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ABSTRACT
Croce's Estetica of 1902 immediately attracted attention in the United States, and he remained
central to American discussion in aesthetics until the later 1960s. He won some able partisans,
but he was widely misunderstood, even labeled an apostle of excess, license, and debauchery.
Still, Croce remained a familiar figure well into the 1960s. Most observers granted the enduring
importance of his contributions, but by the early 1950s he was attracting more plausible criticism.
Most damaging was the charge that he propounded an essentialist aesthetics, claiming to specify
the essence of art, thereby restricting what cannot, in fact, be restricted. However, such criticisms
were often simplistic and one-sided, taking themes out of the wider context of Croce's historicist
cuttural program. Although periodic calls for reassessment followed his eclipse in the later 1960s,

a single-minded focus on Croce’s aesthetics has proven deleterious to his fortunes in America.
_Contributo ricevuto '8/06/202 1. Sottoposto a peer review, accettato il 4/02/2022.

roce’s Estetica of 1902 im-

mediately attracted atten-

tion in America, and he re-
mained central to discussion in aesthet-
ics until the 1960s. At first he was widely
misunderstood, even as he attracted in-
fluential partisans. He eventually drew
some legitimate, if one-sided, criticism,
and by the 1960s he had been eclipsed,
thanks especially to criticisms by analyt-
ical philosophers. But periodic calls for
reassessment have followed.

It was Croce’s aesthetics, as outlined
especially in his Aesthetic of 1902, that
first attracted attention to him in America.
Even before he published the book, the
influential review The Nation had begun
following his ideas, thanks especially to
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Joel Spingarn, a young literary scholar who
would become his first influential Ameri-
can partisan. Upon discovering Croce’s
work, Spingarn began corresponding with
the Italian thinker in 1899, But it was only
in 1910 that Spingarn, newly appointed
professor of comparative literature at Co-
lumbia University, proclaimed himself a
Crocean in a widely-discussed lecture en-
titled The New Criticism.

As Spingarn explained it, Croce had
showed, above all, that art was genuine
creation, as opposed to mimesis—the
expression or representation of some-
thing already in existence. And on that
basis he made the soon-to-be-familiar
Crocean arguments against moral judg-
ments in art, against reductionist expla-
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nations in terms of race, the environ-
ment, or ‘the times’, and against fixed
genres, rhetorical figures, and rules of
decorum. The question about any work
of art was not how well it conformed to
some prior model, but what it sought
to express and how completely it suc-
ceeded’.

For the most part Spingarn proved an
able interpreter, but Croce encountered
a persistent obstacle almost immediate-
ly. In 1903 the influential Spanish-born
American philosopher George Santaya-
na offered a damaging review of the Aes-
thetic, characterizing Croce’s conception
as abstract, artificial, and barren. That
was only to be expected, added Santaya-
na, from a «strictly transcendental phi-
losophy»’ like Croce’s. Santayana’s re-
view was criticized by Croce’s partisans
for decades, but in light of Santayana’s
influence, it had a lasting impact. And he
remained a prominent antagonist, later
accusing Croce, for example, of espous-
ing «art for art’s sake»*.

Thanks partly to Santayana’s review,
Croce was quickly typed as a ‘neo-ide-
alist’ or ‘neo-Hegelian’ by American
critics. He surely owed some debt to
Hegel, but he engaged Hegel only af-
ter Vico and Marx. If anything, he read
Hegel through a Vichian lens. So it did
not help that, as Lienhard Bergel noted
in accounting for Croce’s overall lack
of resonance in the United States, that
Americans were so little acquainted with
Vico’. That reinforced the erroneous as-
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sumption that Croce’s thought was an
offshoot of Hegelianism.

Croce took over wholesale Vico’s
notion of the autonomy of the creative
imagination, which does not provide
images of something already here®. He
insisted on an ongoing role for the ra-
tional concept as well, but he related
imagination and cognition in a circle to
emphasize that neither is higher or final.
‘Poetry’ wells up continually, and thus
the endless openness and creativity of
the world. There is no scope for Hegel’s
definitive overcoming or telos.

