver a razdo de Braudel em querer encapsu-
lar o acontecimento na estrutura complexa e volatil do curto prazo. Os
micro-historiadores conduziram-nos para muito além da compreensao do
acontecimento como uma estrutura simplesmente temporal com um inicio
e um final distintos, e interpretada pela narracdo. Em vez disso, pode-
mos ver no trabalho dos micro-historiadores o que Reinhardt Koselleck
chama de contemporaneidade do ndo-contemporaneo. Essa perspectiva
leva a uma radical redefinicdo do “contexto”. Em vez de serem o “pano de
fundo" externo contra o qual o curto prazo se desdobra, a longue durée e
a conjoncture estdo ativamente presentes como agéncias estruturadoras,
moldando limitacdes e possibilidades.
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"Parece-me que a micro-historia se movimenta
mais firmemente em direcéo aos ramos néo-
quantitativos da matematica, para apresentar
representacdes mais realistas e menos
mecanicistas, ampliando assim o campo da
indeterminacdo, sem necessariamente rejeitar
as elaboracdes formalizadas” (LEVI, Giovanni. On
Microhistory... Op. Cit., p.109, grifo meu).
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A microanalise, desse modo, abre acesso a ambientes e condicdes
extremamente locais e particulares, em que agéncias sao constituidas e
estratégias de acao social, implantadas. Isto nos permite contextualizar in-
dividuos atuantes na intersecao de niveis espaco-temporais multiplos, bem
como estabelecer as relacdes e condicdes especificas que formam atos e
atores. Ganha, portanto, contetudo especifico o dito de Marx de que os ho-
mens fazem a historia, mas apenas aquela que lhes € possivel fazer. Porém,
com um pedido de desculpas a Giovanni Levi e aos micro-historiadores, a
Micro-histdria ndo € mais "real” que outros niveis de analise espaco-tem-
poral.® Também ela é uma reconstrucio. E, simplesmente, capaz de atingir
maiores graus de complexidade (a expensas de seu grau de aplicabilidade)
e mais apropriada a certos problemas.

O projeto micro-histdrico revela a descontinuidade e a heterogenei-
dade que sdo, necessariamente, parte do tempo plural. O microanalitico,

o temps courte, mantém sua singularidade. Os resultados da fragmentaria
e singular analise micro-historica ndo podem ser automaticamente trans-
feridos para esferas estruturais mais gerais ou vice-versa (embora sejam
necessariamente produzidos entre umas e outras). Se parassemos por aqui,
teriamos alcangado a reconstrucao tedrica de complexos historicos espe-
cificos, a reproducédo do individuo histérico-mundial como concentracdo
de muitas determinantes. Essa reconstrucdo historica é necessariamente
parte da ciéncia social historica mundial - a analise concreta da situacdo
concreta, como disse um pensador do século XX.

Mas o ponto ndo € a particularizacdo. Dentro dos pressupostos meto-
dologicos do mundo da ciéncia social histérica mundial, de sistemas pers-
pectivos globais, ganhamos conhecimento ao oscilarmos continuamente
entre o geral e o especifico, 0 macro e o micro, a repeticdo e a diferenca. O
que os micro-historiadores ainda precisam fazer €, nas palavras de Braudel,
virar a ampulheta pela segunda vez, quer dizer, inverter o procedimento
metodoldgico e examinar a longue durée e o tempo estrutural através das
lentes do curto prazo, do local e do particular, fazer o que Michael Zeuske
chama de micro-historia enquanto “histdéria do mundo desde a perspectiva
do individual"®°

Esse procedimento lembra a discussdo de Terence Hopkins sobre o
movimento figura-fundo. Pensando na abordagem metodoldgica da analise
dos sistemas-mundo, Hopkins escreve:

Tenho em mente o movimento figura-fundo, onde, ao se mudar o foco, o que era
fundo vira figura e, ao se mudar o foco de novo, o que era figura vira fundo. Para nos,
o movimento figura-fundo parece ter lugar entre as relacdes sociais e os agentes, entre
funcéo e relagdo. Penso que a relacdo metodoldgica com a qual trabalhamos é aquela
em que nossos agentes ou unidades sé podem ser considerados como construidos

e continuamente re-formados pelas relacées entre eles. Perversos, pensamos, com
frequéncia, que as relagdes so6 se dao entre os pontos finais, as unidades ou agentes
atuantes, como se estes fizessem as relacdes, e ndo como se as relagdes os fizessem.
As relagdes sédo, geralmente, nossas unidades, e agentes atuantes sdo nossos planos de
fundo. Em certos pontos durante a analise, €, sem duvida, indispensavel mudar o foco
para os agentes; mas acho que nds, com muita frequéncia, nos esquecemos do que
fizemos e falhamos em mudar o foco de volta.”’

Em contraste com a abordagem de sistema-mundo de Hopkins
e com outras historias “estruturais”, estruturas de longo prazo sao
comumente tratadas como fundo, enquanto estruturas de curto prazo
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e agentes sao tidos como figura. Contudo, diferencas em escala sdo
diferencas metodoldgicas, ndo diferencas ontoldgicas. Inverter o sentido
desse relacionamento entre fundo e figura € tanto possivel quanto
necessario, se quisermos compreender as estratificadas e assimétricas
relacoes espaco-temporais que formam unidades e agentes. (Na verdade,
poderiamos, nesses termos, pensar na inovagao de Braudel justamente
como uma inversao dessas - tomando a longue durée como figura, € nao
como fundo.) A propria abordagem micro-historica parece deixar essa
possibilidade em aberto.®

