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FORM, METAPHYSICAL, IN ANCIENT AND MEDIEVAL THOUGHT

FILM. See Cinema.

FORM, METAPHYSICAL, IN ANCIENT AND
MEDIEVAL THOUGHT. The metaphysical notion of
Jorm (eidos, morphe, Gr.; idea, forma, species, Lat.), as it emerged
in the works of Plato, must be carefully distinguished from the
everyday notion from which it derived, namely, the shape or
outer appearance of a thing as it presents itself to the eyes. The
outer appearance of a mannequin, for instance, may be decep-
tively similar to that of a human being, yet, the form in the
philosophical sense would be radically different for the two.
The form of the thing in the philosophical sense is what deter-
mines the kind of thing it is, and so the kinds of properties it
can or cannot have, and the kinds of things it can or cannot

do or suffer. The mannequin, being a lifeless artifact, obviously -

cannot perform the characteristic operations any human being
naturally can (unless prevented by some circumstance), such as
walking, talking, begetting or giving birth to human offspring,
and so forth. Therefore, 2 human being and 2 mannequin must
have different forms. But does it follow that two individual hu-
man beings must have the same form? Two individual human
beings are equally humans, and as such they equally have the
same sort of characteristic operations and abilities. However, no
two human beings have numerically the same operations and
abilities. This author’s activity of writing this article is not any-
body else’s activity, although another human being could per-
form exactly the same sort of activity. Still, the author’s activity
and the other person’s activity are two, hence numerically dis-
tinct, activities, even if they are of the same sorz. In the same
way, the form on account of which the author has the ability
to perform this activity is not numerically the same as the form
on account of which another person would be able to perform
the same sort of activity. So, there must be some numerically

distinct individualized forms, namely, forms that individually *

determine one’s essential abilities.

Forms as Universal Exemplars in Plato

Still, these individualized forms, which Plato (c. 428-348
or 347 B.C.E.) briefly recognizes in his Phaedo (102d-103¢),
are not what he would call Forms or Ideas in his Theory of
Forms. Plato’s Forms are rather the universal exemplars af-
ter which individualized forms are modeled. Consider, for
example, any geometrical shape, say, a sphere. Any spheri-
cal thing, such as a pearl, is spherical on account of its own
spherical shape (its individualized shape), but all pearls (and
all billiard balls, bowling balls, etc.) are spherical because
they all have the same sorz of shape, as if each were just a
copy or imitation of a common, universal model, the Form
of Sphere, or Sphericity itself. To be sure, different spheri-
cal things may realize their common Form differently, say,
with different diameters, and with different sorts of imper-
fections, but insofar as they all realize the same Form, they
all constitute the same sort of objects. Indeed, imitating or
participating in the same Form is precisely what Plato would
take to be the reason why distinct particulars of the same
kind belong to the same kind.
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But how does one know about these Forms? In his Phaedo
(73c.—75c.), Plato presents an interesting argument to show
that the ability to recognize things as more or less perfect re-
alizations of their exemplars entails people’s souls’ prenatal ac-
quaintance with these exemplars. The gist of the argument can
be restated as follows. Whenever one sees things that are more
or less equal, the ability to recognize them as such and to judge
them as being more or less perfectly equal presupposes the ac-
quaintance with absolute, perfect Equality, the Form that all
imperfectly equal things are trying to imitate with their im-
perfect equality. For how else would one know that an equal
pair of sticks is not perfectly equal? But perfect equality can
certainly never be met in one’s sensory experiences. So, this
acquaintance with Equality itself cannot be obtained from sen-
sory experience. However, experiences begin with birth. There-
fore, people must have their acquaintance with Equality from
a prenatal form of existence, from before their souls entered

their bodies at birth.

This little piece of reasoning contains all major elements of
Plato’s philosophical theory in a nutshell. Metaphysically, Forms
are the independently existing perfect, universal standards for
the perfection of any thing of any given kind. In epistemology,
Forms are the source of the possibility of true universal knowl-
edge: by recollecting one’s knowledge of their universal exem-
plar, one has universal knowledge of all particulars that share in
the same Form. Finally, in moral and political theory, the realm
of Forms is that domain of pure perfection where immortal hu-
man souls belong by nature; therefore, one’s task in this life is
to prepare the soul for its safe return by living one’s life ac-
cording to the standards of perfection set by the Forms.

That the “naive” Theory of Forms (as presented here) is in-
consistent was recognized already by Plato in his Parmenides,
where can be found the first formulation of the famous Third
Man argument (132a-b), proving the inconsistency of the theory.

Consider the Form of Humanity. According to the theory,
each human belongs to this species by participating in one and
the same Form. But the Form itself is perfectly human, so it
also belongs to the species of humans. Therefore, it should also
pertain to this species by participating in the Form of Hu-
manity. However, it cannot participate in itself, for what par-
ticipates is inferior to what it participates in, and nothing can
be inferior to itself. So, there has to be another Form of Hu-
manity, which itself would also have to be human, that is, there
would have to be a Third Man, besides the particular humans,
and the first Form of Humanity. Indeed, the same reasoning
could be repeated, yielding an infinite series of Forms for the
species of humans. However, the theory also claims that for a
species of particulars there is only a single Form in which they
all participate, which is inconsistent with the infinity of Forms
also implied by the claims of the theory. Therefore, the the-
ory cannot be true as stated.

