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ABSTRACT

Fashion is a form of imitation and so of social equalization, but, paradoxically, in changing incessantly,
it differentiates one time from another and one social stratum from another. It unites those of a social
class and segregates them from others. The elite initiates a fashion and, when the mass imitates it in an
effort to obliterate the external distinctions of class, abandons it for a newer mode—a process that quickens
with the increase of wealth. Fashion does not exist in tribal and classless societies. It concerns externals
and superficialities where irrationality does no harm. It signalizes the lack of personal freedom; hence it
characterizes the female and the middle class, whose increased social freedom is matched by intense in-
dividual subjugation. Some forms are intrinsically more suited to the modifications of fashion than others:

the internal unity of the forms called “classic’’ makes them immune to change.

The general formula in accordance with
which we usually interpret the differing as-
pects of the individual as well as of the pub-
lic mind may be stated broadly as follows:
We recognize two antagonistic forces, tend-
encies, or characteristics, either of which, if
left unaffected, would approach infinity; and
it is by the mutual limitation of the two
forces that the characteristics of the individ-
ual and public mind result. We are con-
stantly seeking ultimate forces, fundamental
aspirations, some one of which controls our
entire conduct. But in no case do we find
any single force attaining a perfectly inde-
pendent expression, and we are thus obliged
to separate a majority of the factors and de-
termine the relative extent to which each
shall have representation. To do this we
must establish the degree of limitation exer-
cised by the counteraction of some other
force, as well as the influence exerted by the
latter upon the primitive force.

L I'nternational Quarterly (New York), X (Octo-

ber, 1904), 130-55. Reprinted by kind permission
of Dodd, Mead & Co.

Man has ever had a dualistic nature. This
fact, however, has had but little effect on the
uniformity of his conduct, and this uniform-
ity is usually the result of a number of ele-
ments. An action that results from less than
a majority of fundamental forces would ap-
pear barren and empty. Over an old Flemish
house there stands the mystical inscription,
“There is more within me’’; and this is the
formula according to which the first impres-
sion of an action is supplemented by a far-
reaching diversity of causes. Human life
cannot hope to develop a wealth of inex-
haustible possibilities until we come to rec-
ognize in every moment and content of ex-
istence a pair of forces, each one of which, in
striving to go beyond the initial point, has
resolved the infinity of the other by mutual
impingement into mere tension and desire.
While the explanation of some aspects of the
soul as the result of the action of two funda-
mental forces satisfies the theoretical in-
stinct, it furthermore adds a new charm to
the image of things, not only by tracing
distinctly the outlines of the fact, but also by
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interpreting the vague, often enigmatic,
realization that in the creation of the life of
the soul deeper forces, more unsolved ten-
sions, more comprehensive conflicts and con-
ciliations have been at work than their im-
mediate reality would lead one to suppose.

There seem to be two tendencies in the
individual soul as well as in society. All des-
ignations for this most general form of dual-
ism within us undoubtedly emanate from a
more or less individual example. This funda-
mental [131] form of life cannot be reached
by exact definition; we must rest content
with the separation of this primitive form
from a multitude of examples, which more
or less clearly reveal the really inexpressible
element of this duality of our soul. The
physiological basis of our being gives the
first hint, for we discover that human nature
requires motion and repose, receptiveness
and productivity—a masculine and a femi-
nine principle are united in every human
being. This type of duality applied to our
spiritual nature causes the latter to be
guided by the striving towards generaliza-
tion on the one hand, and on the other by
the desire to describe the single, special ele-
ment. Thus generalization gives rest to the
soul, whereas specialization permits it to
move from example to example; and the
same is true in the world of feeling. On the
one hand we seek peaceful surrender to men
and things, on the other an energetic activ-
ity with respect to both.

The whole history of society is reflected in
the striking conflicts, the compromises,
slowly won and quickly lost, between so-
cialistic adaptation to society and individual
departure from its demands. We have here
the provincial forms, as it were, of those
great antagonistic forces which represent the
foundations of our individual destiny, and in
which our outer as well as our inner life, our
intellectual as well as our spiritual being,
find the poles of their oscillations. Whether
these forces be expressed philosophically in
the contrast between cosmotheism and the
doctrine of inherent differentiation and sep-
arate existence of every cosmic element, or
whether they be ground in practical conflict
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representing socialism on the one hand or
individualism on the other, we have always
to deal with the same fundamental form of
duality which is manifested biologically in
the contrast between heredity and varia-
tion. Of these the former represents the idea
of generalization, of uniformity, of inactive
similarity of the forms and contents of life;
the latter stands for motion, for differentia-
tion of separate elements, producing the
restless changing of an individual life. The
essential forms of life in the history of our
race invariably show the effectiveness of the
two antagonistic principles. Each in its
sphere attempts to combine the interest in
duration, unity, and similarity with that in
change, specialization, and peculiarity. It
ecomes self-evident that there is no institu-
tion, no law, no estate of life, which can uni-
formly satisfy the full demands of the two
opposing principles. The only realization of
this condition possible for humanity finds
expression in constantly changing approxi-
mations, in ever retracted attempts and ever
revived hopes. It is this that constitutes the
whole wealth of our development, the whole
incentive to advancement, the possibility of
grasping a vast proportion of [132] all the
infinite combinations of the elements of hu-
man character, a proportion that is ap-
proaching the unlimited itself.

