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Abstract

This study investigates the concept of idolatry in the works of Augustine and Vico, exploring
its implications for sociability and morality. By analysing Augustine’s, The City of God and
Vico's Universal Right and The New Science, it reveals their respective critiques of idolatry
and its influence on their philosophical and theological frameworks. Augustine interprets
idolatry as disordered worship rooted in pride and self-love, which corrupts desires and
undermines justice. His dualistic perspective emphasizes the mind as the primary means to
divine truth, often portraying the body as an obstacle to spiritual fulfilment.

In contrast, Vico reinterprets Augustine's critique through a holistic framework that
integrates body, mind, and society. He sees idolatry as an early stage of human development,
where myths and deities emerge from bodily experiences. Vico's concept of sensus communis
highlights how collective rituals and symbolic language shape human understanding,
emphasizing the relational and symbolic dimensions of sociability.

This study highlights Vico's departure from Augustine’s dualism, presenting a more
realistic ethical framework where love of neighbour becomes a relational necessity rather than
a step toward divine union. By situating the body as integral to human consciousness and
morality, Vico provides a vision of sociability and justice that bridges human experience and

divine truth, offering valuable insights for contemporary theology and ethics.



Introduction.

Idolatry is a key concept in Christianity and is generally described as any act of placing
something —whether an object, person, or idea—above or in place of the Christian God. In
early Christian thought, idolatry is considered one of the most serious sins because it involves
not only the worship of false gods or physical idols but also a misalignment in moral
orientation—particularly in how individuals relate to one another. Thus, worshiping false gods
disrupts relationships with the divine and leads to a disordering of individual lives, affecting
both personal and social spheres.

In The City of God, the Christian Church Father Augustine of Hippo (AD 354—430)
makes idolatry central to his critique of pagan culture and morality. Born in Thagaste in the
Roman province of Numidia (modern-day Algeria), Augustine rose to prominence as a
theologian, philosopher during the Patristic Period. His writings, particularly Confessions, On
Christian Doctrine, On the Trinity, and The City of God, have had a lasting impact on both
Christian thought and Western philosophy. His reflections on salvation, grace, and the nature
of human society made him a key figure for later theological developments, especially within
the Catholic tradition, the Protestant Reformation, influencing both Lutherans and Calvinists,
and Greek and Russian Orthodox churches.

The City of God, formally titled De civitate Dei contra paganos (On the City of God
Against the Pagans), was written between AD 412 and 426 and remains one of Augustine’s
most ambitious and comprehensive works. In this monumental text, Augustine engages in a
far-reaching reflection on the destiny of human civilization, dividing humanity into two
opposing cities: the “earthly city” and the “City of God.” These two cities, according to
Augustine, are intertwined throughout history, representing two different forms of human
existence. The earthly city is destined for eternal punishment, while the City of God,
grounded in love of God and neighbour, is destined for eternal happiness. He connects
idolatry with self-love, emphasizing that it is not just an error in religious practice but a
serious misdirection of human desire and love. When this love is “disordered” or misdirected,
the soul turns away from God and the neighbour, fixating instead on oneself. This
misdirection leads to moral and spiritual corruption, distorting both individual lives and entire
societies. The earthly city is thus governed by human ambition and pride, where people seek
happiness in power, wealth, and fame. By contrast, the City of God is characterized by
ordered love, where individuals live in a right relationship with God and, consequently, with
one another. Here, people prioritize love of God, which naturally overflows into love for one’s

neighbour.



Augustine’s reflections on idolatry later influenced many thinkers, including the
Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico. Giambattista Vico (1668—1744), one of the most
important Italian philosophers of the early modern period, is best known for his contributions
to the philosophy of history, anthropology, and linguistics. Vico developed a complex
understanding of human culture, particularly in his theory of knowledge and historical
development. The verum ipsum factum principle ("the true is precisely what is made"), which
suggests that humans can only fully know what they create, makes him one of the earliest
pioneers of social-constructivist theories. This principle along with other deep insights
underpins Vico’s reflections on religion, society, language, and law, as he sought to
understand how human beings impose meaning on the world through their cultural and social
interactions. One of Vico’s key concerns was the role of religion in the development of human
societies, and in this area, he drew heavily on Augustine’s concept of idolatry. In his early
work, Diritto Universale (Universal Right), published in Latin in 1722, Vico explored the
universal dimensions of law, particularly the connections between religion and human
knowledge. He argued that early human societies were shaped by their religious practices,
often grounded in a form of primitive idolatry. Vico’s later work, La Scienza Nuova (The New
Science), first published in 1725 and significantly revised in 1730 and 1744, expanded on
these themes by offering a grand narrative of human history, tracing the evolution of humanity
from its mythic origins to the emergence of rational and civil society. For Vico, idolatry was
not just a religious issue; it was also a cultural one, representing a stage in human history that
reflected the evolution of human consciousness and society. By reinterpreting idolatry in this
way, Vico created a framework that combined religion, history, and philosophy, exploring
how human societies develop their own values and ideas over time.

This study will explore Augustine’s understanding of idolatry, particularly how he
saw it as a force that shapes individual and collective lives. By comparing this with Vico’s
interpretation, we can gain insight into how idolatry has been understood not just as a matter

of personal faith but as a social and cultural phenomenon with far-reaching implications.

Aim of the Study

This study aims to conduct a comparative analysis of Augustine and Giambattista Vico,
focusing on their conceptions of idolatry and its implications for social interaction and
morality. By examining Augustine’s City of God, the study explores his critique of the earthly
city, particularly through the lens of idolatry as intertwined with self-love (amor sui) and pride

(superbia). Special attention is given to how Augustine connects these concepts to the



emotional and relational dimensions of human interaction, including the love of neighbour. In
the examination of Augustine’s work, it will be also highlighted which of his ideas resonate in
Vico’s works.

The analysis then examines Vico’s works, Universal Right and The New Science,
investigating how he reinterprets Augustine’s critique of idolatry within the framework of his
theories on cultural evolution, ethics, and anthropology. Through this comparison, the study
aims to illuminate the enduring relevance of Augustine’s ideas, particularly in shaping Vico’s
reflections on language, religion, and history, while highlighting the intellectual connections
between their works.

Key Research Questions
1. How do Augustine and Vico conceptualize idolatry?
2. How do their views on idolatry shape their reflections on social interaction and

morality?

Delimitations of the Study

This study focuses on the concept of idolatry in the works of Augustine and Vico, specifically
as presented in The City of God and The New Science. The scope of the analysis is
deliberately confined to these texts to ensure a more detailed and nuanced interpretation.
While Augustine’s The City of God (1998, edited and translated by R.W. Dyson) is the
primary source, additional references to his other works, such as Confessions and On
Christian Doctrine, are limited to instances where they provide essential contextual
clarification. Regarding the analysis of Vico’s works the New Science (2020, translated by
Jason Taylor) serves as the cornerstone of Vico’s perspective, but important references to
Universal Right (2000, translated by Giorgio Pinton) are included to explore the development
of his ideas on sociability and morality.

The study excludes detailed analyses of other thinkers or traditions influencing
Augustine and Vico, such as Neoplatonism or Medieval and Renaissance philosophy, focusing
instead on their direct treatment of idolatry. This choice reflects the aim to trace their specific
theological and philosophical contributions, without diluting the discussion by expanding into
broader intellectual contexts.

Chronologically, the study limits its examination of Vico’s the New Science to its
1744 edition, as it represents the culmination of his philosophical reflections. Earlier versions
(1725 and 1730) are referenced sparingly to highlight significant developments but are not
analysed in depth.



Methodologically, the study employs content analysis, focusing on thematic and
conceptual patterns rather than empirical data or historical criticism. This choice prioritizes
textual interpretation over broader cultural or historical contextualization, though relevant
historical elements are briefly discussed when necessary for clarity.

Finally, the study consciously omits the reception and influence of Augustine and
Vico’s works in later periods to maintain a concentrated focus on their original texts and

1deas.

Method of research

The research method I will employ in this study is a “content analysis™ of Augustine's City of
God and Vico’s Universal Right and The New Science. The aim of this approach provides a
systematic framework for identifying patterns, concepts, and overarching themes within the
texts, allowing for a detailed exploration of their meaning and context. By focusing on central
themes and key passages, a content analysis facilitates a close examination of the texts,
uncovering deeper and latent meanings that might otherwise remain hidden.

By using this method emerges underlying ideas and thematic connections between
Augustine and Vico, particularly regarding the topics central to this study. Through careful
interpretation, it enables a nuanced understanding of how both authors engage with complex
issues, such as the interplay between sociability and the sacred, offering insights into their
distinct yet interconnected perspectives.

In my analysis, I will also incorporate insights from relevant scholarly contributions.
These critical reflections will enrich my interpretations and frame the themes in a broader
intellectual context. Scholarly works on both Augustine and Vico will be referenced to
enhance the understanding of key issues and to examine the intersections between the two

thinkers' approaches to idolatry and sociability.

Theoretical Framework

Augustine's work 1s complex and often ambiguous, necessitating a theoretical approach that
acknowledges these qualities while considering the reader's active role in shaping
interpretation. His writings are rich and multifaceted, blending rhetorical techniques,
Hellenistic influences, and Christian theology. However, this richness frequently results in
contradictions and repetitions. While reconstructing Augustine's intentions with complete

objectivity is unattainable, recurring themes and key ideas can still be identified and analysed.



Vico’s works, though similarly intricate, offer a more structured framework for
interpreting themes relevant to this study. His reinterpretation of Augustine’s concepts often
illuminates aspects of Augustine’s thought that might otherwise remain obscure. By
examining Vico’s engagement with Augustine’s ideas, we can gain a deeper understanding of
both thinkers.

A significant challenge in comparing these authors is their vastly different historical
contexts (over 1300 years divide the two authors). A contrastive reading of their works is
inherently complex, as it risks neglecting the cultural and historical differences embedded in
their texts.

