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The Aesthetic Character of Form

Bernard Freydberg. Provocative Form in Plato, Kant, Nietzsche (and Others).
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Bernard Freydberg’s book Provocative Form in Plato, Kant, Nietzsche (and
Others) is an engagement with the provocation and wonder in which
philosophy is said to begin. At the same time, this is a book about
the morti� cations of soul that smother provocation and do away with
wonder. As Freydberg suggests, wonder provokes the diVerent kinds
of experience we � nd preserved in art, literature, and philosophy, but
this very experience has a way of distorting its own origins and con-
cealing its source. Philosophy in particular has distorted its provoca-
tions into dual categories of intelligible form, e.g., shape and structure,
and sensible content. Thinking along with one of the guiding insights
of twentieth-century Continental philosophy, Freydberg draws the sen-
sible/intelligible distinction back to its origin in situated human expe-
rience. But also challenging some of the most noteworthy � gures in
the tradition of Continental philosophy, such as Edmund Husserl,
Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida, Freydberg argues that the
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importance of form has been overlooked in the eVort to free philoso-
phy from its reliance on formal truth. Provocative Form is at once a
retrieval of the provocations that challenge the sensible/intelligible dis-
tinction, but it is also a rehabilitation of the role that form plays in
the experience of provocation. Freydberg’s book is an important con-
tribution to our understanding of the history of philosophy and also
twentieth-century Continental thought, and it is a book written from
a perspective of expansive and expert knowledge of the Western philo-
sophical tradition.

In the course of his analysis, Freydberg examines particular texts in
which the intelligibility of the world is directly engaged, such as Plato’s
Republic and Timaeus, Kant’s three Critiques, Schelling’s essay on human
freedom, and Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. These texts present them-
selves as a locus of interest precisely because they are most rigorously
respectful of form, intelligibility, and the intelligible form that seems
to manifest itself in the world. Freydberg argues that the stable truth
of intelligibility is not self-suYcient, as it claims to be, but is only ade-
quately grasped against the background of a darker, more unsettling
experience of gap, disruption, and provocation. In the moment of cre-
ative uncertainty average experience opens onto the spheres of art and
myth, and it is only because the world manifests itself as intelligible
in the disruption of intelligibility that our creative response becomes possible.

Provocative Form breaks down into three main parts. Each part pre-
sents certain representative “standard” works from the philosophical
tradition. These are works in which the basic characteristic of Western
philosophy presents itself most clearly as the eVort to give a stable
analysis of the intelligible structures of sense experience. Each part
then turns toward speci� c texts within the tradition that risk a more
eccentric approach to the question of form. Freydberg calls these texts
the “by-ways” in the history of philosophy, that is, the texts that veered
oV the standard path. The � rst part of Freydberg’s book deals with
selected dialogues of Plato and elements of Aristotle’s Physics and Meta-
physics. The by-way comes from the middle sections of Plato’s Timaeus.
In the second part of the book, the standard texts are Immanuel Kant’s
three Critiques, and the by-way is provided by F. W. J. Schelling’s
Philosophical Investigations into the Essence of Human Freedom and the Objects
Connected Together with It. In the third part of the book, Freydberg pri-
marily addresses the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin
Heidegger, whose work fundamentally challenges the sensible/intelli-
gible distinction � rst established by Plato and later characterized Western
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thinking. Nietzsche and Heidegger are in no sense “standard” texts;
they are already engaged in the by-ways of philosophy. Thus in this
third section of the book there is no standard path, and the by-way
in this section is Freydberg’s own eVort to radicalize Nietzsche and
Heidegger by respecting the role played by form in provocation.

Freydberg begins by tracing the standard philosophical interpreta-
tion of form back to Plato’s divided line where form is located on the
intelligible side of the sensible/intelligible distinction. As Freydberg
frames the problem, the Platonic division between intelligible and sen-
sible being has characterized Western philosophy throughout its his-
tory, but in fact Plato’s foundational formulation of the distinction is
not as stable as the tradition has taken it to be. The line dividing truth
from images is itself a mathematical image, as John Sallis notes, and
furthermore, the divided line cannot be drawn to speci� cations. It is
an image of intelligibility that contains the seeds of its own collapse,
and it is this strange character of the divided line that most provokes
thought and propels the soul down a path of education. Freydberg
proposes that the gaps operative in the account of the divided line
show that the line is inseparable from its context of presentation, where
its limitations oVer themselves to be supplemented, questioned, and
understood from the initiative of the attentive reader. The image of
the line thus demands to be read within the broader context of the
Republic and the developing conversation between Glaucon, Adeimantus,
and Socrates. The point Freydberg makes in this section of his book is
that the philosophical eVort to make the transition from common opin-
ion to pure thought is a transition beyond the image of the line and
its limitations, but it is also an education in the necessary role played
by images in the � guration of philosophical thinking in general.