Within the social embodiments of these
contrasts, one side is generally maintained
by the psychological tendency towards imi-
tation. The charm of imitation in the first
place is to be found in the fact that it makes
possible an expedient test of power, which,
however, requires no great personal and cre-
ative application, but is displayed easily and
smoothly, because its content is a given
quantity. We might define it as the child of
thought and thoughtlessness. It affords the
pregnant possibility of continually extend-
ing the greatest creations of the human spir-
it, without the aid of the forces which were
originally the very condition of their birth.
Imitation, furthermore, gives to the individ-
ual the satisfaction of not standing alone in
his actions. Whenever we imitate, we trans-
fer not only the demand for creative activ-
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ity, but also the responsibility for the action
from ourselves to another. Thus the individ-
ual is freed from the worry of choosing and
appears simply as a creature of the group, as
a vessel of the social contents.

The tendency towards imitation charac-
terizes a stage of development in which the
desire for expedient personal activity is pres-
ent, but from which the capacity for possess-
ing the individual acquirements is absent. It
is interesting to note the exactness with
which children insist upon the repetition of
facts, how they constantly clamor for a
repetition of the same games and pastimes,
how they will object to the slightest varia-
tion in the telling of a story they have heard
twenty times. In this imitation and in exact
adaptation to the past the child first rises
above its momentary existence; the immedi-
ate content of life reaches into the past, it
expands the present for the child, likewise
for primitive man; and the pedantic exact-
ness of this adaptation to the given formula
need not be regarded offhand as a token of
poverty or narrowness. At this stage every
deviation from imitation of the given facts
breaks the connection which alone can now
unite the present with something that is
more than the present, something that tends
to expand existence as a mere creature of the
moment. The advance beyond this stage is
reflected in the circumstance that our
thoughts, actions, and feelings are deter-
mined by the future as well as by fixed, past,
and traditional factors: the teleological indi-
vidual represents the counterpole of the imi-
tative mortal. Thé imitator is the passive
individual, who believes in social similarity
and adapts himself to existing elements; the
teleological individual, on the other hand, is
ever experimenting, always restlessly striv-
ing, and he relies on his own personal convic-
tion.

Thus we see that imitation in all the in-
stances where it is a productive factor repre-
sents one of the fundamental tendencies of
our character, [133] namely, that which con-
tents itself with similarity, with uniformity,
with the adaptation of the special to the gen-
eral, and accentuates the constant element
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in change. Conversely, wherever prominence
is given to change, wherever individual dif-
ferentiation, independence, and relief from
generality are sought, there imitation is the
negative and obstructive principle. The
principle of adherence to given formulas, of
being and of acting like others, is irrecon-
cilably opposed to the striving to advance to
ever new and individual forms of life; for
this very reason social life represents a
battle-ground, of which every inch is stub-
bornly contested, and social institutions
may be looked upon as the peace-treaties, in
which the constant antagonism of both prin-
ciples has been reduced externally to a form
of codperation.

The vital conditions of fashion as a uni-
versal phenomenon in the history of our race
are circumscribed by these conceptions.
Fashion is the imitation of a given example
and satisfies the demand for social adapta-
tion; it leads the individual upon the road
which all travel, it furnishes a general condi-
tion, which resolves the conduct of every
individual into a mere example. At the same
time it satisfies in no less degree the need of
differentiation, the tendency towards dis-
similarity, the desire for change and con-
trast, on the one hand by a constant change
of contents, which gives to the fashion of to-
day an individual stamp as opposed to that
of yesterday and of to-morrow, on the other
hand because fashions differ for different
classes—the fashions of the upper stratum
of society are never identical with those of
the lower; in fact, they are abandoned by the
former as soon as the latter prepares to ap-
propriate them. Thus fashion represents
nothing more than one of the many forms of
life by the aid of which we seek to combine
in uniform spheres of activity the tendency
towards social equalization with the desire
for individual differentiation and change.
Every phase of the conflicting pair strives
visibly beyond the degree of satisfaction
that any fashion offers to an absolute con-
trol of the sphere of life in question. If we
should study the history of fashions (which
hitherto have been examined only from the
view-point of the development of their con-