This study employs reader-response theory, as developed by Wolfgang Iser, Hans
Robert Jauss, and Stanley Fish, to address these challenges. This approach emphasizes the
reader's role in creating meaning, focusing on the interaction between the text and the reader’s
cultural and intellectual framework. Reader-response theory provides hermeneutical tools to
navigate the gaps and ambiguities in the texts, treating these not as flaws but as integral
features that foster a dynamic relationship between the reader and the content.

Applying reader-response theory to Augustine and Vico highlights the interpretive
challenges posed by their works. Augustine’s fusion of Christian theology with Hellenistic
philosophy invites diverse readings, while Vico’s philosophical originality continues to spark
scholarly debate. This study explores how their masterpieces engage contemporary readers,

with Vico’s reinterpretation offering valuable insights into Augustine’s enduring relevance.

Previous Research.
In this section, I will introduce key scholarly works that have significantly shaped my
interpretation of Augustine's City of God, particularly its treatment of pride, humility, and love
of neighbour. These three themes are relevant for a reflection about idolatry because, in my
analysis, [ want to discover the connections between idolatry and sociability from a moral and
anthropological perspective. This section presents various studies that offer different and,
sometimes, opposed positions.

One important contribution that was recently published is Mary M. Keys’ Pride,
Politics, and Humility in Augustine's City of God (2022). In this book, Keys presents a
detailed examination of pride and humility in Augustine's work, exploring how these concepts
inform his broader political and theological vision. Keys’ approach is particularly relevant to

my study because of her nuanced comparison between Augustine's Christian humility and the



ancient philosophical traditions of Plato and the Stoics, specifically their views on
moderation, self-control, and pride.

Keys highlights the tension between pride and humility as a central dynamic in The
City of God. Augustine critiques the self-centred nature of the "earthly city," rooted in pride
and self-love, and contrasts it with the humility that defines the "City of God," where love for
God and neighbour takes precedence. This contrast is crucial for my study, as Augustine’s
understanding of idolatry is intricately tied to pride. This connection allows for a deeper
reflection on his theological vision of love of neighbour, the role of Jesus Christ as Mediator,
and the Church.

An additional aspect of Keys' work that is important for my research is her
exploration of Augustine's Christian humility in contrast to the philosophical virtues of
moderation and self-control. While Plato and the Stoics advocated self-mastery, Augustine
critiques these approaches for their limitations in addressing the deeper, more complex
dimensions of human emotions.

My reflection has been also significantly informed by the studies published in
Augustine’s City of God: A Critical Guide (ed. J. Wetzel, 2012). Here, various scholars
examine the central themes of Augustine’s work and account for his complex understanding
of the interplay between historical critique, theology, and eschatology, focusing on the tension
between earthly and eternal realities. At the centre of these reflections is Augustine’s critique
of pagan virtues, rooted in pride and self-reliance, and contrasted with Christian humility.

Particularly relevant to this study are Jennifer Herdt’s analysis in “The Theater of
Virtues”, Sarah Byers's “The Psychology of Compassion: Stoicism in City of God 9.5”.

In her analysis, Herdt examines Augustine's critique of pagan virtue within 7he City
of God, highlighting that Augustine does not wholly condemn these virtues. According to this
view, pagan examples can inspire Christians when reoriented toward divine love, surpassing
earthly glory for eternal life. This distinction suggests that pagan virtues, while imperfect,
reflect partial truths about moral goodness. Central to Augustine’s view is the idea that true
virtue requires humility, rooted in divine grace and the imitation of Christ's self-emptying
love. Pagan virtues lack this foundation but still serve God's purposes by providing examples
that Christians can surpass. This position is very interesting for my study as it evokes Vico’s
understanding of pagan virtues.

In her examination of Book 9.5 of The City of God, Sarah Byers explores how
Augustine appropriates and critiques Stoic principles, integrating their insights into his

Christian framework. Byers challenges the interpretations of scholars who view Augustine’s



understanding of the relationship between body and soul as fundamentally dualistic. Instead,
she argues that Augustine’s perspective is holistic rather than dualistic.

In her contribution to A Companion to Augustine, edited by Mark Vessey (2012),
Byers further develops this argument, noting that Augustine’s view of the body-soul
relationship cannot be described as “dualistic” in the same sense as Stoic or Cartesian
dualism, which prevailed in antiquity and early modern philosophy, respectively. Byers
characterizes Augustine’s position as more “Aristotelian,” emphasizing the body’s
dependence on the soul. Augustine conceives of the body not as a separate substance but as
“an accident” of the soul, whose role is to animate and sustain it. For Augustine, the body
exists only in conjunction with the soul, reflecting a unity rather than a separation of these
elements.

This theme is particularly relevant to the current study because, in my interpretation
of Vico and Augustine, the way human beings experience the body is pivotal to understanding
the relationship between the self and the other.

An interesting perspective is presented by Veronica Roberts Ogle in “Idolatry as the
Source of Injustice in Augustine’s De Civitate Dei”” (2017). She explores Augustine's
contribution to political philosophy, emphasizing that idolatry is a foundational source of
injustice in his De Civitate Dei. According to her, idolatry, in Augustine’s view, is not merely
the worship of false gods but a broader spiritual and social dynamic that distorts human
relationships and undermines true justice.

A study that is also worth mentioning is Luigi Alici’s 1/ libro della pace. La citta di
Dio, XIX (2018), where the author provides an interesting interpretation of Augustine’s
concept of concordia as it emerges in Book XIX of The City of God. This theme is central to
my study as I will discuss it in association with the Christian theme of love of neighbour.

A crucial theme for my research is the relationship between body and soul as
described in Book XI of The City of God. An insightful contribution to the interpretation of
Augustine’s thought is Robert Dodaro’s reflections in Chapter 5 “Wisdom’s Hidden Reasons”
of his study Christ and the Just Society in the Thought of Augustine (2005). Here, Dodaro
explores Augustine’s anthropological dualism, particularly concerning the concepts of the
"inner man" (homo interior) and the "outer man" (homo exterior). Dodaro highlights
Augustine’s use of Pauline anthropology, which distinguishes between the inner and outer
dimensions of human existence. The "outer man" refers to the physical and temporal aspects
of human life, governed by sensory perception and worldly concerns. In contrast, the "inner

man" embodies the spiritual and eternal aspects, oriented toward divine wisdom and truth.



This duality is not merely descriptive but normative, underscoring Augustine’s belief that the
inner man must govern the outer man to achieve harmony with God’s will.

Regarding The New Science, I would like to highlight the relevance of Gianfranco
Cantelli's work, Mente, Corpo, Linguaggio (1986), and Jiirgen Trabant’s study, Vico's New
Science of Ancient Signs (2004). These academic investigations provide crucial insights into
Vico’s revolutionary understanding of language and signs, particularly in their connection to
the body and corporeal instincts.

Cantelli’s analysis emphasizes how Vico bridges the gap between mind and body
through language. According to Cantelli, Vico sees language as emerging directly from the
bodily experiences and instincts of early humans, who expressed themselves through gestures,
cries, and primitive signs. These initial forms of communication were not abstract but deeply
rooted in the physical interaction between humans and their environment. Cantelli's focus on
this interplay between corporeality and linguistic development underlines the significance of
Vico’s rejection of Cartesian dualism, showing how Vico integrates the body into the process
of human knowledge and meaning-making.

Similarly, Trabant’s study sheds light on how Vico conceptualizes signs as the first
expressions of human thought, shaped by sensory and instinctual experiences. Trabant
explores Vico’s idea that the earliest forms of language were mute languages—symbolic
gestures and metaphorical representations derived from the practical and survival-driven
activities of primitive peoples. For Vico, these ancient signs encapsulated a shared
understanding of the world, rooted in collective corporeal instincts. Trabant argues that this
semiotic framework challenges the purely rationalistic accounts of language by positing a
more embodied and communal origin for human cognition and cultural development.

Both Cantelli and Trabant highlight the revolutionary nature of Vico’s thought in
situating the body, rather than pure intellect, at the heart of linguistic and cognitive evolution.
By doing so, Vico not only anticipates later developments in semiotics and anthropology but
also offers a profound critique of Enlightenment views that prioritized reason over sensory
and instinctual experience. These works illuminate how Vico’s New Science provides a
holistic understanding of human knowledge, where the mind, body, and social context are
deeply interconnected in the construction of meaning and culture.

Important for my comparison of Vico’s thought with Augustine’s are the studies of
Francesco Botturi, La Sapienza della storia. Giambattista Vico e la filosofia pratica (1991),
and Antonio Sabetta, I “lumi” del Cristianesimo. Fonti teologiche nell opera di Giambattista

Vico (2006).
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Analysis
Part 1: Augustine.

Chapter 1: Idolatry in the ancient world.

The event that convinced Augustine to write The City of God was the sack of Rome by the
Visigoths in 410 AD. This shocking event strengthened the belief that Christianity, which had
become the state religion of the Roman Empire in 380 AD, had weakened the old Roman
spirit that had led to centuries of victories and dominance. A widespread belief held that
Rome’s decline was attributed to its abandonment of traditional gods, which were seen as the
foundation of the ethical values that had sustained its temporal power.

Augustine’s initial approach in his masterpiece is apologetic. In the first part, he
intertwines the key theme of humility with the values that Romans, Greeks, and other ancient
civilizations had developed over hundreds of years, from the mythical founding of Rome in
753 BC to Augustine’s time. Two main ideas emerge clearly from the first books of The City
of God.! First, when a people unite around common ideals—by keeping individual passions in
check, as the Romans once did—they can achieve great things. Second, although moderation
can lead to worldly success, only Christian humility, as exemplified by Jesus Christ, can lead
to eternal life.

Augustine argues that poets, historians, and philosophers played central roles in
shaping Roman civilization: poets created anthropomorphic gods and religious beliefs,
historians chronicled events and the deeds of great figures, and philosophers formulated
ethical arguments to support traditional values. These civil and religious myths were crucial in
embedding ideals into the collective Roman memory. Augustine underscores the falsehood of
Roman myths surrounding the city’s foundation and expansion and argues that the
polytheistic world of Roman religion is composed of fictitious gods that represent values
disconnected from true humility.