Individualized Forms in Aristotle

Moved by this and a number of other arguments, Aristotle
(384-322 B.C.E.) famously rejected Plato’s Forms. Hence the
adage attributed to Aristotle, usually quoted in Latin: amicus
Plato sed magis amica veritas—I love Plato, but I love the truth
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even more. Aristotle did not abandon, however, what has been
called above the individualized forms of things. For Aristotle,
it is these forms that individually determine each thing’s na-
ture, sorting them into their natural kinds, reflected in the
Aristotelian system of categories.

Individualized forms are either substantial or accidental.
Substantial forms are what account for the individual exis-
tence of substances, the independently existing individuals
that are not properties of other individuals, such as this man.
Accidental forms (or briefly, accidents) are the individualized
properties of substances, such as the height or color of this
man. Individual substances and accidents are classified in the
system of categories into their universal kinds, their species
and genera.

But how can individuals have universal knowledge con-
cerning all individuals of the same species and genera if they
cannot have the direct acquaintance with their universal ex-
emplars presumed by Plato? Aristotle’s answer is his zheory of
abstraction. In his view, the human intellect is not a merely pas-
sive recipient of “ready-made” universal information obtainable
from the universal exemplars of particulars, but it is capable of
actively extracting this universal information from the experi-
ence of several particulars by separating what is common to all
and disregarding what is peculiar to each. The human soul, the
individualized substantial form of a human body, uniquely has
this ability among other living bodies, through the so-called ac-

, tive intellect (nous poietikos, Gr.; intellectus agens, Lat.). This

unique ability of the human soul ranks it the highest in per-
fection among all material forms, linking it to the realm of
immaterial forms or separate substances. In fact, some commen-
tators of Aristotle, such as Averroés (Ibn Rushd; 1126-1198),
interpreted Aristotle as claiming that the active intellect itself
is such a separate substance. Other, more perfect separate
substances are the movers of celestial spheres that by the light
of the celestial bodies they hold provide the influx of energy
required for the activity of the natural agents on earth (mixing
the four elements, and sustaining the generation and corrup-
tion of living things). However, Aristotle argues that it is
impossible to go in the series of ever more perfect movers moved
by even more perfect ones to infinity. So, ultimately all are
moved by a first unmoved mover, the Prime Mover, which is
therefore the source of the activity of everything else.

Forms as Divine Ideas in St. Augustine

The next important step in the development of the notion form
was provided by St. Augustine of Hippo’s (354~430) Neopla-
tonic Christian conception. For Augustine, Forms are univer-
sal exemplars, just as they are for Plato, but they are not Plato’s
mind-independent models of various species, for they are the
archetypes of creation in the Divine Mind. The Divine Ideas
are the models for creatures in the eternal thought of God.
Therefore, Augustine argues, a moment of understanding some
eternal truth is but a glimpse into divine thought granted to
humans by God in an act of illumination. Augustine’s con-
ception powerfully combined Christian teaching with elements
of Platonic philosophy, but it raised a number of new ques-
tions. Especially, in epistemology, it raised the issue of why a
natural capacity of the human mind, namely, the understand-
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ing of “secular” eternal truths, say, in logic or mathematics,
should be regarded as directly dependent on divine grace.

The Syncretic Theory of Forms

of St. Thomas Aquinas

This question, and many others, received a balanced “natural-
istic” answer in the Aristotelian Christian synthesis of St
Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224-1274), reconciling Christian reli-
gious doctrine and important elements of the Neoplatonic tra-
dition with Aristotelian philosophy. For Aquinas, divine grace
does not work against nature (even if it could), but through na-
ture: gratia non tollit naturam, sed perficit—grace does not de-
stroy nature, but perfects it (2SN, d. 9, q. 1, obj. 8; ST1, q. 1,
a. 8, resp. 2.). Therefore, the divine light of Augustinian illu-
mination for Aquinas becomes the same as the Aristotelian ac-
tive intellect, which (pace Averroés) is not a separate substance,
but a natural, although immaterial, power of the human soul.
The soul itself is the Aristotelian substantial form of the human
body, which, however, on account of its immaterial power, is
naturally capable of surviving the death of 2 human person, to
be supernaturally resurrected in the same body by God. The hu-
man soul thus straddles the ontological divide between mater-
ial and immaterial, having access to both. The natural world of
material substances, each having its natural powers on account
of its characteristic substantial form, but all in need of a con-
stant influx of energy for its natural operation, is kept in mo-
tion by the movement of heavenly spheres, in accordance with
the laws of Aristotelian physics. These in turn are moved by
their immaterial movers, Aristotle’s subsistent forms or separate
substances, which Aquinas further identifies with biblical angels.
But even these immaterial forms are not pure actuality or en-
ergy (actualitas, Lat.; energeia, Gr.). Therefore, they owe their
activity as well as their actual being to the Aristotelian Prime
Mover, the first cause of all causes, which for Aquinas is also
the creator of the universe, both material and immaterial,
namely, the Judeo-Christian God, the subsistent form that is
pure energy or actuality, that is, nothing but pure being; He
Who Is (ST1, q. 13, a. 11; Exodus 3:14).