Meanwhile, Croce authorized the
Scottish scholar Douglas Ainslie to pre-
pare English translations of his central
philosophical works. First came the
Aesthetic, which appeared in English in
1909, soon to be followed by the Logic
and the Philosophy of the Practical. But
it is widely agreed that these translations
did not serve Croce well. They were of-
ten clumsily literal, yet, as Gian N. G.
Orsini emphasized, they also conveyed
a misleading sense of crucial Crocean
terms like zntuizione and fantasia’.

Still, within a decade of the appear-
ance of the Aesthetic, Croce was clearly
a figure to be reckoned with in Ameri-
ca. He was one of twelve scholars from
around the world to be invited to present
lectures marking the inauguration of the
Rice Institute (now Rice University) in
Houston, Texas, in 1912. While declin-
ing to attend in person, Croce submit-
ted what became one of his best-known



essays, Breviario di estetica, translated by
Ainslie and published immediately as
part of the Rice proceedings. It has been
published in several English editions
since, and it remains an effective intro-
duction to Croce’s thought®.

In this essay Croce made it even clear-
er that he was speaking of ‘art’ in a broad
sense indeed, so the stakes were not re-
motely confined to art as a delimited
sphere of human endeavor. In a sense,
every use of language is poetic, creative,
expanding the world. And language
encompasses painting and music. Art,
then, is the moment of creativity and in-
novation in the ongoing human response
to what the world has become so far.

Although Joel Spingarn’s reading
of Croce was selective, he was better
equipped than most to grasp the wider
implications of Croce’s evolving aesthet-
ics. And he continued to defend Croce
against what were becoming the standard
objections’. At the same time, he drew
others to Croce’s position, perhaps most
notably the iconoclastic but influential
essayist H.L.. Mencken, who credited the
Spingarn-Croce position with countering
all manner of confusion and waywardness
among American intellectuals'.

After Santayana, perhaps the most
prominent of Croce’s early critics were
Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More,
leaders of ‘The New Humanism’ that
emerged before World War I, then
achieved its greatest influence around
1930. Discussing Croce in 1925, Bab-
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bitt concluded «that he combines nu-
merous peripheral merits with a central
wrongness and at times with something
that seems uncomfortably like a central
void». Babbitt was nervous about the
radically historicist tendency of Croce’s
thought, which seemed to dissolve what
Babbitt found essential—eternal stan-
dards and values!!.

According to Babbitt, Croce offered
a romantic «cult of intuition in the sense
of pure spontaneity and untrammeled
expression» and reduced «art to a sort of
lyrical outflow that is not disciplined to
any permanent center of judgment». In
Babbitt’s view, Croce, more than anyone,
had given philosophical expression to
the modern cult of the speed and power
of the outer world*.

Babbitt’s collaborator, Paul Elmer
More, offered variations on the same
theme as he criticized Croce’s Nuovi sagg:
di estetica of 1920". Not only was Croce
a Hegelian, but his accent on the autono-
my of art manifested the romantic cult of
genius; Croce was telling creative writers
that they were not bound by the dictates
of morality or truth. More found Croce
comparable to the surrealists — or even to
James Joyce, with his emphasis on a stream
of consciousness not subject to purpose or
choice. Croce, in short, was central to the
disturbing modern tendency to dissolve
the humanistic conception of man as a re-
sponsible creature with free will.

Spingarn had long criticized such
characterizations, but because he was



108

primarily concerned with aesthetics
and art criticism, he did not address the
deeper questions about Croce’s radical
historicism that were implicit in the cri-
tiques leveled by Babbitt and More'. In
fact, Croce was as opposed as Babbitt
to ‘decadent aestheticism’ but sought to
head it off on a different, more novel ba-
sis, one that Babbitt failed to grasp.