Entretanto, como adverte Hopkins, € importante nao reificar as
unidades e os agentes, nem os tratar fora das relacdes pelas quais sao
formados. Na medida em que vemos unidades temporais de observagao
quantitativamente, ou seja, como unidades de tempo homogéneo e de
duracdo variavel, essas unidades sdo compativeis umas com outras e,
portanto, comparaveis. Ao mesmo tempo, devemos ter em mente que ha
diferencas qualitativas entre essas unidades. Elas sdo constituidas de modo
distinto e incorporam diferentes logicas explicativas. Por consequéncia, ndo
podem ser simplesmente transpostas ou substituidas umas pelas outras.
Devemos, antes, levar tanto a similitude quanto a diferenca em conside-
racao enquanto alternamos as relacées fundo-figura e continuamente nos
movemos entre os diferentes niveis analiticos, com o intuito de apreender
as relacoes espaco-temporais complexamente estruturadas que constituem
o mundo historico e social.®®

Essa inversao de procedimento langa luz sobre o complexo, alta-
mente mediado e historicamente irreqular carater dos processos histdricos
mundiais. Eles revelam como temporalidades estruturais e ciclicas ndo pro-
duzem resultados uniformes, mas diferenca local, heterogeneidade global
e até mesmo resultados que vao contra a tendéncia geral. Sdo processos
simultaneamente unificadores e diferenciadores.

Virar uma vez mais a ampulheta permite-nos voltar ao todo histori-
co global, reconstituindo-o por meio da complexa e historica inter-relacdo
de fendbmenos. A perspectiva da longue durée e da analise historica global
permite-nos sistematicamente oscilar entre relacées gerais e especificas e
também - tomando como nosso renovado ponto de partida a relacdo concre-
ta - entre a inter-relacdo historica, a interdependéncia e a mutua formacao
de especificos complexos de relagcdes dentro do todo historico global. Aqui, a
hierarquia metodoldgica ndo sugere uma hierarquia causal. Nao ha estrutura
causal fixa. Esse movimento oscilatorio implica a manipulagéo de escalas
temporais e espaciais e o emprego de diversas estratégias analiticas e inter-
pretativas dentro do quadro fornecido pela longue durée, no que concerne
ao problema especifico em méos.® Esses procedimentos exigem um movi-
mento duplo. Eles nos permitem especificar relacdes historicas particulares
€ processos no tempo e no espaco, enquanto reconstituimos a complexidade
espaco-temporal do todo histdrico global. Podemos, dessa maneira, recons-
tituir a economia mundial como um todo histérico concreto e, incorporando
a unidade e as diferencas produzidas global e historicamente, reconstruir
as altamente mediadas e historicamente irrequlares relacdes dos processos
historicos mundiais enquanto os vivemos.

Traducao: Fernanda Trindade Luciani
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Abstract

This article is concerned with Fernand Braudel's conception of the

plural temporality and, above all, the longue durée as a practical

tool for historical inquiry. Through an examination of the work of

Braudel's colleague Ernst Labrousse, it emphasizes the theoretical and
methodological assumptions underlying the practice of serial history as the
means to reconstruct such "structural temporalities.” Finally, it treats the
concern for the episodic and short-term that characterizes lItalian micro-
historia as a reaction to the dominance of French serial history which,
nonetheless remains in relation to Braudel's conception of plural time. In
this way the article seeks to make explicit the relationship between the so-
called "second Annales" of Braudel and Italian microhistory and to suggest
ways the conceptions of temporality might promote dialogue between
diverse historiographical approaches.

Keywords
plural temporality, longue durée, Fernand Braudel, Annales, school, serial
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BRAUDEL, Fernand. History and the Social
Sciences: The Longue Durée. Immanuel Wallerstein,
trans. Review, vol.XXXII, n.2, p.179-180.

Pour moi, I'histoire est la somme de toutes les histoires possibles - une
collection de métiers et points de vue, d'hier, d'aujourd’hui, de demain. La
seule erreur, @ mon avis, serait de choisir I'une de ces histoires a I'exclusion des
autres. Ce fit, ce serait ['erreur historisante.

Fernand Braudel.

Introduction: Fernand Braudel and the Longue Durée

In his remarks at the conference inaugurating the Fernand Braudel Center
at Binghamton University in 1977, Braudel emphasized the practical
character of his conception of the longue durée and plural time. His intent
was not to produce a work of theory or to ‘philosophize! Rather, it was to
organize the ideas that he formed while writing The Mediterranean.” In a
similar vein, this chapter is concerned with practical questions of historical
inquiry raised by Fernand Braudel's conception of longue durée, rather than
with attempting to “theorize" either Braudel or "historical temporalities.”
It examines the longue durée as a concept of historical social science

and its deployment as a practical tool for constructing historical inquiry
and conducting research by specifying the longue durée within Braudel's
concept of "plural time" and interrogating the critical response of Italian
microhistoria to the notions of structural time and serial history put forth
by Braudel and Ernest Labrousse.

At the outset, | would like to note that Braudel proposes various
formulations of longue durée. In this chapter, | privilege the historically
singular and geophysically specific construction of /ongue durée structures
that is most evident in the first part of Braudel's The Mediterranean. In my
understanding, this temporal movement is produced through very slow,
almost geological, societal interaction with geography and environment
over the very long-term. It is perhaps what Braudel refers to as the "time
of the sages.” | emphasize this construction of longue durée because it is
the longest conceivable historical temporality and most comprehensive
ground for historical interpretation. In addition, it opens the way for the
integration of geography and environment into historical analysis. At
the same time, Braudel puts forth other formulations of longue durée,
for instance Ernst Robert Curtius' account of the cultural system of Latin
civilization from the fall of the Empire to the fourteenth century or Pierre
Francastel's treatment of the ‘geometric space of Western painting.?
Similarly we may look to Immanuel Wallerstein's conception of world-
system as a longue durée structure or Ernest Labrousse's construction of
the longue durée of the Ancien Régime French economy. In each case, the
longue durée is simply the most stable temporal relation of the longest
duration in the problem under consideration. It forms the stabilizing
ground against which cyclical variations of other temporal structures are
established, and it allows the ordering of historical inquiry.