As Augustine sees it, love of freedom and moderation quickly transformed into an excessive
love of glory. He discusses many anecdotes about prominent Roman figures. One interesting

example is the story of Lucretia, who took her own life after being raped by the son of the

! The City of God comprises twenty-two books, often considered as equivalent to long chapters, traditionally
divided into two parts. In the first part (Books | to X), Augustine reflects on ethics and politics (Books I to V), as
well as pagan religion (Books VI to X) in ancient Rome. In the second part, Augustine narrates the origin (Books
Xl to XIV), the history (Books XV to XVIII), and the destiny (Books XIX to XXII) of the two cities: the “City of God”
and the “earthly city.”

11



tyrant Tarquin. Augustine’s scholar, Mary M. Keys, writes that Lucretia, in Rome’s glory-
idolizing culture, "internalized her city’s customs and idols" (2022, p. 22), while Augustine
describes her as “a Roman lady excessively eager for praise” (The City of God, 1998, Book 1,
Chapter 19, p. 31). Her suicide, in Augustine’s view, is an act of pride rather than humility.?

Lucretia’s sacrifice represents a form of self-love in which the hero is driven to seek
validation from others. Augustine emphasizes that her inability to “bear patiently the infamy”
was a result of her pride. She feared the judgment of others and could not endure the thought
that people might suspect she had enjoyed the act of rape. By committing suicide, Augustine
suggests, Lucretia revealed her emotional state but concealed her conscience. In contrast,
Augustine highlights the martyrdom of Christian women, who, despite enduring similar
experiences, chose to live and face public judgment. These women did not fear for their
conscience.

In Lucretia’s myth and, more broadly, in the anthropomorphic traditions of Rome and
Greece, there is a lack of deep consciousness regarding what is truly good and true versus
what is false and evil. The martyrdom of early Christian women, on the other hand, represents
a profound awareness of their innocence. For Augustine, Lucretia concealed her conscience
out of fear of being accused of complicity, while Christian martyrs, by staying alive, became
living temples. Their survival allowed for forgiveness and a deeper understanding of the value
of human life and the distinction between good and evil.

At the end of Book VIII, Augustine comments on the writings of Hermes
Trismegistus, a mythical figure from Egypt.® Augustine's reflections on this legendary author
elucidate the anthropomorphic characteristics of pagan gods and demons. He comments on
Trismegistus’s Asclepius, a Latin translation of a 4th-century BC Greek text, which describes

religious practices in ancient Egypt. These practices included manufacturing humanlike

2 Augustine comments on Lucretia myth in Chapter 19 of Book | (Augustine, 1998, page 31).

3 Augustine’s presentation of Hermes Trismegistus has probably captured Vico’s interest for this mythological
figure. Vico describes him as the idealized figure of “civil wise man” imagined by Egyptians because they “did
not know how to abstract the intelligible genus” (Vico, 2020, page 89). For many modern scholars, as for Vico,
Hermes Trismegistus was not a physical person. Luigi Alici, in a footnote to the Italian translation of The City of
God, describes him as an invented author named after Hermes (Greek god protector of human heralds and
orators) which has Thot as his equivalent in the ancient Egyptian cosmology (Agostino Aurelio, 2001, page 414).
According to Paolo Scarpi, the name had probably the function to give authority to a collection of Hermetic
ancient texts (Scarpi, 2009, page XXXIV). In Scarpi’s introduction to the translation (2009, I-XClII) of Hermes
Trismegistus’s works the author gives a wide picture of the great influence that the texts had in the history of
western spirituality. The author is mentioned and studied by early Church Fathers (Mark Edwards, in Meconi
(editor), 2021, page 130), by medieval and renaissance authors (among others Marsilio Ficino and Giordano
Bruno), early modern Christian mistics (such as Emanuel Swedenborg) and many others in contemporary time.

12



statues to serve as dwellings for invisible spirits, which were then worshipped as gods (1998,
p. 345).

For Augustine, these ancient rituals exemplify idolatry, and he condemns them as
evil. He argues that these physical objects, though revered by pagans, could only be animated
by the spirits of demons. The fundamental mistake made by pagan populations, Augustine
suggests, was to believe that these spirits were good, rather than malevolent demons.
Similarly, Augustine condemns the pagan practice of deifying the dead, describing it as
another form of idolatry.*

Augustine critiques the idea that demons are suitable mediators between humans and
gods, arguing that demons are driven by uncontrolled passions, making them unfit for such a
role. While Augustine acknowledges that demons can influence human actions, he strongly
rejects the notion that they can serve as intermediaries to the true God. Their influence, he
argues, is harmful, as their lack of emotional control aligns them with evil rather than the
divine.

While demons, in Augustine’s view, are dominated by their emotions, he does not
believe that emotions themselves are inherently evil. In The City of God, he illustrates this
distinction through a story of a Stoic philosopher and a wealthy man caught in a storm at sea.®
The philosopher initially feels fear, which he later controls, while the wealthy man remains
fearless from the start and mocks the philosopher. Augustine comments that the philosopher’s
fear is virtuous, as it reflects wisdom, whereas the rich man's fearlessness is foolish,
demonstrating indifference to the value of human life.

For Augustine, true wisdom involves the ability to rationalize and manage emotions.
Courage without self-awareness or control is merely unrestrained emotion, not true strength.
He likens demons to the foolish rich man, dominated by their emotions. Similarly, he argues
that human compassion—sharing in others' emotions—is not a sign of weakness but of
strength and wisdom, as it reflects a conscious acknowledgment of evil without being

subjected to it.

4 The practice of worshipping the dead as gods can be described as a form of euhemerism, a theory minted
after Euhemeros who was active in ancient Greece in the 3rd century BC and speculates that gods were in
origin living persons which the oral tradition transformed into myths and immortal creatures (see, for example,
the entry “Euhemerus” in the Britannica encyclopaedia: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Euhemerus-
Greek-mythographer).

5 See even chapter 4 of Book IX (Augustine, 1998, p. 363). In book XIX he will use the metaphor of the boat in
the storm in order to reason that the relationships between human beings becomes increasingly difficult as the
physical distance between them increases. The navigation of the boat in the open sea becomes in this way a
metaphor for the difficulty of having good relations between peoples distant from each other (geographically
but above all linguistically and culturally).
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In Book IX of The City of God, Augustine defines religion as the connection between
humans and God, arguing that this connection is only possible through proper mediators. He
rejects the mediation of demons, as their lack of control over their bodies leads to disorder. In
contrast, wise humans can govern their emotions and direct their souls toward God and love
of neighbour. This proper alignment allows for true virtue and a meaningful connection with

the divine.

Chapter 2: the social injustice of idolatry.

In The City of God, the theological aspects of idolatry are often debated along with their
ethical implications. The connections of theology and ethics are not hazardous since the two
dimensions are related.® In the previous chapter, idolatry was analysed from two perspectives.
On one hand, it was presented as a form of divinization or mythologizing of various
expressions of self-love, as exemplified by Lucretia. On the other hand, it was described as
the worship of false mediators. These two modes are deeply interwoven, as both are grounded
in the human experience of the body. The body, as the locus of emotions and instincts, shapes
how individuals relate to the divine, influencing the ways they seek meaning, transcendence,
and ultimate fulfilment.

In pagan religious traditions, humans, confined by their corporeal nature and finite
understanding, are unable to direct their emotions and desires toward the divine unaided. This
perceived gap between the human and the divine necessitates mediators—figures or symbols
that bridge the divide. These mediators in pagan religions as in Roman religious practice often
are associated with worldly objects or fabricated constructs.

The historical process of divinization, particularly in the context of self-love, mirrors
this dynamic. Over time, human emotions, desires, and achievements are elevated to the status
of sacred ideals. Such is the case with Lucretia, whose myth not only glorifies her individual

actions but also transforms them into a collective medium through which cultural values are

® In Book XIX, for example, Augustine states that “eternal life is the Supreme Good, and eternal death the
Supreme Evil, and that to achieve the one and avoid the other, we must live rightly” (Augustine,1998, page
918). This concise definition of salvation highlights that the ultimate goal for humanity is eternal life, which can
only be attained by living rightly. In this way, Augustine links ethics and metaphysics in a cause-and-effect
relationship: human efforts to transcend the limits of this world (metaphysics) depend on the ethical choices
they make. If human beings live according to a 'right' and 'just' code, they can transcend the limitations of
earthly life and attain eternal life. Augustine further refines this statement by explaining that living rightly is not
something humans can achieve solely through their free will. This is because human beings, on their own, are
incapable of recognizing what is truly good (right and just) unless they have faith in God. He clarifies that faith
itself is a gift from God, and without this divine gift, humans cannot choose to live rightly. When they receive
faith from God, they are granted the ability to experience the love of God, and in accordance with this
experience, they can choose to act ethically.
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shaped and perpetuated. Her story, retold and celebrated in Roman tradition, functions as a
“mediator,” as a channel for disseminating false images and values rooted in pride, honour,
and the glorification of Roman virtue.

The function of mediators highlights the interplay between individual religious
beliefs and collective idolatry. At the individual level, self-love, expression of personal desires
or actions is elevated to divine status. At the collective level, these ideals are enshrined in
cultural narratives and societal practices, reinforcing a shared, yet ultimately distorted,
understanding of the divine.

Lucretia’s myth encapsulates this process. Her actions, influenced by emotions tied
to the body—shame, pride, and the desire for honour—are reinterpreted as exemplary virtues
within the framework of Roman culture. In this reinterpretation, the glorification of her
suicide obscures the underlying motivations rooted in self-love. By idolizing such acts, pagan
tradition effectively divinizes human emotions, creating a cultural mechanism that perpetuates
falsehoods and distorts the true relationship between humanity and the divine.

