
 

 
 

Giambattista Vico’s First New Science 
A Seminar and Discussion Group 

July 9 – August 13, 2019 (5:30-7:30pm) 
Abigail Adams Institute 

  
Giambattista Vico (1688-1744) is a difficult and strikingly original thinker who has begun to attract 
significant attention. Isaiah Berlin credits him as the founder of the “counter-enlightenment,” 
while he saw himself as a defender of religion, literature, and historical knowledge, in the face of 
the new rationalism of Descartes and Hobbes. Vico’s magnum opus, La Scienza Nuova or New 
Science, contains the first modern philosophy of history, and anticipates study methods now 
dominant in all branches of the humanities. It seeks, more immediately, to undermine the 
political doctrines of Grotius, Hobbes and Pufendorf through the study of the historical 
development of mankind, and the law-governed providential cycles of human history. The 
resulting “science of providence,” or “universal eternal history of mankind,” strikingly anticipates 
many of the key ideas of Rousseau, Herder, Kant, Hegel and others.  
 
Our main focus will be Vico’s earliest formulation of his mature philosophy in The First New 
Science (1725), supplemented by short selections from Vico’s autobiography and other works. 
The goal will be to arrive at an understanding of the fundamentals of Vico’s system, and to 
evaluate the character of its challenge to modern science, philosophy and secularism.  
 
Please contact Jonathan Yudelman (yudelman@bc.edu) for more information. Pre-registration is 
required: https://www.abigailadamsinstitute.org/giambattista-vico. 
 

Session 1 – July 9 – Introduction to Vico’s Life and Work  
Introduction to Vico: background and aims. What did Vico hope to achieve and why? Who were 
his most significant influences? Against what does his new science direct itself? Is Vico modern 
or anti-modern, and why?  
 
Reading   
The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico, pp. 110-130, 138-139, 154-155, 165-173, 199-200; On 
the Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians: Unearthed from the Origins of the Latin Language, pp. 
36-47, 56-57 
  

Session 2 – July 16 – Principles of the Scienza Nuova 

mailto:yudelman@bc.edu
https://www.abigailadamsinstitute.org/giambattista-vico


 

What is a “science of providence,” and what role does providence play in Vico’s system? Key 
principles of Vico’s science. Vico’s polemic against Grotius, Hobbes and Pufendorf. Two 
conceptions of “natural law,” and the problem of the origin of political life.  
 
Reading 
The First New Science (Book I), pp. 1-34 & short selections from Hugo Grotius, The Law of War 
and Peace and Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan. 

Session 3 – July 23 – Historical Science of Ideas, Part I 
Origins of political life, continued. What is novel about Vico’s cultural history? The “twelve 
tables” of the Romans and their function in Vico’s exposition of natural law. Features of the 
“new critical art” and the discovery of “sects of times.” What is the “acme” of human 
development, how does it relate to religion and philosophy?   

 
Reading 
The First New Science (Book II), pp. 35-90 
  

Session 4 – July 30 – Historical Science of Ideas, Part II  
 
Reading 
The First New Science (Book II), pp. 91-145 
 

Session 5 – August 6 – Vico’s New Science of Language 
How does Vico propose to unite philology and philosophy, and what results? Poetic language, 
myth and the common origins of languages. Divine, heroic and human language. Recovery and 
interpretation of the ancient fables. Recondite and vulgar wisdom. Vico’s “universal 
etymologicon.”   
 
Reading 
The First New Science (Book III), pp. 149-223 
 

Session 6 – August 13 – The Eternal Course and Recourse of the Nations 
What follows from the eternal course and recourse of the nations? The problem of decline and 
the “barbarism of reflection.” Is Vico’s science useful, and for what? Development of Vico’s 
ideas in aftertimes. Concluding discussion of Vico’s significance and legacy. 
 
Reading 
The First New Science (Books IV, V & Conclusion), pp. 233-290 
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