
of the greater gentes -- clans or tribes -- as a way of suppressing the newcomers (On the One
Principle 97). Again, the fathers, who now constitute an aristocracy of nobles or heroes, are not
particularly worried about fighting each other; they were worried primarily about controlling
this new lower class of people.

Two things are of immediate significance in Vico’s account. First, Vico makes a strong
connection between public law and private law. Indeed, the private law of the families leads to
the public law of the nobles. Second, Vico is making an important case against social contract
theory. Rather than society forming by an agreement of all its members, society is formed by the
aristocrats who then, out of a sense of utility, impose a violent rule. Social contract theory does
not make sense for Vico because it would take humans a long time to develop the ability to
reason through such an agreement.

Much of the rest of Vico’s Universal Law explains history as an extended class struggle between
the heroes who descended from the first fathers and the plebeians who descended from those
who wandered into the gentes. Vico examines at length both ancient Roman myths and ancient
Roman jurisprudence to show how utility, generated through the work of divine providence,
directed this struggle. The detail with which Vico engages in this project is extraordinary. It is
significant that Vico is unclear as to how this class struggle ends. He praises the Romans for
their sense of virtue and the Law of the XII Tables (On the Constancy 257-276). However, what
this means for the course of history is left unclear. Vico would not present his answer to this
until he wrote the New Science.

4. The New Science

a. The Conceit of Nations and the Conceit of Scholars
The main problem Vico saw with the Universal Law is that it failed to portray clearly the origin
of society. To grasp that origin, Vico developed a new critical art to reveal how the most ancient
humans thought. This art rested on recognizing two conceits. Both of these conceits can be
traced to a principle which Vico finds in Tacitus: “Because of the indefinite nature of the human
mind, whenever it is lost in ignorance man makes himself the measure of all things (NS 120).”
This axiom not only serves as a basis for these conceits but also the whole of poetic wisdom.

The conceit of nations holds that every nation thinks it is the oldest in the world and that all
other nations derived their wisdom from them (NS 125). Because one nation does not
understand the origin of others, it assumes all other nations learned from it. This conceit
prevents nations from realizing that every nation actually had its own independent origin. Thus,
they fail to realize that similarities between cultures do not indicate a common origin but
instead indicate universal institutions that are necessary for all cultures.

The conceit of scholars is that scholars tend to assume that everyone thinks in the same way
that contemporary scholars do (NS 127). This conceit has kept scholars from understanding
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both ancient mythology and ancient jurisprudence. By assuming the ancients thought the same
way as moderns do, the scholars assume that ancient mythology is simply bad science and
superstition. What the modern scholars fail to grasp is that the ancients actually were solving
different problems in a radically different mental framework. The ancients were doing what
they found to be useful; however, their way of thinking indicated radically different ideas of
what was necessary and how to get it.

It is the conceit of scholars that thus provides the basis for the claim that Vico was the first true
philosopher of history and an anticipation of Hegel. He was the first to try to explain how
people thought differently in different eras. Further, he tries to show how one form of thinking
led into another, thereby creating a cycle of history.

b. The New Critical Art and the Poetic Wisdom
In order to overcome the prejudice of the conceit of scholars, Vico created a new “metaphysical
art of criticism (NS348).” This art goes beyond the philological art of criticism which simply
verifies the authenticity of particular facts. This new art distinguishes the truth in history from
the accidental -- as dictated by the verum-certum principle -- by grasping the manner in which
the first humans thought. This will allow the philosopher to witness the universal truth of the
ideal eternal history, described below. While Vico does not clearly define this critical art, it is
marked by elements he has always been working with: using rhetoric, creative etymologies and
seeing connections rather than making distinctions.

The art reveals the way the first humans thought, which Vico calls 'poetic wisdom'. Vico uses the
term wisdom to emphasize that this way of thinking has its own truth or validity that
contemporary conceptual thinkers do not recognize. It is poetic because it is marked by
imaginative creativity rather than discursive analysis.