Veronica Roberts Ogle identifies three interconnected modes of idolatry. The first
mode involves prioritizing self-love over love of God, a condition Roberts equates with pride
and describes as perceiving oneself as a god.” The second mode relates to cupiditas, or self-
centred desire. Here, individuals who prioritize self-love above God’s love fail to find true
happiness due to their finite nature. As a result, they seek fulfilment in anything but God.
Roberts explains, “This craving, this longing to possess, truly is idolatry because it worships
the object as its happiness” (2017, p. 75).

The third mode extends the logic of cupiditas further. Human limitations not only
drive individuals to seek happiness in finite things but also lead them to pursue God through
false mediators, such as demons. According to Roberts, this mode is “intrinsically antisocial”
because it renders individuals incapable of seeing others as anything beyond “convenient
vehicles” (2017, p. 76). Ultimately, Roberts concludes, “The idolatrous mentality renders man

incapable of considering what is due to others;” (2017, p. 77).

7 R.R. Reno seems to reason in the same way as Roberts when he examines the episode of the theft of pears,
narrated in Confessions. As Reno observes, “the crucial feature of the story is the apparent lack of motive”
(Reno, R. R., “Pride and Idolatry”, Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology, 60(2), 2006, p. 174). The
young Augustine admits that “the theft was foul, and I loved it,” adding that “I had no motive for wickedness,
except wickedness itself.” Reno suggests that behind Augustine’s rhetorical explanation, which points to the
nature of evil, the true motive behind his sinful behaviour is an imitation of God. Since evil is the absence of
good (Reno refers to City of God, Book XII, Ch. 7), the young Augustine was not seeking evil for its own sake but
rather “sought to possess a divine attribute.” He “loved the power to take [the pears] at his own whim” (2006,
p. 175). This form of megalomania necessarily fails because it has no firm grounding in truth.
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Roberts’s arguments merit closer examination. Consider Lucretia, whose suicide
Augustine attributes to self-love. Augustine criticizes her excessive desire for praise, noting
that her sin was rooted in her concern for how others perceived her. By choosing falsehood to
secure approval, she avoided revealing her true self. Roberts argues that her suicide is the
result of her internalising of the Roman consuetudo which is an extension of Roman law
(Roberts, 2020). Her suicide as product of Roman law and religious beliefs becomes itself
idolatrous when mythologized, transforming into a symbol of humility and serving Rome’s
glory-worshiping culture. Thus, Lucretia’s “divinity” lies not in her act itself but in its cultural
elevation and deification. As Jennifer Herdt points out the problem of pagan “virtues” is that
they are “enacted in theatrical spectacles™ (ed. J. Wetzel, 2012, page 111). Lucretia’s suicide is
a spectacularizing of Roman virtues.

This idolatry corrupts both the individual and society by distorting the relationship
between mind and body and eroding human connections. Lucretia’s unwillingness to
acknowledge her true feelings reflects a broader societal dynamic of falsehood, where
individuals are unable to engage genuinely with others. The glory she sought was rooted in a
distorted understanding of the divine. With this respect Augustine’s reference to Lucretia’s
“conscience” is crucial to understand Lucretia’s relationship to the divine. The word invokes
in fact a cosmological order in which the mind is hierarchically placed under the divine but
above the body. In this schema, truth is accessible only through the mind, while the body is
seen as an obstacle to divine truth. Robert Dodaro explains that Augustine praises Christian
women who suffered rape, and whose example is contrasted with Lucretia's suicide, because
"these women enjoy a consolation (consolatio) that is ‘great and true’ because it is interior, a
consolation that transcends exterior approval” (2004, p. 38-39). Jennifer Herdt, commenting
on Lucretia's anecdote, follows the same reasoning as Dodaro and discusses the concept of
true and false virtues (ed. J. Wetzel, 2012, page 123) where the true virtues are expression of
the “inner man” (if one wants to use Dodaro’s terminology) while false virtues are expression
of the “outer man”.

In other words, Lucretia failed to see her “conscience” because she was negatively
influenced by her body. Augustine contrasts the perception of divine truth (true virtues) with
sensory perception (false virtues). He argues that external perceptions, mediated through the
senses, are inherently deceptive, whereas the mind’s self-perception is free from such

distortions. In Book XI Augustine writes:

We indeed recognize in ourselves the image of God: that is, of the Supreme Trinity. This
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image is not equal to God. [...] It is, however, nearer to God in nature than anything else
made by Him, even though it still requires to be reformed and perfected [...] (Augustine,

1998, p. 484).

Here, Augustine identifies the human mind, unaided by the senses, as uniquely capable of
perceiving divine truth. This truth, described as the image of the Trinity, is accessible only
through introspection, divine grace, and laborious self-reflection.? While this framework
emphasizes the mind’s capacity for divine interaction, it appears to diminish the role of the
body.

Augustinian scholar Sarah Byers challenges this view.? Byers argues that
Augustine's understanding of the relationship between body and soul differs from the dualistic
views of the Stoics. According to Byers, Augustine saw the mind and body as more
interconnected and supports her view through a close reading of Book IX, Chapter 5, where
Augustine critiques Stoic principles.’® She argues that Augustine challenges Stoic rigidity by
suggesting that compassion, when rooted in reason, is essential for human relationships.
Augustine criticizes the Stoic detachment from suffering, which he sees as a form of self-
sufficiency that weakens human solidarity. Byers emphasizes also that Augustine values
human dignity as being rooted in the soul’s divine image, thus justifying emotional
engagement with others' suffering.

Roberts's second argument links idolatry to cupiditas and resonates with Hannah

Arendt’s interpretation of Augustine’s concept of love. Arendt differentiates between caritas

8 With this regard it is important to shortly mention Augustine’s understanding of the Trinity. In De Trinitate,
Book X, Augustine discusses the Delphic proverb Cognosce te ipsum ("Know yourself"). This notion of self-
knowledge is widely examined by Augustine scholars. For example, Oliver O'Donovan points out that one aspect
the mind possesses is rationality (O'Donovan, 1980, page 60). The other aspect is that this rationality can be
achieved via introspection, as an a priori truth. The reflections of Augustine in De Trinitate (especially those in
Book X) are taken up by Vico. His Axiom 63, which is discussed in this study, is inspired by Augustine’s
reflections. In general terms, Augustine highlights in this work the unique ability of the human mind to perceive
divine truth, which mirrors the image of the Trinity. He points out that this capacity comes from the mind's self-
awareness and its three main faculties: memory, understanding, and will. These faculties reflect the divine
Trinitarian structure, making the human mind a perfect place for contemplating God beyond the limits of
sensory perception. Augustine explains that to access this divine truth, one must turn inward and examine
oneself as an image of God. However, he emphasizes that this is not something we can achieve by ourselves.
Divine grace is essential to enlighten the mind and guide it toward the divine. This process requires hard work
and humility, as it involves overcoming distractions, correcting errors, and aligning one's will with the truth.

By delving into the mind's inner workings, Augustine shows not only its intellectual power but also its spiritual
purpose: to ascend toward God. This perspective underscores that, when properly directed, the mind serves as
a bridge between human limitations and divine infinity, making self-knowledge the path to knowing God.

9 See “Augustine and the Philosophers,” published in A Companion to Augustine and edited by Mark Vessey
(2012), pages 175 —187.

10 5ee her contribution “The Psychology of Compassion: Stoicism in City of God 9.5” in Augustine’s City of God:
A Critical Guide (Ed. James Wetzel), 2012.
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(love directed toward God) and cupiditas (love directed toward the material world), noting
that both forms of love are characterized by craving. While caritas seeks eternal union with
God, cupiditas is rooted in attachment to finite things, dispersing human desires across
worldly multiplicities (Arendt, 1996, p. 23). Roberts’s argument can be framed within the
dualistic framework described by Dodaro as inner/outer, which can also be interpreted as
body (outer)/soul (inner). Following Herdt’s reflections on pagan virtues, the argument that
cupiditas and caritas have different objects can be challenged by reasoning that certainly both
cupiditas and caritas are a form of craving, but in both this craving has the same object,
which is the divine. The difference between the two is that caritas has as its object the true
God, while cupiditas targets false pagan gods.

Roberts identifies in idolatry a form of social injustice that is defined as an inability
to recognize what is due to others. Here Roberts seems to reference Augustine’s belief that
grace operates differently in each individual, and in the afterlife, everyone will receive what is
due to them. This idea is also present in Book XXII of The City of God.** Here, Augustine
adopts Paul’s theology, but it reflects a view of grace and gifts which tie the role of love your

neighbour to an idea of justice.'?

Chapter 3: the Christian Principle of Love of Neighbour
In Chapter 2, the analysis focused on Augustine’s critique of idolatry as a theological and
ethical distortion rooted in self-love (amor sui) and corporeal limitations. According to
Augustine, idolatry stems from elevating human emotions, desires, and achievements to a
sacred status, turning cultural narratives into vehicles for misplaced worship. The glorification
of Lucretia’s suicide epitomizes this, as her actions, driven by pride and societal expectations,
are transformed into symbols of Roman virtue while obscuring her true motivations.
Augustine juxtaposes the body, which he views as an obstacle to divine truth, with
the mind’s unique capacity to perceive it. Divine truth, reflecting the Trinity, is accessible only

through introspection and divine grace. This framework critiques idolatry for distorting

11 Here Augustine writes: “But in this respect also that blessed City will see a great good in itself; for no inferior
will envy his superior, any more than the other angels envy the archangels. No one will wish to have what he
has not received, and he will be bound in a bond of uttermost peace to one who has received it; just as, in the
body, the finger does not wish to be the eye, since both members are contained within the ordered
composition of the whole body. Thus, some will have greater gifts than others; but each will have the gift of not
wanting more than he has” (Augustine, 1998, page 1179).

12 |n contrast, in other passages, for example in 1 Corinthians 13, Paul presents a more radical and egalitarian
notion of love of neighbour, which Paul sees as greater than faith and hope. In 1 Corinthians 13:13, Paul
emphasizes that love of neighbour transcends faith and hope.
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individual and societal relationships, positioning the mind’s spiritual potential as central to
human flourishing.

