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142 SUICIDE

more readily transmissible by contagion than suicide, yet we have
just seen that this contagiousness has no social effects. If imitation
is so much without social influence in this case, it cannot have more
in others; the virtues ascribed to it are therefore imaginary. Within
a narrow circle it may well occasion the repetition of a single thought
or action, but never are its repercussions sufficiently deep or exten-
sive to reach and modify the heart of society. Thanks to the almost
unanimous and generally ancient predominance of collective states,
they are far too resistant to be offset by an individual innovation.
How cculd an individual, who is nothing more than an individual,?
be strong enough to mould society to his image? If we were not still
reduced to conceiving of the social world almost as crudely as the
primitive does the physical world; if, regardless of all scientific
induction, we were not still reduced at least tacitly and unconsciously
to admitting that social phenomena are not proportionate to their
causes, we would not even pause to consider a conception which,
though of biblical simplicity, is at the same time in flagrant contra-
diction to the fundamental principles of thought. We no longer
believe that zoological species are only individual variations heredi-
tarily transmitted; 2¢ it is equally inadmissible that a social fact is
merely a generalized individual fact. But most untenable of all is
the idea that this generalization may be due to some blind contagion
or other. We should even be amazed at the continuing necessity of
discussing an hypothesis which, aside from the serious objections it
suggests, has never even begun to receive experimental proof. For
it has never been shown that imitation can account for a definite
order of social facts and, even less, that it alone can account for
them. The proposition has merely been stated as an aphorism, resting
on vaguely metaphysical considerations. But sociology can only claim
to be treated as a science when those who pursue it are forbidden
to dogmatize in this fashion, so patently eluding the regular require-
ments of proof.

25 By this, we mean an individual stripped of all power possibly acquired by col-
lective confidence or admiration. Clearly, a functionaty or a popular man embodies
not merely his individually inherited powers but social powers resulting from the
collective sentiments of which they are the object, which give him influence over
the progress of society. But only in so far as he is more than an individual does
he possess this influence.

26 See Delage, La structure du protoplasme et les théories de I'hérédité, Paris,
1895, p. 813 ff.
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