Vico holds that poetic wisdom is fundamentally different from modern wisdom. The
fundamental difference between the two is that modern wisdom uses reflection to create
concepts while the poetic wisdom does not reflect but spontaneously generates imaginative
universals which are described below. The poetic wisdom generates a common sense that is
shared by an entire peoples (NS 142).

c. Vico’s Method
Vico places his new critical art in the context of a more general method for his New Science. The
section of the New Science entitled ‘Method’ is a sharp departure from any sort of Cartesian
science. It in no way involves the rigorous and clear movement from premises to conclusions
advocated by Descartes. Instead, Vico describes three different types of proofs that will be
employed by the science: 1) theological proofs which witness the movement of divine
providence; 2) philosophical proofs which are based on the uniformity of poetic wisdom; and 3)
philological proofs which recognize certain elements of history. These proofs rely more on













recognizing the way in which ideas have to fit together to reveal hidden or divine patterns. The
method of the science is to bring all these proofs together in a way that produces a coherent and
true narrative. Vico writes, “We make bold to affirm that he who meditates this Science narrates
to himself this ideal eternal history so far as he himself makes it for himself by that proof ‘it had,
has, and will have to be’ (NS 348).” Rather than a Cartesian conceptual scheme, Vico’s science is
one in which truth is attained by imaginatively linking different elements together to reveal the
order of history.

An important example of the method of the New Science is revealed in Vico’s use of axioms
(degnità). Traditionally, axioms have a fixed place in the order of geometric proofs following
directly from definitions and proofs. Vico intends his axioms to be weaved imaginatively
throughout all the ideas of the text (Goetsch). Vico describes this with this analogy, “just as the
blood does in animate bodies, so will these elements (degnità) course through our Science and
animate it (NS 199).”

d. The Ideal Eternal History
While the conceit of scholars may be what is at the core of Vico’s significance, the ideal eternal
history is, along with the verum-factum principle, Vico’s most famous concept. The ideal
eternal history can be thought of loosely as a Platonic ideal. Stated in the abstract, the ideal
eternal history is the perfect course through which all nations pass. In practice, each nation
travels through it slightly differently.

Vico describes this ideal eternal history most colorfully when he gives this axiom: “Men first felt
necessity, then look for utility, next attend to comfort, still later amuse themselves with
pleasure, thence grow dissolute in luxury, and finally go mad and waste their substance (NS
241).” It is possible in the quote to see the same emphasis on utility that Vico had in the
Universal Law. However, what changes is that this history is now presented clearly as a circular
motion in which nations rise and fall. Nations eternally course and recourse through this cycle
passing through these eras over and over again.

Vico divides the ideal eternal history into three ages which he adopts from Varro. Vico first used
these three ages in the Universal Law but now he presents it with more clarity. Indeed, Book IV
of the New Science is a comparison of how different human institutions existed differently in
the three ages of history. Clearly the history of Rome is again Vico’s primary model for the ideal
eternal history.

The first age is the age of gods. In this age, poetic wisdom is very strong. Again, there is an
aristocracy of fathers who know how to control themselves and others through religion. These
fathers, which Vico calls theological poets, rule over small asylums and the famuli who are
wandering outsiders who come to them seeking protection. The famuli is the term Vico now
uses for those who wandered into the lands of the fathers in the Universal Law.


















also universal 


1)



The second age is the age of heroes. In this age, the famuli transform from being simple slaves
to plebeians who want some of the privileges of the rulers. The theological poets transform into
heroes. These heroes show their strength by fighting each other as illustrated in Homer.
However, for Vico, the most important conflict is not between the heroes but between the
heroes and the plebeians fighting for their own privileges.

The third age is the age of humans. Divine providence orchestrates the class wars so that the
heroes inadvertently undermine themselves by conceding certain powers to the plebeians. The
plebeians are able to build these concessions in order to advance a new way of thinking. In the
previous ages, society was ruled by poetic wisdom which controlled all actions through ritual. In
order to undermine the power of these rituals, the plebeians slowly found ways to assert the
power of conceptual wisdom, which is the ability to think scientifically and rationally. This way
of thinking gives the plebeians more power and removes the stranglehold of poetic wisdom on
humanity.

Unfortunately, while this conceptual wisdom gives the plebeians their freedom, it undermines
the cultural unity provided by poetic wisdom. While all in society become free and equal, the
religious inspiration to work for the common good rather than the individual becomes lost.
Society eventually splinters into a barbarism of reflection in which civil wars are fought solely
for personal gain. This is the barbarism of reflection which returns society to its origin.