In this chapter, I examine how a good relationship with others, rooted in the Christian
principle of love of neighbour, can lead to the divine. Augustine’s concept of utilitates is
crucial for understanding both his and Vico’s interpretations of idolatry.

Augustine’s principle of love of neighbour is constructed on the idea of utilitates. For
Augustine, Divine Providence orders earthly things, including human interactions, to serve as
utilitates, providing advantages and guiding individuals toward God. However, he argues that
humans often fail to recognize true utility because pride blinds them to their own deficiencies
and imperfections.’® Pride, which Augustine defines as the belief in one’s self-sufficiency,
distorts human understanding, leading to the misuse of utilitates and contributing to sin.
Augustine contrasts evil will with good will. Good will is the awareness of one’s mutability
and dependence on God. Evil will, by contrast, is characterized by a double negation: “not
knowing that I do not know,” which Augustine interprets as the self-deceptive belief in one’s
sufficiency.**

For Augustine, only God can be truly enjoyed (frui), while all other things, including
human relationships, should be used (uti) as means to enjoy God. Dupont emphasizes that uti
should not be interpreted as a purely instrumental or utilitarian concept (Dupont, “Using or
Enjoying humans: “Uti” and “frui” in Augustine”, Augustiniana, 2004, Vol. 54, No.1/4, page
481). In Augustine’s thought, uti of human beings is grounded in love (dilectio) and involves
caring for others in ways that reflect divine intentions. Humans, as rational and equal beings,

are not mere objects of use but are instead treated with respect and oriented toward

13 In Chapter 22 of Book XI Augustine explains the modus operandi of divine providence in history and writes as
follows: "In this way, then, divine providence admonishes us not to condemn things thoughtlessly, but rather to
inquire with diligence into the utility of things. Also, where our own intellect or weakness is to blame for our
lack of knowledge, we should believe that a utility exists even though it is hidden, as we have found to be true
of other things that we have discovered only with difficulty. This concealment of utility is a means of either
exercising our humility or overcoming our pride. For there is nothing at all which is evil by nature, and “evil” is a
name for nothing other the absence of good" (Augustine, 1998, page 477).

14 Augustine explains the evil in negative terms in the following passage: "Let no one, then, seek an efficient
cause of an evil will. For its cause is not efficient, but deficient, because the evil will itself is not an effect of
something, but a defect [...]. Now to seek the cause of these defections, which are, as | have said, not efficient
causes, but deficient, is like wishing to see darkness or hear silence. Both of these are known to us, the former
by means of the eye and the latter by the ear: not, however, by their appearance, but by their lack of any
appearance. Let no one, then, seek to know from me what | know that | do not know; unless, perhaps, he
wishes to learn how not to know that which we should know cannot be known. For those things which are
known not by their appearance, but by the lack of it, are known [...] only by not knowing them; and so our
knowledge is itself a kind of not-knowing" (Augustine, 1998, page 507-508).
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community. This interpretation enriches Augustine’s view of love of neighbour, highlighting
the relational and non-utilitarian aspects of ufi.

This perspective reinforces the idea that relationships, while instrumental in leading
individuals to God, are also rooted in mutual care and respect. This is aligned with the
concept of concordia that Augustine treats in Book XIX in association with the principle
“love of neighbour as yourself.” In Book XIX, Augustine describes concordia as essential for
peace within human relationships, both within the family and in broader social contexts. As
Alici points out, the concept of concordia, linked to the binomial uti/frui, must be applied in
the social context, assuming different values according to a scale from a minimum (do not
harm anyone) to a maximum (benefit everyone possible).'®

According to this scale, within the household, concordia takes on theological
significance. Augustine describes “taking care” of family members as essential to salvation,
equating it with having faith in God. Citing Paul’s message in 1 Timothy 5:8, Augustine
asserts that neglecting one’s family is worse than unbelief, highlighting the moral and spiritual
importance of familial relationships.

In broader societal contexts, Augustine’s idea of concordia reflects peaceful
coexistence and justice. Drawing on Aristotelian and Ciceronian ideas, he envisions civil
cohabitation as regulated by justice, giving each person their due, and by shared agreements
about what is right. This vision of social harmony is grounded in the recognition of utilitates
as ordained by Divine Providence, which humans must discern and use wisely.

Both Dupont and Alici underscore that Augustine’s principle of love of neighbour is
ultimately directed toward God, as all human relationships and earthly goods are subordinate
to divine love. However, for both authors, this does not diminish the value of human
relationships.'® Instead, Augustine integrates them into a broader theological framework,
where uti of others reflects a form of love oriented toward God. As Dupont notes, Augustine
extends the concept of frui to human beings in a qualified sense, describing it as frui in
Domino (enjoyment in the Lord). This nuanced view highlights the spiritual significance of

human relationships, as they provide opportunities to experience and reflect divine love.

15 In Chapter 14, Augustine explains that: [...] there will be that peace among men which consists in well-
ordered concord (concordia). And the order of this concord is, first, that a man should harm no one, and,
second, that he should do good to all, as far as he can (Augustine, 1998, p. 941). See Alici’'s comments (2018,
pages 70-71).

16 Alici reflects on the principle of love for one's neighbor in Augustine’s works in section 5 of part 2 of his work
Laltro nell’io (The other in the self, my translation), published by Citta' Nuova, 1999, p. 113- 134.
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This view contrasts with the famous position that Arendt held in her study about love
in Saint Augustine. Arendt sees Augustine’s notion of love of neighbour as secondary to the
love of God and considers it non-essential for achieving the salvation of the soul. For Arendt,
influenced by the existential philosophy of Martin Heidegger, Augustine’s Christian thought
marks the beginning of a new perception of the self. This perception, with its strong
psychological dimensions, is not directed outward but inward, where God and the desire for
God reside in a realm disconnected from the world and society. Consequently, Christians
experience the divine as an individual rather than a social phenomenon. Salvation, Arendt
suggests, appears as a form of withdrawal from the world, rooted in the inner life. In this
context, "love of neighbour" is not regarded as the highest form of love that humans can attain

but as a secondary desire, independent and non-essential to the supreme good.’

Chapter 4: the Authentic Role of the True Mediator

In the previous chapter 3, the discussion focused on how human relationships can serve as
pathways to the divine. Augustine emphasized that only God can be truly enjoyed (frui), while
all other things, including human relationships, are means (uti) toward this ultimate end. This
distinction, foundational to Augustine’s theology, underscores the necessity of humility in the
proper use of the gifts (utilitates) provided by Divine Providence. To grasp these gifts and
align them with God’s purposes, humans must overcome pride and redirect their desires away
from worldly attachments. Social harmony (concordia), reflecting divine order, plays a critical
role in this process, promoting peace and facilitating human alignment with God.

This chapter investigates into the role of human relationships in Christian worship,
exploring the necessity of mediators. Augustine presents Jesus Christ as the authentic
Mediator, whose role transcends individual redemption to encompass the collective unity of
believers within the Church. By contrasting Christ’s unique role with pagan mediators,
particularly the daemones celebrated in Platonic philosophy, Augustine highlights the
theological and ethical significance of Christ’s mediation.

Augustine introduces the concept of concordia for the first time in Book XII,

describing it as the bond of unity among human beings, grounded not only in their shared

7 In Love and Saint Augustine (1929), Hannah Arendt says that Augustine fails to fully integrate Paul’s radical
vision of love of neighbour into his theology. According to Arendt, “[t]he crucial importance that love of
neighbour had for Paul as the possibility of "perfection" even in this world is not shared by Augustine, at least
not in this conceptual context in which love is understood as desire' (1996, page 32). Arendt supports her
argument by citing 1 Corinthians 13:13 (1929, page 31).
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nature but also in the affection that arises from kinship.'® However, this original unity was
disrupted by sin, which caused humans to turn inward, prioritizing self-love (amor sui) over
harmonious relationships. This inward turn, driven by pride (superbia), shattered relationships
and disrupted the divine order within human society.

The restoration of this unity, Augustine contends, is achieved through Jesus Christ,
the true Mediator, whose Incarnation bridges the gap between humanity and God. Christ’s
role as Mediator reestablishes the connection between individuals and God by offering
Himself as the ultimate expression of humility and love. Augustine highlights the relationship
between soul and body in understanding Christ as Mediator, arguing that human beings,
limited by their corporeal existence, cannot ascend to God without the Incarnation. Christ’s
humanity makes Him accessible to human beings through faith, while His divinity transcends
the limitations of sensory perception, drawing humanity closer to the divine.

Augustine firmly rejects pagan mediators, such as the daemones endorsed by
Platonic philosophers like Apuleius and Porphyry, as false. In The City of God, Augustine
critiques the philosophical framework that elevates these beings as intermediaries between the
divine and human realms. Pagan daemones are described as immortal but flawed beings,
sharing human vices and thus incapable of genuine mediation. Their imperfections disqualify
them as worthy intermediaries, as they cannot reconcile humanity with the divine.

Keys highlights Augustine’s theological argument that Christ’s role as Mediator
exemplifies divine humility, a concept foreign to pagan mediators. Augustine asserts that
Christ’s Incarnation reveals God’s willingness to meet humanity in its frailty, offering a
connection that pagan systems fail to provide. The pagan notion of mediation often reflects a
distorted humility, one that diminishes human dignity and elevates intermediaries unworthy of
divine honour. Augustine contrasts this with Christ’s perfect humility, which elevates
humanity by drawing individuals into unity with God and one another (Keys, p. 385).

Pagan mediators often serve as symbols of pride rather than humility, perpetuating
systems of worship that entrench human error and vice. Augustine critiques their inability to
embody the love and humility central to true mediation. In contrast, Jesus Christ offers a
model of self-giving love, demonstrating through His Passion and Resurrection the

transformative power of humility and divine grace.

