
LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD 

 
 

 

 

 

Shelley and Literary Mediation, Aesthetic Reasoning 

Frankenstein and the “Modern Prometheus” 

 

 

 

Whitman, Religious Democracy, Perfect Individualism 

Wallace Stevens: Imagination and Reality  



SCHILLER & WHITMAN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
          ABUSE OF REASON  CONTRADICTIONS OF DEMOCRACY 
            Aesthetic Education            American Democracy 
       develop “aesthetic character”       develop “religious democracy” 
 
          Context: French Revolution                         Context: Civil War 
 

“Failure of Imagination” 
 
 Reason/knowldg. alone is enough   Unbelief, imperfect individualism 



WHITMAN: THE IDEA OF DEMOCRACY 

 

“SINE-QUA-NON” OF DEMOCRACY 
 

1. General problem: we don’t actually understand 
democracy, much less freedom; furthermore, we have 

not created THE CONDITIONS without which democracy 

cannot develop or sustain itself 

 

2. Specific problems: our notions of SELF or individual(ism); 

lack of democratic arts, esp. literature; lack of BELIEF in 

the IDEA of democracy 

 

3. The needful: Understand democracy as an AESTHETIC 

IDEA, and the problem of democracy as, ultimately, a 

cultural-spiritual one; form a democratic 

personality/selfhood (“perfect” individualism) 



KANT’S “AESTHETIC IDEAS” 
 

INTUITIONS, CONCEPTS,  IDEAS 
1. Concepts can only be of intuitions (perceptions of 

things) 

2. Ideas are relational, they do not correspond to 

intuitions (objects of sense) 

3. Rational Ideas are thoughts that cannot be 

exemplified in experience or imagination (Kant: God, 

Freedom, Immortality) 

4. Aesthetic ideas are “[representations] of the 

imagination that occasions much thinking, though 

without it being possible for any determinate thought, 

i.e., concept, to be adequate to [them]” 

 

Ex. love, empathy, justice, … DEMOCRACY 



FEUDAL VS. MODERN CULTURE 
 

 

 

 

     <<< Feudal & Old 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Democratic & Modern >>> 



WHITMAN FOLLOWS MARY, NOT PERCY 

 

DEMOCRACY: NOT AN ELITE CLASS, BUT ELITE READERS 
 

“Books are to be call’d for, and supplied, on the assumption that 
the process of reading is not a half-sleep, but, in highest sense, an 

exercise, a gymnast’s struggle; that the reader is to do something 
for himself, must be on the alert, must himself or herself construct 

indeed the poem, argument, history, metaphysical essay—the text 

furnishing the hints, the clue, the start or frame-work. Not the book 

needs so much to be the complete thing, but the reader of the 

book does. That were to make a nation of supple and athletic 

minds, well-train’d, intuitive, used to depend on themselves, and 

not on a few coteries of writers” (121) 

 
Here the poet/artist  is not false “imitator” (Plato, et. al.), “legislator” 
(Percy), or simply affective inspirer (20thC layperson), but educator 

(as in educing, not instruction); the artwork is NOT COMPLETE – it 

calls for imaginative work (aesthetic reasoning). 



QUIZ 8: WHITMAN 


