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Introduction to Vico’s New Science—Part II
Metahistory and Natural Law (Books 4 and 5)
“’True’ [verum] and ‘certain’ [certum] are two words that must be distinguished, just as everyone distinguishes what is false from what is merely doubtful. . . . Truth arises when the mind is in conformity with the order of things; the certain arises when consciousness is secure from doubt. That which conforms to the order of things is called reason. Thus, if the order of things is eternal, reason is eternal, from which it follows that truth is eternal. But if the order of things is not permanent in every place for everyone or everything, then reason will only have probable knowledge of things and achieve only a verisimilitude in cases requiring action. As truth rests on reason, so certainty rests on authority, whether that of the senses . . . or on the words of others. But authority itself is a part of reason: for if the senses are not deceived and the words are true, then we are persuaded of the truth.”—Universal Law, Book I (1720)
“Philology is the study of discourse and concerns itself with whatever deals with words while recounting their history and narrating their origin and progress. It classifies them according to the various stages of the language, so as to grasp their proper and figurative meanings and their usage. But, since the ideas of things are depicted in words, philology must first look to understand the history of the history of things. . . . Thus, philologists follow their calling when they write commentaries on commonwealths, the customs, laws, institutions, branches of learning, and artifacts of nations and peoples. . . . Thus, the commonwealth receives this great benefit: it can interpret the ancient language of its laws and religion.”—Universal Law, Book II (1721)
“For the metaphysics of the philosophers must agree with the metaphysics of the poets, on this important point, that from the idea of divinity have come all the sciences that have enriched the world with all the arts of humanity: just as this vulgar metaphysic taught men lost in the bestial to form the first human thought from that of Jove, so the learned must not admit any truth in metaphysic that does not begin with true Being, which is God.”—The Reprehension (1730)
In the 1720s, Vico began to realize that the position that natural law theorists traditionally accorded it between the verum and the certum, that is between the universal ideal and the concrete particulars, did not sufficiently explain what natural law should bridge the two. He began to move to a position that paid closer attention to the historical development of the particulars as themselves the primary human expression of natural law. Vico understood that one must have a transcendent Providence that nonetheless acts in an immanent way, guiding the course of history, so that the particular movement of the concrete particulars could be said to nonetheless have a divine purpose and plan to them. Philosophy, which is more concerned with the ideal verum, must learn to listen to philology’s attention to the particular cases. In 1730, Vico in his short piece “The Reprehension” opposed his ontology to that of Spinoza (i.e. determinism) and to that of Locke, who he read as proposing purpose-less chaos, as well as to that of Descartes, whom he argued should have begun with a trust in God as being rather than in Cartesian cogito ergo sum.
Book 4

In the opening eleven sections of Book 4 of New Science, Vico reiterates and further develops his theory of the development of nations. He considers in section 12 to 14 the ways that the various legal orders were protected, how they went through “mixed” (i.e. transitional) stages, and begins to make a case for the “royal law” of history, that is that all family patriarchies lead to aristocracies, followed by democracies, and once these prove unworkable, finally principle-driven, elected monarchies. Changes in mancipation and usucaption are also lined out.

The Age of the Gods

1. Nature: Poetic, creative nature; low on reasoning, high on imagination, deeply cruel and savage; providence led them to be restrained by a religion of fear.

2. Customs: Informed by fearful piety

3. Natural Law: Based on fear of and dependence on the gods

4. Governments: Divine theocracies (monarchical families)

5. Language: Ceremonial and Gestural
6. Symbols: Poetic Universals/ Sacred Signs

7. Jurisprudence: Mystical theology; justice defined as observing correctly the divine rites

8. Authority: Divine; manifested in family economies; all belongs to the gods

9. Reason: Divine reason revealed through oracles

10. Judgment: Direct appeals to the gods; sacred executions; trial by combat

11. Source/School of Thought: Divine government

12. Punishments: “Cyclopean cruelty”

13. Wars: Continual state of war between families
14. Polity Size: Extended households; the many

The Age of the Heroes

1. Nature: Regarded themselves as sons of the gods and therefore naturally noble; treated those who fled to their protection as chattel. 

2. Customs: Informed by anger and power

3. Natural law: Based on force, yet still fear of the gods

4. Governments: Aristocracies which exclude plebian immigrants

5. Language: Heroic and Emblematic
6. Symbols: Poetic Universals/ Heroic Emblems

7. Jurisprudence: Proper precaution in legal terminology leads to a form of certainty
8. Authority: Heroic; manifested in senatorial control, then personal investing of that control to guardians, later still by written notification

9. Reason: Civil equity as determined through a few men of experience, leading to a hidden, though regulated code of law
10. Judgment: Strict construction delivered by judge on appointed days with strict attention to the laws
11. Source/School of Thought: Strict observance of legal wording

12. Punishments: Still savage and cruel

13. Wars: Assumed piracy toward other nations as foreigners; conquered peoples enslaved

14. Polity Size: Small, regional aristocracies; the few

The Age of Men

1. Nature: Truly human, civilized, led by reason and moderation, conscience and duty
2. Customs: Informed by civil duty

3. Natural Law: Arises out of human reason

4. Governments: Equality of all citizens in democracies or (better) under enlightened monarchies

5. Language: Articulate and Prosaic

6. Symbols: Vernacular and Popular Letters

7. Jurisprudence: Based on equity and examining the circumstances, i.e. truth
8. Authority: Democratic; invests trust in recognized sages and experts
9. Reason: Civil equity as regulated by representative rule, leading to an open code of written law
10. Judgment: Open construction determined by human judgments on the facts of the case and precedent

11. Source/School of Thought: Moderation and civility

12. Punishments: More mild and more willing to show clemency 

13. Wars: Conquered peoples allowed to keep natural rights

14. Polity Size: Tending to larger nation-states; the all of the people, then the one of the monarch

Book 5

Book 5 represents Vico’s theory of historical reoccurrence as modeled by his judgment of the medieval period, tracing new periods of piety, heroic fiefdoms and systems of vassalage, mancipations and property division, and eventually larger polities as kings united warring barons. However, historical reoccurrence does not mean that all things of value in the past were lost. He judges the Church as the primary vessel of continued civilizing law and rationality. What is most important to Vico is that political theorists and legal jurists keep in mind that there are basic natural laws of social change that shape numerous outcomes in political, economic, and legal life, and at the base of these is religion. 
Discussion Questions
· How does Vico’s distinction between truth and certainty cast light on his approach in New Science?

· Should Vico be so dependent on the findings of philology? Why or why not?

· Is Vico’s metahistory at all convincing? Explain your answer.

· Likewise, is he justified in claiming that history repeats itself?

· Are there certain natural laws of historical change and development?

· Is he right o claim that nations/ cultures cannot survive without a religious center?