18 Augustine argues that God created human beings to be united with other human beings by the bond of
concordia, which is established not only on the “similarity of nature” but also on “the affection of kinship”
(Augustine, 1998, p. 533).This passage is taken up again by Vico in chapter 62 of Universal Right when he reason
that “cognition” (knowledge) has its etymologic origin from the word “cognatio” (kinship) (2000, page 41).
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Christ’s role as Mediator extends beyond individual redemption to the collective
unity of believers within the Church. Augustine describes the Church as the body of Christ,
emphasizing the mystical union of individuals who collectively serve God. In Book X,
Augustine invokes Pauline theology, particularly Romans 12, to illustrate how Christ’s
Passion and Resurrection unify believers into one harmonious body.

Augustine interprets Paul’s call to transform the mind as central to the process of
spiritual renewal. By transforming their minds, believers align their bodily desires with divine
will, creating a unified community that reflects God’s order. This transformation enables
individuals to fulfil the two great commandments: love of God and love of neighbour.
Augustine emphasizes that this unity is not merely symbolic but reflects a profound
theological truth, where the Church becomes the living embodiment of Christ’s presence in
the world.

The worship of Christ as Mediator unites individuals into a single entity, a “whole
harmonious body” (concordia). Each member of this body contributes to the collective
service (latreia) of God, fulfilling their role in the divine plan. Augustine’s vision of the
Church as Christ’s body highlights the communal dimension of Christian worship, where
individual faith and collective unity converge to glorify God.°

Augustine’s understanding of Christ’s mediation is rooted in the theological principle
that only God can bridge the gap between the divine and human realms. Christ’s dual
nature—fully divine and fully human—enables Him to mediate effectively, offering a path to
salvation that pagan systems cannot replicate. Augustine describes Christ as the “Great High
Priest” who sacrifices Himself for humanity, uniting believers into one body under His
headship.

This theological framework underscores the inadequacy of pagan mediators, whose

flawed nature limits their ability to facilitate genuine reconciliation.?’ Augustine critiques the

191n Chapter 3 of Book X, Augustine writes: [t]o Him, we owe the service which in Greek is called latreia,
whether this be expressed through certain sacraments or performed within ourselves. For we are His temple,
each of us and every one of us together, since He deigns to dwell both in the whole harmonious body and in
each of us singly. He is no greater in all men than in each, for He is neither increased by addition or diminished
by division" (Augustine, 1998, p. 394).

20 |n Book IX Augustine describes the role of demons as mediators in paradoxical terms: “Yet these
mediators between the gods and men, by whose intervention the divine and the human are to be united, have
an eternal body, like the gods, but a flawed soul, like that of men. It looks as though the religion by which gods
and men are to be united through the agency of demons is constituted more by body than by soul. What
wickedness or punishment, then, has suspended these false and deceitful mediators head downwards, so to
speak, so that they share the inferior part of a living creature —that is, the body — with superior beings, but the
superior part — that is, the soul — with inferior beings? They are united with the celestial gods by the part that
serves, but they are united in misery with earthly men by the part that rules [...]. Hence, if anyone observes that
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pride inherent in pagan systems, where mediators often seek divine honour for themselves
rather than directing worship toward God. In contrast, Christ’s humility and self-sacrifice
exemplify the true nature of mediation, drawing humanity into communion with God through
love and grace.

Augustine’s vision of Christ as Mediator is inseparable from the restoration of
concordia. Sin disrupted the harmony of human relationships, creating discord and jealousy
that fracture communities and alienate individuals from God. Augustine identifies pride as the
root cause of this discord, arguing that it blinds individuals to their dependence on God and
one another.

Christ’s mediation restores this harmony by reorienting human relationships toward
divine love. Through His example of humility, Christ demonstrates the transformative power
of love, enabling individuals to overcome pride and cultivate peace. Augustine emphasizes
that this restoration is not merely an individual process but a collective one, where the Church
serves as a model of concordia for the broader society.

Augustine’s reflections on Christ as Mediator have profound implications for
Christian worship and community. Worship, in Augustine’s view, is not merely an individual
act but a communal one, where believers collectively offer themselves to God as a living
sacrifice. This communal dimension of worship reflects the unity of the Church as the body of
Christ, where individual members are united in their service to God and one another.

The concept of latreia is also central to Augustine’s understanding of worship.
Augustine describes latreia as the highest form of devotion, reserved exclusively for God. He
contrasts this with the pagan practice of honoring daemones, which he critiques as idolatrous
and misguided. Augustine argues that true worship involves the transformation of the mind
and the alignment of human desires with divine will, a process made possible through Christ’s

mediation.

Chapter 5. the symbolical meaning of the other.
In the previous Chapter 4 the focus of the analysis was on Augustine’s portrayal of Christ as
the true Mediator described as a profound theological response to the inadequacies of pagan

systems. By contrasting Christ’s humility and love with the pride and flaws of pagan

the demons share eternity with the gods because, unlike living creatures on earth, their souls and bodies are
not separated by death, we must nonetheless think of those bodies not as the vehicles of eternal triumph, but
as the bonds of eternal damnation”(Augustine, 1998, page 370 - 371).
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mediators, Augustine highlights the transformative power of Christian worship. Christ’s role
as Mediator is not only essential for individual salvation but also for the collective unity of the
Church, which serves as a model of concordia for the world.

In this chapter, the focus shifts to the symbolic significance of "the other" in the Holy
Scriptures, a topic crucial to understanding Augustine’s reflections on biblical interpretation
and its theological implications. Augustine frequently views human behaviour and historical
events as symbolic, with deeper meanings that point toward divine truths.

Human history is conceived by Augustine as predetermined by God, from the
beginning to the end and the role of the Scriptures is to reveal it to human beings. Not
everybody but only those who are inspired by faith, can access, in a limited way, to the truth
of the divine message. From the moment the first humans disobeyed God's command,
mankind feel the sense of shame (pudor), and, since that moment, “they became aware [...] of
a new stirring of their flesh, which had become disobedient to them as a punishment, in
requital of their own disobedience to God” (Augustine,1998, page 555).

Augustine interprets this disobedience as pride, as both Adam and Eve chose self-love over
unity with God. Their actions symbolize humanity’s propensity toward self-sufficiency and its
consequences: alienation from divine truth and the discovery of evil as the absence of good.

In Chapter 2 of Book XV, Augustine cites Paul’s interpretation of Genesis 21:10 in
Galatians 4:21-31 as a hermeneutical key to understanding human history. Paul’s allegory of
Sarah and Hagar represents the dichotomy between the earthly and heavenly cities. Augustine
writes:

One part of the earthly city, by symbolising something other than itself, has been made into
an image of the Heavenly City; and so it is in bondage, because it was established not for its

own sake, but in order to serve as a symbol of another City (Augustine, 1998, pp. 636-637).

In this allegory, Hagar, the bondwoman, symbolizes the earthly city, while Sarah, the free
woman, symbolizes the heavenly city. This typological relationship highlights how the earthly
city’s existence is meaningful only insofar as it points toward the heavenly city. Hagar and
Sarah, along with their sons Ishmael and Isaac, embody the intertwined relationship between
the earthly and heavenly cities. Hagar’s theological function, as Sarah’s handmaid, lies in her
role as a precursor to Sarah, who symbolizes the Heavenly City. The juxtaposition of these
figures underscores Augustine’s conviction that good and evil exist in a hermeneutical bond.

The good can only be fully understood in relation to the other, and the presence of evil serves
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to highlight the contrast. The earthly city, marked by sin and imperfection, provides the

context for recognizing the heavenly city as the ultimate expression of divine goodness.
Augustine’s commentary on Cain and Abel illustrates the symbolic relationship

between good and evil. Cain’s offering, motivated by pride, represents self-serving devotion,

while his envy of Abel reveals a lack of brotherly love. Augustine writes:

A man’s possession of goodness is in no way lessened by the advent or continued presence
of a sharer in it. On the contrary, goodness is a possession which is enjoyed more fully in
proportion to the concord that exists between partners united in charity (Augustine, 1998, p.

640).

Cain’s sin exemplifies how pride and envy are interconnected, with each reinforcing the other.
These emotions are intrinsically relational, as they arise from Cain’s perception of Abel as a
rival for God’s favour. Abel, as a symbol of the City of God, gains meaning only in contrast to
Cain, who symbolizes the earthly city. This dynamic reflects Augustine’s broader view that
human relationships are dialogical, with individuals discovering themselves and the nature of
good and evil through their interactions with others.

The intermingling of good and evil in the earthly city serves as a hermeneutical motif
in Augustine’s theology. Figures like Cain, Hagar, and Ishmael are not merely representations
of sin but are also essential for understanding the divine plan. These characters, through their
flaws, point toward their counterparts—Abel, Sarah, and Isaac—who symbolize the heavenly
city. This juxtaposition reveals the interdependence of good and evil as interpretative
categories.

As Augustine notes, even the sinful actions of individuals like Cain serve a purpose
in God’s plan by highlighting the contrast with righteousness. The earthly city, with its
imperfections, is ultimately a tool for guiding humanity toward the heavenly city. This
theological perspective underscores the symbolic significance of “the other” as a means of
revealing divine truths.

Human beings, according to Augustine, come to understand themselves only in
relation to others. This relational dynamic is central to Augustine’s concept of salvation,
where love of neighbour is inseparable from love of God. Redemption involves not only
individual transformation but also the restoration of harmony within the community of
believers. Augustine’s vision of the two cities illustrates how human history, marked by the

interplay of good and evil, serves as a reflection of divine order.
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In this context, Augustine’s reflections on biblical narratives take on profound
symbolic meaning. The relationship between Cain and Abel, like that of Sarah and Hagar,
serves as a lens for understanding the broader theological principles that govern human
existence. By interpreting these stories as symbols, Augustine provides a framework for
understanding the divine purpose behind human relationships and historical events.

The symbolic meaning of “the other” in Augustine’s theology extends beyond
individual relationships to encompass the cosmic order. The earthly city, despite its flaws, is
an integral part of God’s plan, serving as a means of guiding humanity toward the heavenly
city. This perspective challenges simplistic notions of good and evil, emphasizing their
interdependence and their role in revealing divine truths.