Spingarn explicitly sought to head off
the notion that Croce stood for romantic
indulgence and ‘art for art’s sake’. In The
Growth of a Literary Myth (1923), he ad-
mitted that he had been trying to adapt
Croce for an American audience, but he
hoped he had not been responsible for
the worst of the current misconceptions
— the notion that Croce stood for emo-
tional debauch, when in fact he had been
seeking to transcend the romantic-clas-
sic antithesis altogether".

Still, the Babbitt-More critique found
echoes a generation later, in 1950, in a
diatribe by the historian Chester McAr-
thur Destler in The American Historical
Review. He found Croce the major pro-
ponent of a dangerous new philosophy
promoting presentism in historiography,
relativism in values, impressionism in the
arts, subjective activism for the individ-
ual, violence as a mode of social action,
and success as the supreme value in pub-
lic affairs. Croce, according to Destler,
had thereby helped lay the foundations
for Italian Fascism'®.

So in some circles Croce was consid-
ered an apostle of excess, license, and
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debauchery, but it was symptomatic of
American confusion that, another gen-
eration later, Hayden White, a historian
considerably more influential than Des-
tler, criticized Croce for something like
the opposite reasons in his pathbreaking
book Metahistory published in 1973.

White twisted Croce’s way of assign-
ing historiography to the realm of art
into a conservative acceptance of the
status quo. Croce, he claimed, saw art as
literal representation; indeed, Croce was
the culmination of the nineteenth-cen-
tury tradition of realistic representation
that made historiography aesthetically
satisfying but removed it from the realm
of action. Moreover, Croce’s mimetic
conception severed historiography from
the modernist artistic innovations of
his own time. He was undercutting the
scope for more creative, «modernist»
modes that, as White saw it, might free
historiography for more active, creative
roles!. White’s way of invoking aesthet-
ics in his critique of Croce’s historiogra-
phy furthered confusion about Croce’s
overall enterprise and made his position
seem more old-fashioned and conserva-
tive than it actually was.

Aesthetics was the focus of Croce’s
most significant exchange with an Amer-
ican thinker, the noted pragmatist John
Dewey. Reviewing Dewey’s Art as Expe-
rience in 1940, Croce hinted that Dewey
could overcome certain inconsistencies
by becoming more consistently histor-
icist'®. Dewey, for his part, had treated



Croce dismissively in his key work on
aesthetics, Art as Experience, published
in 1934. As Dewey had it, Croce’s way
of emphasizing intuition and expression
stemmed from his deeper idealism, tak-
ing only mind as real, and indicated «the
extreme to which philosophy may go in
superimposing a preconceived theory
upon aesthetic experience, resulting in
arbitrary distortion»". Croce took con-
siderable offense at Dewey’s charges®.
In an excellent summary of this en-
counter, written in 1970, George Doug-
las emphasized that not only was Croce
never a Hegelian, but his philosophy of
experience was not so different from
Dewey’s, as outlined in Experience and
Nature’'. Among more recent students
of Dewey, Thomas Alexander has of-
fered the most discerning assessment of
Dewey’s aesthetics, including Dewey’s
exchange with Croce and the charge of
Croce and others that Dewey’s aesthet-
ics betrays unacknowledged elements of
idealism??. In retrospect it seems unfor-
tunate that a deeper dialogue between
Croce and Dewey never developed.
Despite Croce’s undoubted prom-
inence, aesthetic discussion had pro-
duced a sense of anomaly and frustra-
tion among Croce partisans by the time
of his death in 1952. Writing in the in-
fluential «Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Criticism», Frederic Simoni charged
that the idealist stereotype, especially,
had nurtured a whole tradition of misun-
derstanding around Croce in America.
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Especially damaging had been George
Santayana’s early review of Croce’s Es-
tetica. Simoni concluded that «reference
to Croce in current literature constitutes
a comedy of errors»”. Taking a slightly
different tack, Gian Orsini found it odd
that American intellectuals had failed to
engage Croce, even though he had antic-
ipated by decades several of the appar-
ently most innovative currents in Ameri-
can intellectual life?.