| wish to emphasize that each of these formulations of the longue
durée makes use of evidence differently and is constructed according to
different criteria. | call attention to these differences not to make the
case for a correct interpretation of longue durée. It is, in the final analysis,
a methodological tool that is constructed for the analysis of particular
problems. Rather, the point | wish to emphasize is that these diverse
formulations entail constructions of temporality that are quantitatively
commensurate and comparable, and at the same time, are qualitatively
distinct and based on incommensurate kinds of evidence. These differences
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structural time (that is historical temporalities
beyond direct and immediate human or social
intervention) and speaks of the longue durée as

a structure, it should be stressed here that he is
not proposing a structuralism. The longue durée
is not a structure in the sociological sense of the
word, that is a fixed attribute of the social system
(as in Parsons' sociology or Althusser's Marxism).
Nor is Braudel's historical account a "grand
narrative." Rather, the longue durée is a more or
less stable historical relation that allows an open
and experimental approach to the theoretical
reconstruction of long-term, large-scale world
historical change.
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are consequential and need to be taken into account in the elaboration of
other temporalities and the reconstruction and interpretation of the totality
of relations under consideration. Ignoring such qualitative differences
increases the danger that we reify our conceptual tools and conflate

them with the object of our study. We are then left with a classificatory
schema ordered by the longue durée that easily lapses into functionalist
explanations that are ordered a priori by our own analytical categories.

In “Histoire et Sciences Sociales. La Longue Durée," Braudel makes
the case for a historical social science and a conception of history that is
adequate to such an approach. He does this by emphasizing the plurality of
historical time and privileging the longue durée as the structuring element
of this temporal construction. From this perspective, Braudel attacks
the linear conception of historical time and emphasis on the event that
characterize positivist history. At the same time, through an examination
of the conception of historical time in the various social sciences, he
argues for the importance of plural temporalities and for the longue durée
as the methodological ground for a unified historical social science.

Braudel's approach is at once empirically oriented and experimental.
On the one hand, he seeks to establish the longue durée as a substantive
historical relation, and, on the other hand, he proposes it as the
methodological scaffolding on which he builds his conception of history.
Empirical without being empiricist, he constructs the object of his inquiry
through an open-ended approach that moves back and forth between
empirical research, methodological reflection, and historical reconstruction
in order and make intelligible historical material. The longue durée is the
key to his historical method.

The longue durée may appear to be an ambiguous concept that
resists hard definition. It is more accessible through description than
precise concepts and hypotheses.® Braudel conceives of the longue durée
as a real historical structure formed at the interface of human activity
with geography and nature in their broadest sense. It is an embracing
concept that refers to temporal rhythms so slow and stable that they
approximate physical geography. The longue durée encompasses and is
constituted by singular and non-repeatable phenomena as human society
interacts with definite and relatively stable geophysical phenomena across
almost unimaginably long historical time.* Those geophysical phenomena
that are formative of the /longue durée have histories that extend beyond
human history. As Reinhardt Koselleck argues, they provide the conditions
of possibility for human history, but they are not at the disposition of
humanity. Humankind can only take advantage of them.® Within the range
of possibilities, human societies may respond to these natural conditions
in diverse ways. But natural environments are highly resistant to human
intervention, and for particular human actors they appear as given.

It is no easy task to move mountains or drain seas. Nonetheless, such
environments are subject to millennial societal action. Braudel emphasizes
persistent and common elements across distinct social formations over
virtually infinite generations in order to conceptualize the longue durée.
Such general collective human interaction with physical nature forms an
extremely slow-moving, almost imperceptible temporality - a structure
perhaps, but a structure subject to historical mutation.

This conception of longue durée is of critical substantive and
methodological importance for Braudel's conception of history. Most
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"The resulting picture is one in which all the
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historians opt for the priority of time over space with little theoretical
foundation. For them history occurs in space and in time. Yet they regard
space and time as formally distinct categories. Space is relegated to the
contextual background in which history happens. Time is treated as an
empty category that is filled by sequences of events to be ordered and
comprehended by means of chronology. In such a conception, historical
inquiry is concerned with the unique because sequences of events are
regarded as unrepeatable and highly contingent (as classically illustrated
by Isaiah Berlin's interpretation of Cleopatra's nose) and thus not given to
systematization.®

In contrast, Braudel recuperates the complexity of historical
temporality by prioritizing geophysical-social space. His conception
emphasizes the physical characteristics of the earth, geography, natural
resources, material processes and culture as constitutive elements
of human history.” The theoretical assumption supporting Braudel's
conception is a human history formed through the "structures of the
longue durée." The condition and limit of that history is the finite planet
that we all inhabit - a single physical world and twenty-four hours in
a day. Here, the geophysical space and historical time of the long durée
serve as the mediation between natural and social history.® They are both
supports of and obstacles to human action, and they form the social
historical limit against and through which human praxis pushes. °

In Braudel's conception, the longue durée provides the unifying
element of human history. Humans make their history through space and
time. Space creates time: time unifies space. In this way, Braudel discloses
a densely textured, multi-layered spatial-temporal world that is unique
because it is spatio-temporally singular. Indeed, it is this very density and
complexity that makes it susceptible to analysis. Such a conception avoids
the illusions of a purely social or cultural conception of history. At the
same time, it enriches the possibilities for the development of historical
social science by opening the way for environmental history and the
history of material life as constituent elements of all history.