By engaging with “the other,” whether as individuals or as communities, human
beings participate in a dialogical process that deepens their understanding of themselves and
their relationship with God. Augustine’s theological reflections thus offer a vision of human
history and relationships that is both symbolic and profoundly relational, highlighting the

transformative power of love and grace in achieving salvation.

Chapter 6: conclusive reflections about idolatry in The City of God.

In Augustine's thought, idolatry represents a theological, moral, and social failing that distorts
humanity’s relationship with God and with one another. In City of God, Augustine critiques
idolatry as the disordered worship of false gods or mediators, a practice rooted in pride and
self-love. This misalignment of desires causes individuals and societies to turn away from the
true God, leading to moral corruption and the breakdown of social harmony.

For Augustine, idolatry is not merely the outward act of worshiping idols; it reflects
an inner disorder of the soul. Humans are created to seek God as the only proper object of
love and enjoyment (frui), yet sin leads them to misdirect their love toward created things,
treating these as ultimate ends. This misdirection arises from an inability to recognize the real
God as the source of fulfilment and truth. As Augustine argues, idolatry prioritizes finite and
material realities over eternal and spiritual truths, reflecting not only a theological error but
also a profound ethical failure.

Idolatry manifests in various ways, including the deification of ancestors, the
worship of demons, and the mythologizing of human achievements. Augustine critiques
Roman religious practices as emblematic of collective idolatry, where cultural values are
shaped by distorted desires. The example of Lucretia illustrates this critique vividly. Her

suicide, celebrated as a paragon of Roman honour, becomes idolatrous when mythologized

27



within the collective imagination. Augustine contends that her act, driven by pride and the
desire for glory, exemplifies how amor sui can be transformed into a false ideal. When such
acts are collectively exalted, they perpetuate societal idolatry, shaping cultural frameworks
that prioritize human ambition over divine truth.

The social consequences of idolatry extend far beyond individual moral failings.
Augustine emphasizes that the worship of false gods fosters disharmony and injustice within
communities. In the "earthly city," idolatry results in a collective rejection of divine truth,
leading to fragmentation and the erosion of genuine relationships. Idolatry fosters self-
centeredness and jealousy, vices that prevent individuals from forming harmonious bonds.
Augustine contrasts this with the concordia that characterizes the "City of God," where
relationships are grounded in love of God and neighbour. In idolatrous societies, however, the
prioritization of self-interest creates division and conflict, undermining the social order.

A key aspect of Augustine’s analysis is his exploration of the concept of utilitates, the
practical benefits derived from earthly things. He argues that these benefits, when properly
understood, can guide humans toward God. The correct use of utilitates requires humility and
the acknowledgment of human dependence on divine grace. Idolatry, however, distorts this
relationship by leading individuals to treat earthly things as ultimate goods rather than as
means to enjoy God.

This understanding ties directly to Augustine’s principle of love of neighbour.
Properly using utilitates involves not only personal humility but also fostering concordia
(harmony) in human relationships. Earthly goods, as gifts of Divine Providence, are meant to
support mutual care and service among individuals. When these resources are shared and
employed in ways that reflect love of neighbour, they become expressions of God’s will,
promoting justice and social unity. Conversely, when misused, utilitates breed pride, envy,
and discord, undermining the relational harmony that Augustine sees as essential for aligning
human life with divine purposes. Thus, utilitates are not only tools for personal spiritual
growth but also central to building a just and compassionate society.

In Augustine’s view, the Christian faith offers a transformative alternative to the
disordered worship of idolatry. True worship (/atreia) involves the alignment of the body,
mind, and soul with God. This worship is not confined to external rituals but represents an
inner transformation guided by divine grace. Central to this theology is the Incarnation of
Christ, who serves as the true Mediator between humanity and God. Through His sacrifice,
Christ restores the proper order of love, enabling individuals to overcome disordered desires

and to participate in the unity of the "City of God."
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This vision of worship contrasts sharply with idolatry, which, despite its sensory
immediacy, fails to connect individuals meaningfully with the divine. Idolatry engages the
body and emotions but misdirects these faculties, reinforcing separation from God rather than
fostering union. Augustine suggests that the appeal of idolatry lies in its strong connection to
human experience. By engaging the senses and emotions directly, idolatrous practices
resonate with human instincts, offering an immediate but ultimately deceptive form of
fulfilment.

Christian worship, by contrast, demands introspection and the transcendence of
sensory perceptions. It calls for the reorientation of the inner self toward God, a process that
requires divine grace. While idolatry reflects a distorted attempt to connect with the divine
through the material world, Christian worship transcends this limitation, directing human
desires toward their ultimate source.

Augustine’s critique highlights the tension between the immediacy of idolatrous
practices and the spiritual demands of true worship. While idolatry appeals to the senses and
instincts, it fails to address the deeper spiritual needs of humanity. Only through the
transformative power of grace, mediated by Christ, can individuals and societies overcome
the disordered desires that underlie idolatry and achieve true harmony.

An interesting part of Augustine's City of God that deals with human symbols is the
one which addresses the interpretation of the Bible. This section provides an interpretative
key to human emotions, making them comparable to those described in relation to idolatry.
This comparison is possible because emotions in the Bible are presenting by Augustine as
having a relational character. By examining biblical narratives, Augustine shows how
emotions are not merely personal experiences but are intricately connected to one's

relationship with God and others.

Part 2: Vico.

Chapter 1: a brief overview of the concepts of “love”, “pudor” and “conatus” as the keys
to Vico’s idolatry.

Vico develops his understanding of the concept of love by studying ancient myths and the
way these myths give expression to emotions and bodily stimuli that mythological figures
experience in relation to humans and other mythological individuals. The principle that is
strongly present in New Science is that love is described as a relational experience,

independent of the object of interaction. In the New Science, love is connected to the Greek
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word eros, which Vico identifies as the etymological root of the word "heroes". Heroes are
individuals who feel the body's passions and, by containing them, succeed in establishing
connections with other individuals. These figures serve as mediators in Vico's sophisticated
philosophical system, a role that echoes the function of demons in the Hellenistic tradition. In
Plato’s Symposium, Eros is depicted as a demon with an intermediary nature, tasked with
linking the human and divine. For Vico, eros signifies the human ability to restrain bodily
desires in order to create a common ground for human interaction.

In the section “On Poetic Morals” of the New Science (2020, pp. 196-197), Vico
discusses the symbolic significance of marriage during the heroic age, connecting it to the
mythological figure of Eros. He explains that heroes, named after Eros, engage in solemn
marriages marked by noble Love. This noble Love is portrayed as being winged and
blindfolded, symbolizing modesty—Vico explicitly notes that the blindfold “signifies
modesty.” The metaphor of blindfolded love reflects the symbolic dimension of marriage,
where the union is not merely physical but also spiritual and intellectual, signifying a sacred,
virtuous bond between two individuals. In this passage, Vico also associate the noble Love
with the Muses. Both are portrayed as winged, symbolizing their connection with cosmic
powers. To the Muses is attributed the ability to “take the auspices,” defined by Vico as “the
science of good and evil.”

In Universal Right, the Latin word pudor is described, in a Christian context, in
terms very similar to how Vico describes “love” in the New Science. From Latin, pudor can
be translated as "modesty" or the restraint of bodily instincts, and in Universal Right, it
functions as the "first principle of humanity" (Vico, 2000, p. 339) and "the inventor of
religion" (Vico, 2000, p. 340). Vico connects pudor to the biblical Fall of Adam, which he
sees as the pivotal event in human history. Adam’s desire to be like God resulted in humanity
living according to pudor, which Vico also defines as the "conscience of wrongdoing (pudor
est prave facti conscientia)” (Vico, 2000, p. 340).

For Vico, Scripture in Christianity has the same function as the Homeric poems
inspired by the Muses in Hellenistic culture. The key difference is that Scripture reveals the
Truth, as they are inspired by the true God, while Homeric poems and all pagan mythological
traditions tell stories created by humans inspired by the universal desire for truth.

Quoting Augustine’s City of God (Book V, Chapter 12, Book X Chapter 4, Book XIX
Chapters 10,20), Vico distinguishes between the ethical virtues of Pagans and Christians.

On the ethical virtue of the Pagans.
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The power of truth that holds in check the passions, but let savagery (ferocia) their parent,
free, is an imperfect moral virtue that Saint Augustine concedes to the Pagans.

On the ethical virtue of the Christians.

The power of truth that battles against cupidity and ¢ihavtio (self-love, my comment),
which has borne it, is the Christian ethical virtue. Human beings, endowed with Christian

virtue, transform the search for personal gtiovtia into the contempt and the abjection of

oneself, which is humilitas , the rootstock of all Christian virtues (Vico, 2000, p. 36).

Here Vico argues that both Christians and Pagans define virtue as the ability to control the
passions. The distinction lies in the degree of success: while Christians achieve full control
over the passions through humilitas, the self-abjection that underpins Christian virtues, the
Pagans fall short of achieving such complete mastery.

Related to pudor and eros is the concept of conatus (translated as "motion"), which
signifies the innate mental capacity to perceive bodily stimuli and direct them.
In the New Science, Vico examines early human societies and explains that in these primitive
communities, human needs and physical sensations were pivotal in attributing meaning to
natural phenomena. He asserts that myths and gods were created by projecting, through
conatus, human characteristics—such as body parts, senses, and passions—onto the external
world (Vico, 2020, p. 148). In Axiom 63 Vico captures this idea by stating that the human
mind is naturally inclined to perceive itself through external, embodied representations of
human emotions (Vico, 2020, page 93).
Cantelli reasons that it is through one’s own body and the bodies of others, which the mind
experiences directly, that the mind expresses itself, defines its needs, reveals its intentions,
identifies its goals, and discovers the means to achieve them (Cantelli, 1986, p. 27). He further
notes that, for Vico, the first experience of which humans become aware is not of themselves,
but of the "other"—that which stands opposed to them as external. Bodies—both one's own
and those of others—constitute the fundamental reality, the source of sense and meaning
(Cantelli, 1986, p. 27).2

On conatus, Vico builds in the New Science his notion of "free choice," which is the

key for humans to establish a common understanding of the world (sensus communis).??