See also Aristotelianism; Platonism.
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Gyula Klima

FORMALISM. Formalism in literary studies was not
merely about formal elements of literature, though it stressed
the importance of studying form. In fact, it proclaimed the
unity of form and content by emphasizing that in a literary
work the former cannot propetly be understood when sepa-
rated from the latter and vice versa. At the same time, for-
malism stressed the need to view literature as an autonomous
verbal art, one that is oriented toward itself. Thus, formalism
addressed the language of literature and established the basis
for the origins and development of structuralism in literary
studies.

Origins

As a movement in literary studies and a school of literary the-
ory and analysis, formalism emerged in Russia and Poland dur-
ing the 1910s. In Russia its official beginning was marked by
an establishment of two organizations: the Moscow Linguis-
tic Circle, founded in 1915 by such linguists of Moscow
University as Roman Jakobson, Grigory Vinokur, and Petr
Bogatyrev; and the Society for the Study of Poetic Language
(or OPOYAZ, an acronym for the group’s name in Russian),
founded in 1916 in Petrograd (later Leningrad and then St.
Petersburg—the city’s original name) by literary scholars such
as Osip Brik, Boris Eikhenbaum, and Viktor Shklovsky, as well
as the linguist Lev Yakubinsky. A few years later the latter
group was joined by the literary theorists Boris Tomashevsky
and Yury Tynianov, along with some other scholars from the
Petrograd State Institute of Art History.

In Poland the beginning of formalist ideas dates back to as
early as the period 1911 to 1914, when Kazimierz Wéycicki,
the founder of Polish formalism, wrote his first works on lit-
erary scholarship. Yet despite its early indigenous beginnings,
formalism in Poland had to wait until the mid-1930s to take
concrete shape as the Polish Formalist School, which had two
centers: Warsaw and Wilno (present-day Vilnius, Lithuania).
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Highly indebted to Russian formalism, which by 1930 had al-
ready been suppressed by Stalinist pressures, the school was
formed by Manfred Kridl, who integrated the movement by
drawing together his own students from the University of
Wilno, notably Maria Renata Mayenowa, Maria Rzeuska, and
Crestaw Zgorzelski, and some other students from the Uni-
versity of Warsaw, including Kazmierz Budzyk, Dawid
Hopensztand, and Franciszek Siedlecki.

Autonomy and “Science” of Literature

Formalism emerged as a reaction against the methods of liter-
ary scholarship of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. It countered the study of literature that took an exclusive
approach in which the content and ideas of literary works were
embraced as faithful reflections of social and political reality.
Thus formalism rejected the study of literature’s background,
its external conditions, its social and national tasks, and the
psychology and biography of the author; instead, it proposed
a focus on the literary work itself and a scudy of its constituent,
that is, formal, components. This led to an insistence on the
autonomy of both imaginative literature and of literary schol-
arship. Under formalism, works of literature were to be ap-
proached as artistic phenomena independent of any social,
historical, ideological, or psychological circumstances. This
isolation of literature from its external conditions entailed ef-
forts to systematize and define literary scholarship. Indeed, the
formalists” true concern was to reform literary study and make
it a more scientific discipline. They attempted a “science” of
literature by defining what the real subject of literary study is
and by establishing its own methods of inquiry.

Literariness and Device

According to formalism, the background of literature and other
extraliterary phenomena do not belong to literary scholarship.
The proper subject matter of the discipline is not even litera-
ture itself but a phenomenon that Jakobson, in his work
Noveishaya russkaya poeziya (1921; Recent Russian poetry),
called literaturnost’ (literariness). He declared that it is liter-
ariness that makes a given work a literary work. In other words,
literariness is a feature that distinguishes licerature from other
human creations and is made of certain artistic techniques, or
devices (priemy), employed in literary works. These devices be-
came the primary object of the formalists’ analyses and, as con-
crete structural components of the works of literature, were
essential in determining the status of literary study as a science.

One of the most important devices with which the for-
malists dealt was the device of “defamiliarization” (ostranente).
As described by Shklovsky in “Iskusstvo kak priem” (1917; Art
as device), defamiliarization, a typical device of all literature
and art, serves to present a familiar phenomenon in an un-
common fashion for the purpose of a renewed and prolonged
(the device of retardation) aesthetic perception. This kind of
perception is an aim of art.

The notion of device was very seminal, as it helped the for-
malists do away with the traditional division of literature into
form and content. They claimed that form and content are in-
separable and that they constitute one unity. In place of form
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