Still, Croce remained a familiar figure
in American aesthetics and art criticism
into the 1960s. Leading literary scholars
like Monroe Beardsley, Cleanth Brooks,
Morris Weitz, and William Wimsatt
engaged him, often explicitly, but even
when only implicitly he was a prominent
target. By this point he served largely as
a foil, though most granted the enduring
importance of his contributions. In 1957
Wimsatt and Brooks devoted a chapter
to Croce in their ambitious, multi-vol-
ume Literary Criticism: A Short History
and stressed the ongoing value of his
assault on fixed genres, classical figures
of speech, and rules of propriety. And
they played up Croce’s important, if dif-
fuse, impact®. In the same way Beards-
ley granted some value to Croce’s well-
known attack on the concept of literary
types and even the distinction between
one art and another.?

But criticism of Croce now got the up-
per hand. This period saw the turn to an-
alytical philosophy in the English-speak-
ing world. Writing in 1986, Richard
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Shusterman offered a penetrating post-
mortem in explaining how Croce, after
having been central to aesthetics in the
United States for decades, came to be
«deposed» through the criticisms of ana-
lytical philosophers?. Shusterman relied
especially on a 1954 anthology edited by
William Elton, Aesthetics and Language,
with contributions from Britain, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand, as well as the
United States?,

In light of its impact in America, El-
ton’s volume certainly merits our at-
tention, but it is equally important to
consider Monroe Beardsley and Morris
Weitz, whom Shusterman deemed prob-
ably the two leading American analytic
aestheticians of the period. Neither is
included in the Elton volume, but each
explicitly engaged Croce.

Croce was, and remains, especially
hard to pin down or pigeon-hole, yet
American critics kept trying, typing him
variously as an idealist, a romanticist, an
intuitionist, an intentionalist, an expres-
sionist, an impressionist, a formalist, an
emotionalist, and so on. Some of these
characterizations were more plausible
than others, but for the most part they
were simplistic and misleading.

For example, Wimsatt and Brooks
contended that Croce offered «a master
theory of art for art’s sake»?. This char-
acterization would not have to be criti-
cal, but it tended to be cast, and read, as
a criticism. Santayana had earlier made
a comparable charge, which Spingarn

The Reception of Croce’s Aesthetics in America

had sought to rebut. But by the 1950s
the notion that Croce stood for ‘art for
art’s sake’ had come to be widely heard.

To be sure, the charge had a super-
ficial plausibility. Croce was determined
to specify the autonomy of art, which
meant, most obviously, that art could
not be harnessed for didactic, moralis-
tic purposes. He also sought to establish
the autonomy of art against the generally
Hegelian notion that the insights of art
are eventually swallowed up in the uni-
versal understanding afforded by philos-
ophy.

But to make Croce a proponent of art
for art’s sake was one-sided, neglecting
the wider context of his thinking. His
larger point was that art is not a thing
apart; the artist is not some genius qual-
itatively different from ordinary people.
Implicitly at issue in Croce’s whole con-
ception was how art relates to everything
else. In an important sense the very idea
of art for art’s sake was nonsensical in
Crocean terms.

Limiting though such pigeon-holing
was, the active criticisms aimed at Croce
were surely more damaging. Let us iso-
late a few, intersecting in some ways,
before considering how they might be
countered.

The most penetrating was the charge
that Croce, with his insistence that all art
entails a combination of intuition and
expression, was not only too eager to
generalize but was guilty of essentialism,
claiming to specify the essence of art.



Shusterman summed up the case nicely
in his 1986 assessment. The analytical
aestheticians, he said, reacted success-
fully against the romantic aesthetics of
Croce, with «its distinction-demolishing
essentialism that all art is simply expres-
sion, with no substantial distinctions to
be made, because all are unique». With-
out such distinctions, we are left with a
woolly mass®. Those charges do indeed
run through the key critiques of the
1950s.