As Freydberg indicates, a doctrine correlative to the divided line
seems to be given in the Phaedo, where philosophical education is pre-
sented as practice in dying, and death itself is presented as the point
at which the soul can separate itself from the distortions and confu-
sion it inherits from the body. Freydberg responds by pointing out that
in the Phaedo, death is something that must be addressed from the
stance of the living, embodied soul, who can discuss death only because
death characterizes embodied experience. As Freydberg notes, the con-
dition of the soul after death is presented in the Phaedo in a hypo-
thetical mode: “if the soul is separate from the body. . . .” Careful
attention to the text shows that intelligible forms are only questioned
from within the limitations proper to human experience. In both the
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Republic and the Phaedo, Freydberg claims, the notion of separate forms
is oVered in response to the experience of provocative form, namely,
as a way of holding fast what solicits and yet refuses thought.

Freydberg points out that for Socrates the forms are always approached
in the mode of questioning. Socrates’ “second sailing” in lñgow, as
described in the Phaedo, is necessary precisely because form is inti-
mately and inextricably tied to appearance. Our sense of the forms is
opened up through questioning appearance, and appearances are nec-
essary even in those images intended to map out intelligibility and
determine the place of formal reality. For example, the images of the
Good that Socrates presents in the Republic are “second best” only in
the sense that the path of truth is always tied to appearance and image.
The path that is aware of its own limitations and heedful of its sec-
ondary rank is indeed the best path. The challenge is then to remain
rigorously alert to our limitations as we proceed philosophically from
the position of embodiment. According to Freydberg, poetry is the
medium in which the engagement with the limits of appearance and
image can occur, for poetry � rmly roots itself in the visible and points
beyond it. Poetry opens up the place in which philosophy can begin
because poetry uses the texture of the sensible to disclose intelligibil-
ity, which thus continues to be an intelligibility of the world belong-
ing to the world. Freydberg’s stance is that a centuries-long in� ation
of reason in philosophy has simply mistaken intelligible form as pri-
mary, and he claims that philosophy has become in large part an eVort
to guard against those very experiences that make it possible.

Freydberg addresses these issues in his brilliant treatment of the
Timaeus. He takes the Timaeus to be one of those privileged places in
which philosophy’s debt to myth is most vibrantly acknowledged and
celebrated. Timaeus’ � rst distinction between that which always is,
grasped by intellect, and that which becomes, grasped by opinion, is
painstakingly traced out as it collapses and gives way to a new and
more originary discourse. In Timaeus’ “natural beginning,” the cos-
mos is described as an image of an original, and as such it can only
be captured in “a likely account,” which indicates that the account
itself is implicated in the essential obscurity of the matter at hand.
Finally, in the context of Timaeus’ treatment of the chora, Freydberg
outlines the work performed by a “form” that is other than the forms.
The chora is “anti-form.” It allows things to be seen from themselves,
so it does work similar to that of the forms, but does no forming of
its own and provides no way of seeing. If it does any work at all, as
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Timaeus says, it would be to “shake” things into their gathering and
dispersion. The absence of clarity in which the “likely account” is pro-
posed re� ects this obscure work performed by the chora. Freydberg
shows how attentiveness to the limits of knowledge and experience
slowly begins to reveal perforations of the visible and discloses the chora
in its occurrence.

Freydberg’s turn toward Kant in the second section of his book
brings out the power of the three Critiques and provides points of access
to the force of Kant’s revolutionary work. According to Freydberg’s
interpretation, provocative form appears in Kant as “thick form,” in
contrast with the form of the understanding and its categories. The
categories determine experience and organize it, but their power rests
on the imagination and the imagination’s synthesizing activity. The
by-way to the Kantian project is provided by Schelling, who draws
the heterogeneous Kantian spheres of spontaneity (in understanding)
and receptivity (in intuition) back into the obscurity of the imagina-
tion’s synthesizing activity. Freed from human subjectivity and from
the sensible/intelligible distinction, Schelling allows Kantian form to
present itself more openly from its aesthetic roots in which “rational-
ism” and the critique of reason � rst emerge. Schelling responds to the
drive toward systematic unity in Kantian philosophy by giving up hope
that it can be achieved, even in principle, and turns instead to the
tension between contradiction and compatibility in what Schelling calls
the “liveliest sense of freedom” (Schelling, Freedom Essay, quoted in
Freydberg, p. 109). Schelling locates this tension at the level of judg-
ment. On the one hand, the classical law of identity holds that in
judgment, some predicate contained in the subject is to be correctly
represented. On the other hand, the law of suYcient reason under-
scores the diVerence between subject and predicate, allowing them to
stand apart as two distinct moments. As Freydberg says, the copula is
expresses not only a certain relation but also a diVerence, and the cop-
ula brings this identity-in-diVerence into being in the mode of repre-
sentation. From this focus on the force of representation (Darstellung),
Schelling embraces the representative power of mèyow and shows that
even the notion of a system is an image working in service of life.
System is, itself, only accessible through the living play of images,
which is to say that philosophy is accessed ultimately through myth.