One of the major debates about the ideal eternal history is whether it is a circle or a spiral.
Those who suggest that it is a spiral hold that each time a nation goes through the ideal eternal
history, it improves. Those who suggest it is a circle hold that each cycle of the ideal eternal
history really does reduce it back to its beginning. Unfortunately, this appears to be an instance
where Vico had to remain silent because, had he tried to resolve the issue, he would have had to
make some sort of comment on the relation of the church to society which he was not prepared
to do. As a result, the debate about how best to read the ideal eternal history continues.

e. The New Science and the Roman Catholic Church
It is helpful to note that during Vico’s life and especially during the production of the New
Science, the Inquisition was quite active in Naples. The Inquisition put some Neapolitain works
on the Index and tried close friends of Vico (Bedani, 7-21).

What this means for Vico’s faith is unclear; however, it seemed to cause Vico to make a very
important and awkward decision. Vico claims that while the ideal eternal history applies to all
gentile nations, it does not apply to the Hebrews. This is because the Hebrews always had the
revealed wisdom of God and did not need the pattern of the ideal eternal history to develop (NS
369). Hence, Vico leaves out any discussion of the Bible or any evidence about early Judaism as
he constructs his science. As illustrated by The Universal Law, Vico clearly held that God
existed and that it is God’s order that history passes through. So there is good reason to think
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How can this barbarism make it turn into the first theological phase? Is this kind of regression possible?
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Hebrews fall outside of the ideal eternal history.



Vico had a theistic foundation. It is unclear, however, whether Vico really held that the Hebrews
were exempt from the Ideal Eternal History or if this was just a way of avoiding the Index.

f. The Three Principles of History: Religion, Marriage and
Burial
Vico uses his new critical art to provide a better account of the origin of society than provided in
The Universal Law. Vico explains the three principles of history: religion, marriage and burial.
These are principles both in the sense that they are the first things in society and in that they lie
at the core of social existence.

Vico posits that before human society there were giants roaming the earth who had no ability togiant
check their violent passions. Eventually, a thunder strike occurred that was so violent it caused
some of the giants to stop their passionate wanderings. giant These giants felt a fear that was uniquegiant
because unlike a natural danger, it was produced by a cause the giants did not recognize (NSgiant
377, 504). Since the giants did not understand the cause of the fear, other than the sky, theygiant
took what they knew (which was their own passion) and attributed it to a giant who lived in thegiant
sky. This gave birth to Jove, the first imaginative universal, which is discussed below.

Out of this terror, giants felt shame for the first time. giant Specifically, they were ashamed about
copulating randomly and out in the open. Vico writes, “So it came about that each of them
would drag one woman into his cave and would keep her there in perpetual company for the
rest of their lives (NS 504).” This created the second imaginative universal, Juno. It also caused
the giants to settle down in a particular area. giant They saw the need to keep this area clean so they
began to bury their dead.

There is no question that this account of the origin of humanity is peculiar. Nevertheless, Vico
finds the account satisfying because it does not place any rational decision making at the origin
of society. Society does not develop in a social contract but in the spontaneous checking of
passions that produces poetic wisdom.

g. The Imaginative Universal
The bulk of the New Science is the description of Poetic Wisdom. This is the way of mythic
thinkers at the origin of society. It is also the manner of thinking that dominated society until
the plebeians gained control of society through the class struggle. Vico goes into detail
explaining things such as the poetic metaphysics, poetic logic, poetic economics and poetic
geography. Throughout this section, Vico spells out the details of the development of the age of
gods and then the breakdown of the age of heroes into the age of humans.

In this section, Vico explains his perhaps most controversial notion: what he calls the
imaginative universals or the poetic characters. Some scholars, most notably Benedetto Croce,
hold that this notion is a tragic problem on Vico’s part and is best ignored. Other scholars use
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the imaginative universal as a way to defend Vico as a champion of the philosophical need to
use imagination and rhetoric. Vico himself saw the imaginative universal as the ‘master key’ to
his New Science which seems to make the topic worth investigating (NS 34).

The imaginative universals are tricky to grasp, but two fairly non-contentious axioms can help
provide a background. The first is that first language would be a combination of mute gestures
and rudimentary, monosyllabic words (NS 225, 231). The second is that “Children excel in
imitation; we observe that they generally amuse themselves by imitating whatever they are able
to apprehend (NS 215).” This is connected to Vico’s notion that people grasp what they do not
understand by relating it to something familiar. In the case of children, they use their powerful
imaginations to understand things by copying their movements.