Croce was the major foil for Morris
Weitz’s effort, in an especially influential
article of 1956, to go beyond criticism of
particular aesthetic theories to question
aesthetic theory itself. «Aesthetic theo-
ry» — he argued — «is a logically vain at-
tempt to define what cannot be defined,
to state the necessary and sufficient
properties of that which has no necessary
and sufficient properties, to conceive the
concept of art as closed when its very use
reveals and demands its openness»’!.

Both J.A. Passmore and Stuart Hamp-
shire, in the Elton anthology, similarly
argued, implicitly in opposition to Croce
among others, against generality and
generalization. Passmore contended that
the aesthetician interested in literature
and its criticism should become a literary
theorist closely acquainted with literary
works and critical practice rather than a
philosopher of art, seeking some mythi-
cal aesthetic essence. That quest gives us
mostly «dreary and a pretentious non-
sense»’?.
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Passmore conceded that Croce had
been right that we cannot fix boundar-
ies between, say, tragedy and comedy,
but he had been wrong to deny them
between one art form and another —
music and sculpture, for example. For
Croce, whatever the art form, «what
we are really contemplating is a certain
form of human feeling»”’. Hampshire
similarly stressed the pitfalls of gener-
alization®®. The charge that Croce was
an essentialist, restricting what cannot
be restricted, was implicit in Passmore’s
argument, while both Beardsley and
Weitz explicitly criticized Croce for es-
sentialism.

Beryl Lake, also writing in the El-
ton volume, made the related charge
that Croce had constructed an a priori,
closed system that was irrefutable — and
thus of limited value®. We might consid-
er Lake’s charge in light of one of Weitz’s
points — that Croce’s theory omits the
very important feature of the public,
physical character of, say, architecture®®.
In fact, Croce claimed to encompass ar-
chitecture; even in that realm, however,
creation and evaluation rested on intu-
ition-expression. But then, as Lake in-
sisted, this is essentially true a priori in
Crocean terms.

In their celebrated article on The In-
tentional Fallacy, Beardsley and Wimsatt
conceded that Croce had offered some
telling attacks on intentionalism, but
the prevailing drift of the Aesthetic, they
insisted, pointed in the opposite direc-
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tion. For them the intention of the artist
has no bearing on the evaluation of the
work®”.

These criticisms were certainly closer
to the mark than the earlier, far-fetched
charges of Santayana, Babbitt, and
More. And Croce himself was partly re-
sponsible because, despite his ongoing
protest against philosophical system and
his claim to offer mere sistenazioni, he
never entirely got beyond the systematic
impulse. Virtually from the beginning, in
fact, it stood in tension with the histori-
cist, open-ended tendency of his think-
ing, and it sometimes could seem to get
the upper hand.

Orsini noted that though Croce had
proclaimed in the Logic of 1908 that
even the concept varies, he increasingly
accented immutability’®. That tenden-
cy could arguably be found in Croce’s
aesthetics, but the thrust of his thought
more generally was increasingly histori-
cist. It was only later in his career that
he came to characterize his position as
«absolute historicism» and to argue that
the human world boils down to «noth-
ing but history»*.

The midcentury American critics were
too prone to take one side of a point, to
take points out of wider context, or to take
them from one context and make them
general. So their characterizations were of-
ten one-sided, overstating the case or miss-
ing Croce’s wider point. And their criti-
cisms were not always mutually consistent.

Let us return to the key complaint
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that Croce was an essentialist, restricting
what cannot be restricted. Was his con-
cept of art sufficiently open-ended? Al-
most in spite of himself, Croce allowed
for lots of wiggle room in critical judg-
ments; he could always find reason for
praising or denigrating whatever work,
using categories like ‘appropriate’, ‘ful-
ly realized’, or ‘deeply-felt’. So he could
seem rigid and slippery at the same time.