It is in this context that | wish to emphasize the methodological
importance of Braudel's concept of the longue durée. The longue durée is
a tool for historical cognition and analysis that provides the ground for
Braudel's conception of history and of historical social science. It forms a
comprehensive social and analytical unit that enables Braudel to construct
categories or objects of inquiry through their relation to one another
within this shared analytical and practical field. In this flexible, dynamic,
and open approach, objects of inquiry are understood not as things with
properties, but as ensembles of changing relations forming configurations
that are constantly adapting to one another and to the world around
them through definite historical processes.™ Within this framework, the
establishment of relational categories- e.g. longue durée, conjuncture,
event, or material life, market economy, capital - and the specification of
relations in time and space, are keys to interpretation and analysis.

The longue durée is the central analytical category in Braudel's
distinctive approach because of its methodological role in articulating his
entire conceptual framework and establishing the coherence of his project
of histoire totale. In his view: “... on the basis of these layers of slow
history, one can rethink the totality of history, as though it were located
atop an infrastructure. All the stages, all the thousands of explosions
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Braudel's conception of plural and structured
historical time resolves the conceptual dilemma
presented by event history. If event is the only
temporal category at our disposition, we have no
way to talk about diverse and complex temporal
phenomena of varying duration and the relations
comprising them. The French Revolution is
often described as an event. The storming of
the Bastille, the flight of the king to Varennes,
and the Tennis Court Oath are also events. If
the Revolution is regarded as an event, it has
the same logical structure as its constituent
elements. All are events, defined simply by
having the property of a definite beginning and a
definite end, a "minimal 'before’ and "after' that
constitutes their unity” (KOSELLECK, Reinhardt.
Futures Past:On the Semantics of Historical
Time. Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, 1985. p.106). They are “timeless"”
except through reference to an external
chronology. The Revolution may perhaps then
be seen as an event of events, in which case, its
temporal structure is established by the summing
up of its parts. It is at once constituted and
explained by narrating (contingent) sequences
of events with arbitrary beginnings and ends.
From such a perspective, the Revolution has no
structure, and the tools available for explaining it
extremely limited at best.
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"Clearly there are different kinds of structure
just as there are different kinds of conjuncture,
and the duration of either structure or
conjuncture may vary. History accepts and
discovers multidimensional explanations,
reaching, as it were, vertically from one temporal
plane to another. And on every plane there are
also horizontal relationships and connections”
(BRAUDEL, Fernand. The Mediterranean and the
Mediterranean World... Op. Cit, vol.l, p.16).

of historical time can be understood from these depths, from this semi-
immobility. Everything gravitates around it""" For Braudel the task of the
historian is to divide and then to reassemble time. Methodologically, he
proceeds by differentiating within a unity rather than integrating dualities.
He reminds us that, "In fact, the temporalities that we differentiate are
bound together. It is not so much duration that is the creation of our mind,
but the splitting up of this duration”."?

The unifying historical structures of the longue durée provide the
point of departure for Braudel's differentiation of social-historical time.
He elaborates other temporal structures of shorter duration through
their relation to the longue durée. At the same time the longue durée
provides the unifying element that orders the plurality of social times in
relation to one another and constructs the relational whole. Although
Braudel's approach encourages inquiry into the great diversity of historical
temporalities, he constructs his model of plural time in terms of three
temporalities - the longue durée; cyclical time or the conjoncture, a
structural time of intermediate duration; and the event, or more properly
the (very) short term - as a guide to historical analysis and reconstruction.
Each of these three temporalities is conceived in relation to the others,
not only in terms of duration, but also in terms of the processes that
constitute it, its structure and coherence, and its centrality for historical
analysis. Taken together, they form a framework that allows examination
of temporally complex historical phenomena.™

This conceptual approach discloses complex, heterogeneous,
hierarchically structured, and historically shifting temporal totalities: “...
these fragments come together again at the end of our work. The longue
durée, cyclical phases (conjoncture), and events fit together easily, for they
are all measurements on the same scale. Hence, to enter into one of these
temporalities is to be part of all of them"* According to Braudel "“... if one
wants to understand the world, one has to determine the hierarchy of
forces, currents, and individual movements, and then put them together to
form an overall constellation. Throughout, one must distinguish between
long-term movements, and momentary pressures, finding the immediate
sources of the latter and the long-term thrust of the former".'™ This
conception of plural temporalities is clearly opposed to the homogeneous,
linear, and empty time of event history.'® It at once permits and requires
Braudel to specify phenomena in time and space and to establish the
relations between them. It thereby allows theoretical comprehension of
spatially and temporally complex historical phenomena."

Thus, the longue durée implies a distinctive methodological
approach and logic of explanation that redefines the intellectual
heritage handed down from the nineteenth century. In contrast to
more conventional social science logics based on formal comparison of
commensurate units with common properties or the infinite repetition
of individual actions, the assumption here is that analysis is grounded
in a single spatially-temporally differentiated and complex unit subject
to multiple determinations. From this perspective, phenomena do not
repeat themselves. World economies, cities, markets, etc. are conceived as
constituent parts of a more encompassing whole. None is like any other.
Each is singular in time and space and in relation to other phenomena.
Hence, the basic concepts of historical social science recognize the
historical uniqueness of the phenomena under examination. It is a science
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of the singular. Its object of investigation is a unified, but spatially-
temporally complex historical whole and the focus of analysis is the
formation and reformation of relations through diverse spatial-temporal
scales. From this perspective, the assumptions of conventional social

science do not obtain. Rather, it is necessary to elaborate new procedures

on the basis of different assumptions.

Focusing on the methodological rather than substantive historical
role of the longue durée discloses a tension within Braudel's “Histoire
et Sciences Sociales. La Longue Durée." Conventionally, this article is
viewed as a sort of manifesto for structural time - the longue durée and
the conjoncture. In it, “events" appear to receive short shrift. They are
“explosive." They “blind the eye with clouds of smoke." Braudel would
prefer to speak of the "short term" rather than the "event,” but even this
is the "most capricious and deceptive form of time." The “event history"
(histoire événementielle) that he is criticizing is “totally lacking in time
density”'® Indeed, serial history, the longue durée, and conjunctural
history are generally regarded as the characteristic features of Braudel's
scholarship and that of the Annales during its “second period.”