Freydberg turns then, in the third part of the book, to Nietzsche
and the Nietzschean engagement with the life-principle through which
human activity becomes over� owing and super-abundant. Nietzsche’s
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concerns turn again and again toward the possibility of genuine engage-
ment with the future, which places the demand on history, philoso-
phy, and poetry to turn themselves toward the possibilities and risks
of life. Freydberg takes up Nietzsche’s emphasis on the free play of
creativity in the Apollinian and Dionysian principles of art in The Birth
of Tragedy. Intelligible form is allied with the Apollinian principle of
individuation and secure boundaries, which are challenged by the
Dionysian principle of excess and upsurge. Apollinian form only oper-
ates in the context of being challenged, transgressed, and opened to
radical interrogation by the “anti-form” of the Dionysian. The mad-
dening, Dionysian possibilities that threaten the Apollinian security with
its own destruction also give the Apollinian its sustaining nourishment.
Like the shaking of the chora and the dark, abyssal character of free-
dom in Schelling, the Dionysian unsettles what it brings to life. It may
be safe to say, in support of Freydberg, that these provocations to
which Apollinian security is subject are distant echoes of Socrates and
the philosophical practice for which Socrates was put to death; that is
to say, Socrates’ goading and stinging and shaking of Athens is like
an upsurge of the Dionysian within the secure limits of the city.
Extending Freydberg’s criticism of the mainstream tradition of philos-
ophy, perhaps we could say that the sensible/intelligible distinction
maintains its own privilege by doing violence to provocative form, just
as the Athenians did violence to Socrates.

In summary, “provocative form” in Bernard Freydberg’s book names
the experience of gapping breakdown and creative, living possibility
that would be constantly suggesting itself but for the fact that it is
smothered by the desire for a stable truth. Philosophy has long been
engaged with provocative form, but it has also long served the aims
of rational self-possession. These two drives have struggled against one
another and existed side by side, in harmony and con� ict. As Freydberg
has shown in his engagement with principal texts in the history of the
Western philosophical tradition, intelligible form loses itself in the eVort
to gain a � nal and secure hold of its own identity. With his turn
toward the � ssures and cracks of philosophical systems, Freydberg
recaptures the primacy of self-showing and aesthetic phenomena to
which the experience of form is tied. Freydberg’s book successfully cul-
tivates an attunement to certain of those moments in which human
experience becomes open and philosophically alive.

If there is one point in particular that could be developed further
in Freydberg’s book, it would be the claim that Nietzsche has gone
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further than Heidegger in his discussion of form and its provocations.
The claim is not that Heidegger places no emphasis on the provoca-
tive power of phenomena; indeed, Heidegger clari� es in the Introduction
to Being and Time the necessary role played by phenomena in relation
to the account (lñgow) given of them; and in his later work on poetry,
Heidegger grants words a formative power of provocation. Freydberg’s
claim is that Heidegger undervalued the role and importance of form in
these originary provocations. Nietzsche, by contrast, fully acknowledges
form in music, dance, and the play of images on which philosophy is
based. The question is then raised as to the character of words and
accounts. What prevents words from creating the play of images and
the dance that Freydberg values in Nietzsche’s philosophy? It would
be helpful to know more about “pre-linguistic” play. Even at the level
of the most formal discourse, as we might � nd in Plato’s Parmenides,
or other places where it seems that words create the context in which
they can be properly heard and understood, there is a playful char-
acter of language that opens possibility precisely by clearing away the
obstruction of de� nite intelligibility. This is not because the play of
words is inde� nite—to the contrary, because words are a privileged
locus of intelligibility, they are a privileged site of form’s provocative
unfolding. With respect to some of Freydberg’s conclusions regarding
twentieth-century Continental philosophy, it would be very helpful to
develop the distinction between word, image, body, and movement.

On the whole, Freydberg’s book Provocative Form is an excellent exam-
ination of certain of the texts in the history of Western philosophy
that have most opened that tradition to its own nourishing provoca-
tions. Freydberg has unmistakable insight into the texts he is handling,
and he moves gracefully through the texts, showing a kind of atten-
tion to detail born of careful work and valuable experience. Provocative
Form should be read as the beginning of a conversation about form
in the tradition of Western philosophy, but it should also be heard as
an invitation to the joys of attentive receptivity across a broad range
of human experience.
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