Vico speculates that the first humans must have had minds that resembled children. So, when
they first started to use language, rather than naming objects conceptually, they imitated those
objects with mute gestures and monosyllabic cries. Thus, when the thunder struck, the first
people imitated the shaking of the sky and shouted the interjection pa (father) thereby creating
the first word (NS 448).

This makes imaginative universals quite distinct from intelligible universals. An intelligible
universal would be constructed through an act similar to what we would ordinarily think of as
'naming'. An imaginative universal is created through the repeated imitation of an event. Words
are merely the associated sound that goes with that imitation. So, for Vico, the first words were
actually rituals that served as metaphors for events.

A helpful passage for understanding this is found in Axiom XLVII. Vico writes, “Thence springs
this important consideration in poetic theory: the true war chief, for example, is the Godfrey
that Torquato Tasso imagines; and all the chiefs who do not conform throughout to Godfrey are
not true chiefs of war (NS 205).” The imaginative universal, Godfrey, is the name used for
anyone who performs the rituals of the true war chief. All true war chiefs actually become
Godfrey through their actions. Vico applies this principle to the gods of the Roman pantheon.
For example, anyone getting married becomes Juno and anyone practicing divination becomes
Apollo. The bulk of the section on the poetic wisdom in the New Science endeavors to
demonstrate how the first societies managed to create institutions solely through the use of
these imaginative universals.

Many readers find Vico’s account of the imaginative universal utterly baffling. Vico’s
challenging writing style, combined with the fanciful way in which he interprets ancient myths,
make this section of the New Science a mystery for first-time readers. However, in approaching
this section, it is helpful to remember that Vico holds that this type of thinking is by definition
distinct from our more common way of reflective thought. Further, there are contemporary
anthropologists who see Vico as a precursor to their discoveries. Ultimately, Vico’s idea may not
really be so far-fetched.
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h. The Discovery of the True Homer
Book III of the New Science contains one of Vico’s most remarkable insights. Vico was among
the first, if not the first, to hold that Homer was not one individual writing poems but was a
conglomeration of different poets who expressed the will of the entire people. His arguments for
this are a combination of philological claims which show that there are many disparate
elements in the work, as well as philosophical claims that when the work was composed, people
could not have been using modern wisdom to write it as a modern epic.

Vico’s motivation for this reading of Homer is his quest to find a metaphysical truth to history.
If the works of Homer were written by one person, then the truths held in it would be arbitrary.
However, Vico argues that Homer’s poems spring from the common sense of all the Greek
people. Therefore, the poems represent institutions universal to a culture that can then be used
to justify universal truths. Whereas in the Universal Law, where Vico examined Roman law to
see its universality, he has now replaced that idea with Homer’s poems since those poems date
back earlier than the law.

i. The Barbarism of Reflection
The brief conclusion of the New Science largely pays homage to the glory of divine providence.
Within it, Vico gives a brief statement about the barbarism of reflection. As indicated in the
section on the Ideal Eternal History, Vico sees that history is cyclical. Vico claims that history
begins in a barbarism of sense and ends in a barbarism of reflection. The barbarism of reflection
is a returned barbarism in which the common sense established by religion through poetic
wisdom holding a society together has been broken down by individual interests. The interests
are spurred because individuals each think according to their own conceptual scheme without
concern for the society, which makes it barbaric.

Vico describes the returned barbarism this way, “such peoples [in the barbarism], like so many
beasts, have fallen into the custom of each man thinking only of his own private interests and
have reached the extreme delicacy, or better of pride, in which like wild animals they bristle and
lash out at the slightest displeasure (NS 1106).” These private interests lead into a civil war in
which everyone betrays everyone else. This takes humanity back to where it started -- individual
giants acting solely on their own individual passions.giant

Unfortunately, Vico does not give a clear ethical position on what to do in the face of the
barbarism of reflection. He wrote a section of the New Science called a Practic but decided not
to include it. Clearly, Vico wants his readers to recognize universal truth and appreciate a
rhetorical approach to philosophy. But, what this means in particular for an ethical theory is a
matter of some debate.

5. Autobiography
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this kind of barbarism undermines the unity in society, but does it lead to the poetic wisdom from the conceptual wisdom?