Orsini recognized that criticism for
Croce ultimately rested on individual
sensibility*. To be sure, the critic will be
assessing intuition and expression, but
because there is so much room for dis-
agreement about what qualifies, it was
not as if Croce’s putative system enabled
him to lay down definitive judgments.
This meant, however, that he simply was
not restricting art to the extent that crit-
ics like Weitz and Passmore suggested.
Nor was his system as closed as Lake
contended.

In his determination to demolish
any sort of systematic aesthetics, Weitz
seemed to miss Croce’s main point,
which is entirely congruent with Weitz’s
own dominant notion that art cannot be
pinned down. To be sure, Croce sought
to pin down something about artistic
creation and evaluation, but doing so
did remotely entail prescription or pro-
scription about what counts as art.

Create anything you want, or can, but
the process will entail a moment of what
Croce called intuition and expression.
He found it useful to characterize hu-



man creativity and the process of artis-
tic creation in these terms, in light of the
cultural challenges, confusions, and pos-
sibilities on the table, but doing so did
not foreclose anything. As Croce insist-
ed perhaps most pointedly in conclud-
ing The Philosophy of the Practical, stop-
ping the conversation was the last thing
he envisioned*. But those who claim to
be clearing up historically specific con-
fusions and showing the way forward
can seem categorical and peremptory to
some, even if the wider framework being
proposed entails openness, freedom —
and thus endless novelty.

The claim that Croce’s position, as es-
sentialist, was ‘distinction-demolishing’
rings true up to a point, but sometimes
it was recognized that Croce made dis-
tinctions. The problem was that he was
too rigid, even arbitrary, in doing so. By
implication, he was trying to be too sys-
tematic, and it was time to loosen up,
moving from categorical to pragmatic
distinctions.

In complaining about «the dreariness
of aesthetics», Passmore advocated ruth-
lessly making distinctions that may seem
arbitrary but that may be justified prag-
matically: the proof being that the distinc-
tion’s «particular line of fracture gives rise
to interesting generalizations»*. In other
words, we should make aesthetic distinc-
tions, but not on the basis of some general,
philosophically grounded criterion.

Shusterman noted that Beardsley
sought a comparable loosening. In dis-
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tinguishing the perceptual aesthetic ob-
ject from its physical base and intention,
he explicitly recast the issue in pragmat-
ic terms. Because there is no ontologi-
cal grounding for such a distinction, no
given essence of the aesthetic object, it
is our job «to propose a way of making
the distinction» that can be justified
pragmatically: «one can only point to the
conveniences of adopting it, the incon-
veniences of rejecting it»*.

Croce was no pragmatist, but his
framework allowed for, even mandated,
more flexibility than a binary of pragmat-
ic-categorical would suggest. At the same
time he, too, stressed the individuality,
the uniqueness, of works of art and the
pitfalls of generalization. Depending on
the context, he could be heard as saying
exactly what his critics did on the subject.

It might seem plausible to accuse
Croce of the intentional fallacy because,
as he saw it, the artist’s intuition is crucial
and expressing it is the core of the artistic
process. But authorial intention was not
remotely the key either to the aesthetic
judgment — is it a work of art? — or to the
evaluation of success. Up to a point, in
fact, Croce made much the same argu-
ment as Beardsley and Wimsatt, though
he referred to ‘the intentional heresy’
rather than ‘the intentional fallacy’. The
work stands on its own. Meaning is to
be found only within the work. Artists
are to be judged by their actual achieve-
ment, not by what they intended to do or
thought they were doing*.
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But the artist intends a resonant,
effective work, even if it pushes the
boundaries, as did, for example, Marcel
Duchamp’s ‘Fountain’ and John Cage’s
‘4:33’, Such works dramatize the scope
for disagreement about what counts as
heretical or fallacious in any reference to
the artist’s aims. And partly for that rea-
son American discussion of Croce and
intentionalism was hard to sort out. Ors-
ini noted that Joel Spingarn had gotten
it right, showing why Croce’s concep-
tion was not intentionalist®. Yet Beard-
sley claimed that Spingarn, drawing on
Croce, had offered a classic defense of
intentionalism in his lecture of 1910 The
New Criticism. Spingarn’s argument, he
said, reveals how Crocean expressionism
is a form of intentionalism*.