However, a closer reading of "“Histoire et Sciences Sociales" reveals
a more nuanced appreciation of the event or short term. “Nothing, in our
opinion," writes Braudel, "comes closer to the heart of social reality than
this lively, intimate, constantly recurring opposition between the instant
and the long-term".'® In the midst of his discussion of the exceptional
importance of the longue durée, Braudel recovers the event or the short-

term. This openness to the event is nowhere expressed more clearly than in

The Mediterranean itself:

Events are the ephemera of history; they pass across its stage like fireflies, hardly
glimpsed before they settle back into darkness and as often as not into oblivion.
Every event, however brief, has to be sure, a contribution to make, lights up some

dark corner or even some wide vista of history. Nor is it only political history which

benefits most, for every historical landscape - political, economic social, even
geographical - is illumined by the intermittent flare of the event.... | am by no

means the sworn enemy of the event"?

Here Braudel's treatment of the event draws our attention to the

plurality of social time rather than the longue durée in itself. Outside of

plural time, the event "blinds us with clouds of smoke." But within the
plurality of social time, it finds its place, if only a limited one, through
its relation to the changing totality of temporalities. In Braudel's
words: “Each 'current reality’ is the conjoining together of movements
with different origins and rhythms. The time of today is composed
simultaneously of yesterday, of the day before yesterday, and of bygone

days"? From this perspective, the "exceptional value" of the /ongue durée

is its role in conceptually and practically ordering the relation among
diverse temporalities within the totality of social time. Indeed, in his
discussion of Sartre's biographical analyses of Tintoretto and Flaubert,
Braudel suggests that the study of a specific case can lead from the
surface to the depths of history. He comments that Sartre's inquiries

would better parallel his own “... if the hour-glass were turned in the two
directions, from the event to the structure and then from the structures

and models back to the event"?
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Plural Time and Serial History: Ernest Labrousse.
Under the influence of The Mediterranean, Braudel's conception of plural
time dominated French historiography during the period of the "second
Annales” from 1956-1968 and was closely associated with the practice
of serial history.?® In Braudel's tripartite temporal scheme, the problem
that serial history presents is most evident at the level of the conjuncture.
Whereas the longue durée focuses on unique phenomena, serial history is a
strongly quantitative approach that is concerned with repetition, regularity,
and quantity. It selects and constructs series of phenomena, often through
statistical operations, as a function of their repetitive character in order to
identify stable spatial-temporal relationships and establish causal relations
between them.?* Such structural relations are regarded as integral entities,
not as the sum of individual events. Despite the differences between
longue durée and conjunctural phenomena, both may be regarded as
instances of what Koselleck refers to as structural time, that is, "temporal
aspects of relations which do not enter into the strict sequence of events
that have been the subject of experience.?® By focusing on repeatable
phenomena and stable reqularities, serial history emphasizes the social
and economic over the political, and breaks with practices of arbitrarily
determined periodization.?

The methodological issues posed by serial history are perhaps
most clearly expressed in the work of Ernest Labrousse.?” Labrousse was
interested in the history of France and, above all, the French Revolution.
However, he advocated a scientific approach to history through the
statistical reconstruction of series of economic and social data, and he
sought to explain the origins of the French Revolution through analysis
of the economic cycles of the eighteenth century and their consequences.
Labrousse was closely associated with Braudel in many respects, although
there were also significant differences between their approaches.
Labrousse's innovative approach to the history of economic cycles
influenced Braudel strongly and is incorporated into the latter's model at
the level of the conjuncture.®

Labrousse's purpose was not to reproduce an objectively true
historical past through documentary criticism, but rather to develop
plausible causal explanations for particular historical phenomena, in
his case the French Revolution. His experimental approach to economic
and social history rested upon empirical observation and description
of historical materials. However, it depended not on the interpretation
of individual documents but on the establishment of regular relations
between repetitive facts expressed in series of related documents in order
to construct explanatory models. Labrousse thus privileges the repetitive
over the singular, and the efficacy of his approach derives from the
reduction of multiple observations to a descriptively invariable type.?®

The elaboration of explanatory models required Labrousse to construct
a new object of inquiry and to utilize new sources in order to do so.*® Rather
than using actual business records and the prices that obtained in real
transactions, he went against convention and used the data compiled by
the French state in mercuriales, or market price lists. Economic historians
disparaged the use of mercuriales as a source of evidence because they did
not reflect the actual activities of economic actors. However, Labrousse
argued that the procedures and the checks and balances entailed in the
compilation of the mercuriales were sufficient to make them a valid
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reflection of average prices.®' He then statistically manipulated the data

in the mercuriales in order to construct stable, homogeneous, ‘pure’ facts
by removing all accidental variations and intervening factors. He was
thereby able to constitute homogeneous series of facts that are directly
commensurate with one another. Such series allowed him to trace the
movement of prices and other economic data, and to distinguish economic
factors from other intervening factors.*> The resultant curves were directly
comparable with one another, and the relations between them could be
rationally ordered to disclose explanatory factors and specify the conditions
accounting for particular historical situations.

In his two major works, Esquisse du mouvement des prix et des
revenues en France au XVIIIE siécle (1933) and La crise de I'économie
francaise d la fin de I'’Ancien Régime et au début de la Revolution (1944),
Labrousse analyzes the movements of prices and revenues in eighteenth
century French economy and provides the classic account of cyclical crises
of the Ancien Régime. In these works, he meticulously reconstructs the
fluctuations of the price of wheat and other subsistence goods of the mass
of the population, as well as of rents and wages during the eighteenth
century. He is able to differentiate between a long-term movement,
cyclical oscillations, and seasonal movements. However, his analysis is
not only economic. He also analyzes the consequences of these price
movements for different social categories - nobles, ecclesiastics, bourgeois,
and above all peasants. Each movement has a social effect specific to
it, while taken together they modify the position of the different social
categories. Thus, Labrousse seeks to establish causal relations among
the price movements and their effects on various social categories. His
analytical procedure identifies the mechanisms that create the crises
typical of the Ancien Régime agrarian economy and demonstrates
the economic and social origins of the French Revolution in a specific
conjuncture of long term and intermediate cycles together with short-
term agricultural cycles.® This violent conjuncture put pressure on popular,
above all peasant, subsistence and incomes as it drove proprietors, Church
and State to increase exactions on the populace.

For Labrousse temporality is at once an instrument of research
and an organizing principle of historical processes. It is an analytically
powerful tool that enables him to reconstruct temporal movements and
economic cycles and to identify ruptures, accelerations and reversals.
However, his close identification of the conceptual and the real creates
tension in his approach. A statistical tool - the average - is the link
between the reality of things and the constructed representation
produced by scientific discourse. His statistical construction of the “real”
movement should result in an analysis capable of grasping representative
economic mechanisms.** According to Labrousse: “Statistical knowledge -
with its elaborations of averages and averages of averages, at once as
close to the concrete and as representative as possible —is in its way
conceptualization of the real” (Le prix du froment en France au temps de
la monnaie stable (1726-1913). Réédition de grands tableaux statistiques.
Introductions et notes, par E. Labrousse, R. Romano, F.G. Dreyfus. Paris:
1970, XLV, cited in Jean-Yves Grenier e Bernard Lepetit).** Grenier and
Lepetit argue that this perspective creates a degree of ambiguity in
Labrousse's work. At times, he treats the average as if it is at once an
abstraction and an effective reality.®
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The close identification of the real and the conceptual in Labrousse's
approach creates two sets of difficulties for historical analysis. Labrousse's
methodological procedure entails the construction of stable facts,
elaboration of the object of inquiry, and analysis of explanatory factors.

He constructs a model of the interaction of prices, production, profits and
salaries not to establish universal causal laws, but to causally analyze the
particular effects of specific economic movements.*” By privileging price,
Labrousse successfully identifies price movements of various durations

and amplitudes and constructs temporalities. He seeks to determine the
distinct economic significance and particular mechanisms of action of
each temporal movement and then reconstitute the relations among the
particular movements.®® In the statistical manipulation of data to construct
the object of inquiry, cyclical movements are constituted in relation to the
movement of the longue durée. Likewise, social variables are constituted in
relation to price through categories of revenues, wages, etc.

Thus, Labrousse's model is unilaterally oriented toward prices
movements, above all that of the longue durée. However, the first difficulty
derives from the fact that price has no explanatory power in this scheme.
Rather, it is taken as the result of supply and demand that is itself
presumed as given and remains unanalyzed as an historical relation. The
model treats the effects of price, but what produces price beyond simple
supply and demand is eliminated from consideration. Because the social is
constructed as the effect of the economic, the articulation of the economic
and the social is one-sided and loses its explanatory value. The temporality
specific to the social disappears, and economic relations themselves are
treated unilaterally without regard to social determinations. As the model
so closely approximates the real it is difficult to evaluate the data. The
danger in this procedure is that the order of causality and structure of
dependency may be constituted a priori in the formulation of the object of
inquiry. In such a case, the various movements are functionally integrated
around the longue durée, which assumes causal primacy. Thus, there is a
tendency towards tautology. Both the approach and its temporal categories
may be reified. Causal explanations then risk being reduced to descriptions
of the mechanisms revealed by the series themselves.*

Despite these tensions and ambiguities, Labrousse's statistical
manipulation of repeatable facts enables him to establish regular and
stable economic and temporal relations and to indicate the structural
causes and conditions of the revolution. However, it also creates the
second difficulty. The very assumptions of his approach necessarily
produce a residue of unstable and non-repetitive facts that are external
to the explanatory categories. This residue can only be accounted for as
sequences of accidental and highly contingent events that cannot be
integrated into his model and must be explained by other means. This
duality between regularities and irreqularities, structures and events is
evident in Labrousse's account of his analysis of the French Revolution:

... the general characteristics of the crises under the economic ancien régime, the
solidarity through which they are manifested, their aggravation in 1789 [which is]
attributable to the violence of the cyclical movement and the movement of the
longue durée, permit us to better evaluate the pressure exerted by the economic
milieu on events.*
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Here the structural relations between economic cycles account
for the revolutionary crisis. The events of the Revolution are removed
to the second plane. In their critical evaluation of Labrousse's work,
Grenier and Lepetit note that: "accidental causality does not appear as
an element that is outside of the explanatory rationality. Rather it is a
necessary complement to the determination of reqularities. This form of
endogenization is the mark of a causal insufficiency.... The event loses
its creative novelty and change is no longer a category to be thought." In
their view, the functional causality of regularity is opposed to accidental
causality. The event is thought by means of the event and the singular is
reintroduced as an element of the interpretation.*’

The appearance of Labrousse's Esquisse du mouvement des prix
in 1933 provoked sharp criticism by Henri Hauser, France's preeminent
economic historian. The debate took place between1936 and 1939 in the
context of the meetings of the Comité international pour I'histoire des prix,
an international project for the study of price history under the direction
of economists Sir William Beveridge and Edwin F. Gay.*? It pitted an older
positivist and ideographic event history against Labrousse's innovative
structural and statistical approach to historical interpretation.