Beardsley was drawing on a noted
1954 essay by John Hospers, The Con-
cept of Artistic Expression, labeling it a
thorough examination of Croce’s «suc-
cessful expression» as an intentionalist
standard?’. Beardsley’s use of Hospers
against Croce was tendentious, to put
it charitably. But though Hospers does
not frame «successful expression» as
an «intentionalist standard», his way of
questioning expression certainly merits
our attention. He found expression far
too narrow as a general description of ar-
tistic creation. The ends, aims, or inner
springs of artistic activity are disparate,
and the claim that art is always express-
ing is as one-sided as the claim that it is
always imitating®.
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Like Weitz’s charge of essentialism,
Hospers’s critique of expressionism
applies to Croce up to a point. But the
qualified defense of Croce in response to
Weitz also applies to Hospers’s critique
of expression. Croce’s use of expression
allowed for more openness and flexibil-
ity than Hospers’s critique let on. In the
last analysis, Beardsley’s characterization
of Crocean expressionism as a form of
intentionalism was misleading at best.

The persistent tendency to misrepre-
sent Croce helped prompt some further
efforts at explication beginning in the
1960s. The most important was Gian
Orsini’s Benedetto Croce: Philosopher of
Art and Literary Critic, first published
in 1961, but Patrick Romanell, Merle
Brown, and Giovanni Gullace also con-
tributed significant works*. However,
they were fighting a rearguard action.

Richard Shusterman’s contention that
Croce succumbed to the criticisms lev-
eled by analytical philosophers certainly
rings true, but whether Croce’s eclipse
was justified is another matter. And it
was not the end of the story in any case.

Shusterman explicitly agreed with
critics that Croce’s essentialism made for
‘woolly’, and ultimately boring, criticism.
Still, writing in 1988 he found Croce due
for a contemporary re-reading in light of
much that had happened in the cultur-
al sphere since the 1950s°°. The Italian
thinker had anticipated some of Jacques
Derrida’s key insights, especially the lin-
guistic turn that fed into contemporary



poststructuralism and postmodernism.
More generally, Shusterman suggested,
Croce’s overall post-realist orientation
had foreshadowed aspects of Ludwig
Wittgenstein, Hans-Georg ~Gadam-
er, and Richard Rorty, all then much in
vogue. Still, little resulted from Shuster-
man’s call for a reassessment™.

Carrying the argument for Croce a
step further was René Wellek, the distin-
guished Viennese-born American author
of, among other things, a monumental
history of literary criticism. In 1986 he
tackled Croce’s fate in his volume on
American criticism, but his most com-
pelling testimony came in the volume
on French, Italian, and Spanish criticism
in 1992. Croce’s eclipse in America was
a chapter in a wider story, and Wellek
found something especially anomalous
about Croce’s fall. In movements influ-
ential at various points since his death —
from Russian formalism and structural-
ism to hermeneutics and deconstruction
— he «is not referred to or quoted, even
when he discusses the same problems
and gives similar solutions». Yet Croce,
for Wellek, had arguably been the most
erudite and wide-ranging figure in the
history of criticism”2.

With their broad frames of reference,
both Shusterman and Wellek provide
some sense of what was being lost, at
least provisionally, as Croce was margin-
alized. Drawing out the implication of
the figures and movements they named
suggests that Croce’s aesthetics is not
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easily delimited, that wider matters of
cultural self-understanding were at issue.