Hauser, director of the French section of the Comité international,
challenged both Labrousse's sources and their role in historical
interpretation. He rejected Labrousse's use of mercuriales and argued
that private documents - registers and account books of actual
enterprises — were superior to them as sources for economic history.
Further, Hauser defended a traditional approach to the critical examination
of individual documents as against Labrousse's statistical and nomothetic
approach.” For Hauser, the purpose of price history was to illuminate
social conditions and ultimately to describe the type of life of individuals.**
More specifically he argued that:

... at least in the times before the generalization of industrial civilization, it is the
accidental, of place or of time, that dominates the reality of economic life. Man does
not live by averages or by variations of the longue durée; he lives by real bread, sold
at such a price for such a weight at such moment. Consequently we will give all the
curves in the world for the humble chronicle where the clerk of the tribunal, the
parish priest, the noble landowner has inscribed week by week the price of grain, of
wine, of meat. The infinite detail of these entries, the sharp and multiple variations
that they register, reveal the general facts to us, that is, during epochs of bad
communications, empirical agriculture, and submission to meteorological accidents
and finally political insecurity, the same setier of wheat varies enormously from one
year to another, sometimes from one month to another, and from one parish to a
neighboring parish.*

“In history,” Hauser emphasized, “the only science is of the
particular"

In response, Labrousse insisted on the value of the repetitive fact,
his statistical approach, and the new perspectives that it provided for
economic and social history: “... here the repetitive has more human
value than the accidental. In economic history, differently from what is
observed in other branches of history, all that is important is repeated"*’
In the course of the debate, Labrousse's approach was validated. Hauser
and an older event history were never able to fully confront in their own
terms the new methods or the new interpretive framework put forward by
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Levi continues: "The reduction in scale is an
experimental operation precisely because of
this fact, that it assumes that the delineations
of context and its coherence are apparent and

it brings out those contradictions which only
appear when the scale is altered. This clarification
can also occur, incidentally, as Jacques Revel

has rightly observed, by enlarging the scale. The
choice of micro dimensions arose as a direct
result of the traditional preponderance of macro
contextual interpretation, in view of which it was
the only possible direction to take" Ibidem, p.107.

Labrousse.*® Labrousse's work introduced the new nomothetic approach
of serial history. This approach not only influenced Braudel, but also
dominated “second Annales" from the 1950s to the 1970s.*

Italian Microhistory and the Reinvention of the Short-term

Within the context of this emphasis on plural time, serial history, and
the methodological significance of the longue durée, | would like to turn
to the short term and particularly Italian microhistoria, associated with
such figures as Carlo Ginzburg, Giovanni Levi, Edoardo Grendi, and Carlo
Poni. Not a school or a systemic approach, what has come to be known
as microhistoria in Italy is described by one of its main practitioners as

a "community of style"® It developed as a response to serial history as
practiced by Fernand Braudel and the French Annales school, with which
it has maintained a complex relation even while following an independent
and, in a certain sense, opposite path of development.®’

Italian microhistory may be seen as an attempt at renewal in
response to what was seen as the ossification and exhaustion of serial
history in the 1970s. Central to the formation of the microhistorian's
project was their critical engagement with the Annales school, and
especially the conceptions evidence and documentary interpretation,
causality, and the construction of temporality that characterize the
practice of serial history. Through what Carlo Ginsburg refers to as a
process of “equalization of individuals,” serial history disregards particulars
and cognitively recognizes only what is homogenous and comparable.?

In the eyes of the microhistorians, such a procedure with its concern for
regularities implies, at least tacitly, a homogeneous conception of time
and causality that produces continuity between levels. Plural time could
be interpreted as a stable hierarchy where each temporality simply unfolds
on the axis formed by the one superior to it. In which case the whole
approach risks producing a functionalist account of historical change, a
history of structures and structural transformations.®

In response, Italian microhistorians have engaged a highly
experimental and, indeed, eclectic set of historiographical practices whose
common thread is a self-conscious reduction in the scale of observation.
They embrace the singular, the peculiar, the out of series, the anomalous,
and engage in close analysis of highly circumscribed phenomena such
as a village community, a group of families, or an individual person,
event, or object. However, their concern with reduction in scale is not a
preoccupation with the local and small-scale systems. As Giovanni Levi
writes, "... it becomes immediately obvious that even the apparently
minutest action of, say somebody going to buy a loaf of bread, actually
encompasses the far wider system of the whole world's grain markets."
Rather, reduction in scale is an experimental and analytical procedure
whose purpose is to reveal previously unobserved factors.®

Thus microhistorical practice entails intense methodological and
historiographical experimentation with the short-term, the local, and
the particular. It is as if the microhistorians are intentionally looking
through the wrong end of the telescope. The radical reversal of perspective
and reduction in scale illuminates otherwise undisclosed relations and
processes. Microhistory seeks to discover “the social context in which an
apparently anomalous or insignificant fact assumes meaning when the
hidden incoherences of an apparently unified order are revealed"*®
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"It seems to me that microhistory moves more
firmly towards the non-quantitative branches of
mathematics in order to furnish more realistic
and less mechanistic representations, thus
broadening the field of indeterminacy without
necessarily rejecting formalized elaborations”
(LEVI, Giovanni. On Microhistory... Op. Cit,, p.109,
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By analyzing the contradictions within prescriptive and an oppressive
normative systems, microhistory seeks a more realistic account of social
action. There is no automatic mechanism through which actors align
themselves with structural transformations and shifts. Rather, “all social
action is seen to be the result of an individual's constant negotiation,
manipulation, choices and decisions in the face of a normative reality,
which though pervasive, nevertheless offers many possibilities for
personal interpretations and freedoms"®® Individual and collective
strategies, choices, and negotiation are interpreted in close relation to
their contexts but cannot be reduced to them. Microhistorical approaches
are concerned with the exercise of relative freedom “beyond, though
not outside, the constraints of normative systems.*” This individualizing
perspective produces results that possess what Ginzburg describes as an
“unsuppressible speculative margin”*®

Conclusion: Ordering Historical Time

Within the interpretation that | am proposing, the results of microhistorical
research may be seen as the world historical individual. Each
microhistorical site or instance is necessarily different from the others and
none can be reduced to the general conditions. Such instances are spatially
and temporally dense, complex, and multifaceted points of convergence,
confluence and concentration of multiple temporalities. Here we may
perhaps see Braudel's rationale for wanting to encapsulate the event in

the complex and volatile structure of the short term. The microhistorians
have taken us far beyond the understanding of the event as simply a
temporal structure with a distinct beginning and end, which is interpreted
through narration. Rather, we may see in the work of the microhistorians
what Reinhardt Koselleck refers to as the contemporaneity of the
non-contemporaneous. This perspective leads to a radical redefinition

of “context." Rather than the external "background” against which the
short-term unfolds, the longue durée and conjoncture are actively present
as structuring agencies shaping constraints and possibilities.

Microanalysis thus gives access to the highly particular and local
conditions and environments in which agencies are formed and strategies
for social action are deployed. It allows us to contextualize acting subjects
at the intersection of multiple spatial and temporal levels and establish the
specific conditions and relations that form actors and actions. It thereby
gives specific content to Marx's dictum that men make history but only
such history as it is possible for them to make. But, with apologies to
Giovanni Levi and the microhistorians, the microhistorical is no more “real”
than other levels of spatial temporal analysis.*® It too is a reconstruction.
It is simply capable of greater degrees of complexity (at the expense of its
range of applicability) and is more adequate for certain problems.

The microhistorical project discloses the discontinuity and
heterogeneity that is necessarily a part of plural time. The microanalytical,
the temps courte, maintains its individuality. The results of fragmentary
and singular microhistorical analysis cannot automatically be transferred
to the more general structural spheres and vice versa. (Though they are
necessarily produced through one another.) If we were to stop here,
we would achieve the theoretical reconstruction of specific historical
complexes, the reproduction of the world historical individual as the
concentration of many determinations. Such historical reconstruction is
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necessarily a part of world historical social science - the concrete analysis
of the concrete situation as one twentieth-century thinker put it.

But particularization is not the point. Within the methodological
assumptions of world historical social science, of a world systems
perspective, we gain knowledge by the continual movement back and forth
between the general and the specific, the macro and the micro, repetition
and difference. What the microhistorians have yet to do is, in Braudel's
phrase, to turn the hour-glass over the second time, that is to say, to
reverse the methodological procedure and examine the longue durée and
structural time through the lens of the short-term, the local, the particular,
to do what Michael Zeuske calls microhistory as “world history from the
perspective of the individual"®

Such a procedure recalls Terence Hopkins' discussion of the ground
and figure movement. Reflecting on the methodological approach of
world-systems analysis, Hopkins writes:

| have in mind the figure-ground movement, where if one refocuses what was figure
becomes ground and when one refocuses again, what was ground becomes figure.
For us, the figure-ground movement seems to take place between social relations
and agencies of action, between role and relation. | think that the methodological
relation with which we work is that our acting units or agencies can only be
thought of as formed, and continually re-formed, by the relations between them.
Perversely, we often think of the relations as only going between the end points, the
units or acting agencies, as if the latter made the relations instead of the relations
making the units. Relations, generally, are our units and acting agencies are our
backgrounds. At certain points in conducting analysis, it is of course indispensable
to shift about and focus on acting agencies; but | think we too often forget what we
have done and fail to shift the focus back again.®

In contrast to Hopkins' world-system approach and other "structural”
histories, long-term structures are commonly treated as ground and
short-term structures and acting agencies are taken as figure. However,
differences in scale are methodological differences, not ontological
differences. Reversal of this treatment of the relationship between ground
and figure is both possible and necessary if we are to comprehend the
multi-layered and asymmetrical spatial-temporal relations forming units
and acting agencies. (Indeed, in these terms, we may think of Braudel's
innovation as just such a reversal - taking the longue durée as figure
rather than ground.) The microhistorical approach itself seems to hold open
such a possibility.®

Nonetheless, as Hopkins cautions, it is important not to reify
the units and agents and treat them outside of the relations through
which they are formed. Insofar as we view temporal units of observation
quantitatively, that is, as units of homogeneous time of varying duration,
such units are commensurate with one another and therefore comparable.
At the same time, we must keep in mind that there are qualitative
differences between such units. They are constituted differently and
embody different explanatory logics. Consequently, they cannot be simply
transposed or substituted for one another. Rather, we must take into
account both similarity and difference as we shift ground-figure relations
and continually move back and forth between different analytical levels
in order to grasp the complexly structured spatial-temporal relations
constituting the social historical world.®
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Such a reversal of procedure yields insight into the complex, highly
mediated, historically uneven character of world historical processes. They
reveal how structural and cyclical temporalities do not produce uniform
results, but local difference and global heterogeneity, even results that
run counter to the general trend. They are simultaneously unifying and
differentiating processes.

Turning the hour-glass the second time allows us to move back
to the world historical whole, reconstituting it through the complex
historical interrelation of phenomena. The perspective of the longue durée
and world historical analysis allows us to systematically move back and
forth between specific and general relations and, taking as our point
of renewed departure the concrete relation, the historical interrelation,
interdependence and mutual formation of specific complexes of relations
within the world historical whole. Here, methodological hierarchy does
not imply a causal hierarchy. There is no fixed causal structure. Such a
back and forth movement entails the manipulation of spatial and temporal
scales and the deployment diverse analytical and interpretive strategies
within the framework provided by the longue durée in relation to the
particular problem at hand.®* Such procedures entail a double movement.
They allow us to specify particular historical relations and processes in
time and space as we reconstitute the spatial temporal complexity of
the world historical whole. In this way we may reconstitute the world
economy as a concrete historical whole and, by incorporating unity and
world historically produced difference, reconstruct the highly mediated and
historically uneven relations of world historical processes as we live them.
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