To develop the point, let us cut to the
second layer in Shusterman’s explana-
tion for Croce’s fate at the hands of the
analytical aestheticians:

The underlying (but not explicitly formu-
lated) reason for their view was simply that
Croce’s emancipatory theory was no longer

necessary to preserve art’s integrity against
undesirable explanatory models, because

by this time the autonomous study of art, at
least literary art, enjoyed a promising model
of its own — the New Criticism. By the fifties,
Croce’s aesthetic of protean, distinction-de-
fying freedom was not only gratuitous but
an embarrassment and potential threat to
literary art’s new protector, whose categories
of explanation promised art’s integrity but
necessarily involved restriction and closure.
Unneeded and unwanted, Croce’s essential
message of freedom came to be seen as an

empty essentialism®.

It is certainly true that the New Crit-
icism came next, but Shusterman con-
veys a misleading impression neverthe-
less. His own comparisons with Derri-
da, Gadamer et al. indicate that Croce’s
enterprise far transcended any concern
simply to preserve the autonomy of art
against reductionist approaches. More-
over, even if his «essential message of
freedom» came to be conflated with an
empty essentialism, the matter can hard-
ly be left there, as if Croce’s «essential
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message of freedom» really was nothing
but «an empty essentialism». Although
Shusterman recognized that the New
Criticism that supplanted Croce “neces-
sarily involved restriction and closure”,
he offered no comment or analysis, and
above all no comparison with Croce.

The newer approach was more re-
strictive especially in treating literature
as not merely autonomous but self-con-
tained, isolable if not isolated. Was that
advantageous for art, or for the cul-
ture as a whole? At the same time the
English scholar, I.A. Richards, one of
the key forerunners of the New Criti-
cism and a critic particularly hostile to
Croce, hoped to make criticism ‘scien-
tific’, especially through the insights of
psychology*®. Croce, in contrast, had
always resisted the cultural hegemony
of science. At issue were questions of
cultural proportions far transcending
delimited issues in aesthetics.

To be sure, there were plausible rea-
sons for American observers to have
started with Croce’s aesthetics, even
to take it as central to his overall en-
terprise. But doing so made it hard to
see him whole. It had been especially
issues in historiography that led him to
Vico, to aesthetics, and to philosophy
in general. The American focus on aes-
thetics deflected, and still deflects, from
Croce’s wider concerns, program, and
contribution.

Although their criticisms of Croce
now seem bizarre, Babbitt and More,

The Reception of Croce’s Aesthetics in America

with their New Humanism, were oper-
ating on the same level as Croce, offer-
ing a program intended to address the
whole crisis-ridden cultural complex.
Each side was seeking a new balance in
light of the tendencies toward self-in-
dulgence and romantic excess that the
modern cultural situation seemed to
foster. But from a Crocean, radically
historicist perspective, Babbitt was still
assuming a transcendent framework,
still operating under the shadow of the
old metaphysics.

In attacking the views he imputed to
Croce and Spingarn, Babbitt insisted
that «in creation of the first order [...]
the imagination does not wander aim-
lessly, but is at work in the service of a
supersensuous truth that is not given to
man to seize directly [...]. Creation of
this order [...] is something more than
the intense expression of some expan-
sive ego, whether individual or nation-
al». In art and life, Babbitt went on,
«our whole modern experiment [...] is
threatened with breakdown, because of
our failure to work out new standards
with this type of imagination»”. Though
he shared much of Babbitt’s diagnosis,
Croce posited a more novel solution,
based on a particular understanding of
historical knowing and history-making
action, as he sought to show the way to a
post-metaphysical moderation.

George Douglas’s aims, in his essay
of 1970, were more limited than Shus-
terman’s, but he got closer to the wider



point as he stressed that Croce’s aesthetic
was a theory of human experience more
than a philosophy of art. The Crocean
notion of intuition-expression was in-
tended to show that the experience of
the artist is inseparable from ordinary
experience®. Artists are not creatures
apart, which was the implicit premise of
many of Croce’s American antagonists.
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