21 Trabant clarifies this passage from a linguistic perspective and writes that “words are first coined when
humans project themselves onto natural objects and transform them into animated substances. [...].” Trabant
adds that “that the case of the second type of divine semiosis discussed by Vico, the synthesis of internal
(anima) and external (sostanza) is realized in the human body”,2004, page 39.

22 In the New Science Vico defines conatus in the following terms:

“From such thinking must have come into being the conatus proper to the human will, that of keeping under
restraint the motions which the body imposes on the mind, either by completely quieting these motions, as a
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At the earliest stages of civilization, sensus communis was shaped almost exclusively
by religious beliefs. Although these pagan beliefs were products of human imagination and
not truth, they were the only means available to early humans to understand the world. Vico
introduces the concepts of "poetic characters" and "imaginative universals" to explain how
these myths were devised in concrete, anthropomorphic terms because early civilizations were
incapable of describing passions in abstract terms (Vico, 2020, p. 368). In the New Science

Vico defines idolatry in Axiom 38.

There is a golden passage in Lactantius Firmianus where, in reasoning about the origins
of idolatry, he says rudes initio homini deos appellarunt sive ob miraculum virtutis (hoc
vero putabant rudes adhuc et simplices), sive, ut fieri solet, in admirationem praesentis
potentiae, sive ob benficia quibus errant ad humanitatem compositi [ “human beings, in
their crude beginnings, called someone a god either on account of the wondrousness at
his virtue (primitive and simple human beings truly thought virtue to be wondrous) or,
as is wont to happen, out of admiration for the power of the one present, or on account

of the benefits which brought them together in their humanity”] (Vico, 2020, p. 86).

Andrea Battistini explains that Vico develops an original conception of idolatry in the context
of the debate, quite diffused in the 16™ and 17" centuries, on euhemerism (see above note 4),
drawing inspiration from the writings of Lactantius, Augustine, and Cicero (Battistini, 2004,
p. 183—184). Unlike the traditional euhemeristic view, which interprets polytheism as the
divinization of real deceased individuals, Vico argues that pagan divinities do not originate
from actual people. Instead, they emerge from collective reinterpretations of historical events
that held significant meaning for primitive communities. For example, the twelve labours of
Hercules symbolize the mythologized account of the arduous struggles for survival endured
by early peoples (Battistini, 2004, p. 185).
Through this historical process of commemorating events, primitive communities create
anthropomorphic divinities by "typing" ideal behaviours into these figures. Battistini likens
this process to Max Weber's concept of Idealtypus or Erich Auerbach's concept of figura
(Battistini, 2004, p. 192).

Thus, early humans perceived their emotions as external phenomena, symbolically

projected onto objects and natural events like thunder, lightning, and eclipses. For example,

wise man does, or by at least directing them to better uses, as a civil man does. This restraint of the motion of
bodies is certainly the effect of the freedom of human choice, and so of the free will [...]. For to give conatus to
bodies would be tantamount freedom to regulate their own motion.” (Vico 2020, s. 115).
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Vico describes Hellenistic gods and heroes as personifications of human passions, with Jove
(associated with thunder) embodying fear of death and the desire for salvation and
immortality (Vico,2020, p. 135).

The process of abstracting and projecting bodily passions onto the external world
unfolded collectively in religious rituals. As humans began living together in small groups,
they started to understand themselves as individuals in relation to the gods and the myths they
developed through shared emotional experiences.

The myths of Achilles and Ulysses, shaped over centuries of Greek elaboration, were
given authority by Homer, a fictive person invented by rhapsodes—early "stitchers of songs"
who harmonized stories created by scattered groups across the Greek territory. Vico argues in
Book III of the New Science that Achilles represents an earlier stage of civilization than
Ulysses. Achilles embodies the fiery, brave warrior in battle, while Ulysses exemplifies
prudence and intelligence, a man who masters his bodily passions. Both figures represent
human behaviours with strong physical and emotional dimensions. At the same time, ordinary
individuals began to describe themselves in "heroic" terms. Someone deemed intelligent or

prudent was labelled as "ulysses."?®

Chapter 2: the influence of Augustine in Vico’s Universal Right.

In the previous chapter 1, I outlined the main characteristics of idolatry in Vico's thought.
Based on the study of ancient myths Vico affirms that early humans attempt to express
emotions and bodily stimuli symbolically. He links eros, the root of "heroes," to the ability to
restrain bodily desires, fostering connections among individuals, similar to the mediating role
of demons in Hellenistic traditions.

In this chapter, I aim to elucidate how Giambattista Vico’s theoretical framework
draws significantly from Augustine, particularly in Universal Right. The connections between
these two thinkers are foundational to Vico’s understanding of human nature, sociability, and
the pursuit of divine truth.

In Universal Right, Vico explores the concepts of pride (Vico uses the Greek word

pilovtie)) and concupiscence (Vico uses the Latin word cupiditas), both of which have deep

3 Vico distinguishes between "intelligible" adjectives, such as "intelligent" and "prudent," which emerge from
more advanced cultures, and the earlier symbolic language characterized by metaphors and metonymies.
Battistini explains that the fantastic universal does not simply involve substituting an individual for a class but
represents an individual who retains their unity while manifesting in different hypostases (Battistini, 2004, p.
185).
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Augustinian roots.?

Pride, or pilavtia, is self-centeredness, a sense of self-sufficiency that drives individuals to
seek personal validation and control. This prideful disposition manifests in cupiditas, or
concupiscence, which Vico describes as the disturbance of the intellect by bodily stimuli,
weakening one’s ability to exercise rational judgment. In essence, cupiditas distorts the
intellect’s capacity to pursue genuine knowledge, diverting it instead toward self-serving
goals, or utilitates (immediate personal advantages). By pursuing these advantages, the
intellect deviates from rationality and loses sight of the higher truths accessible through
reason.? For Vico, in Universal Right, human rationality reflects the Divine Mind and
represents the path to Truth, a standard of understanding that transcends personal gain.

Vico’s understanding of divine truth echoes Augustine’s, particularly in its emphasis
on harmony with the divine order. He defines truth as “that which conforms to the order of
things” (Vico, 2000, p. 31). This truth, while divine in nature, is thus not entirely beyond
human reach and it is accessible, to some degree, through rationality. Vico closely links in this
way in Universal Right reason with divine knowledge, a form of innate understanding that
humans possess from birth. This knowledge, or cognitio, is God-given and not constructed
through individual experiences and is attainable only through divine grace, which allows
individuals to engage meaningfully, via reason, with one another.?

Vico reinterprets Augustine’s dualism of body and mind in a way that shapes his
view of sociability. Pride, for Vico, represents a misguided attempt to achieve divine
knowledge through self-serving interactions. He critiques this approach, showing that
utilitates, tied to bodily appetites and sensory perceptions, become a flawed foundation for
human relationships when divorced from divine truth. True sociability, according to Vico,
requires individuals to transcend self-love, using reason to align their intellect with the divine

and to foster harmonious human interactions.?’

24 Vico, 2000, page 33.

%5 Vico describes cupidity in Universal Right, from Chapter 21 to Chapter 31 (Vico, 2000, page 32 -34).

26 The relation between the possibility of knowledge and human interaction is certainly the key theme in
Universal Right and this theme is treated from different perspectives. From anthropologic viewpoint Vico
reasons in Chapter 52 that the word “cognition” (knowledge) is associated with “cognatio” (kinship)”, (2000,
page 44). From an ethical perspective Vico says in Chapter 37 that the only possibility to overcome the error
produced by concupiscence is through the “dianoetic virtue” (a sort of discursive reasoning) that Vico links with
jurisprudence, medicine, art and politics (2000, page 36). The intervention of the divine grace is treated in
Chapter42 (Vico, 2000, page 37).

27 In Chapter 31 Vico writes as follows:

“Cupidity, as | said before, arises out of finite corporeal things. These are the utilitates of the body. Therefore,
because of the original infamy contracted through the fall of the first parent Adam, the human race was led
from the contemplation of the permanent truth with pure mind to the admiration of the transient out of the
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It is also from Augustine that Vico elaborates his approach the interconnectedness of
divine truth, reason, and social interaction. While concupiscence and pride can derail the
pursuit of truth, Vico’s framework suggests that rationality, grounded in the Divine Mind of
God, offers a path forward. Through divine grace and meaningful human interaction,
individuals can overcome self-centred inclinations and move closer to Divine Truth,
recognizing that true understanding is found not in personal gain but in aligning one’s intellect
with the greater cosmic order.

Many scholars of Vico have explored the significant influences he drew from
Augustine. As Antonio Sabetta points out, Augustine's impact is evident across all of Vico's
works. However, regarding Universal Right, there is broad consensus that Augustine’s
influence is so profound that numerous scholars suggest Vico’s opus is, in essence, a
reworking of The City of God.?®

For this analysis, it is essential to underline the way he reinterprets Augustine’s ideas
about body and mind. Universal Right was not well received upon publication, and Vico was
criticized for producing an opaque and difficult text.?® Most Vico scholars view Universal
Right as a preparatory work for his opus maius, the New Science. This perspective likely
stems from Vico’s attempt to unite two foundational ideas that are challenging to reconcile. In

Chapter 50, he writes:

We have already seen that human beings are by nature made for communicating with others
both by reason and truth and by the utilitates in conformity with the equal good (utilitates
ex aequo bono), or better, in accordance with the truth itself (sive adeo ex vero ipso).
Hence, a double natural society of things proceeded from the social nature itself of the

human being: a society of truth and another of equal utility (Vico, 2000, p. 42).

This passage highlights that Vico inherited from previous tradition, probably from Augustine
himself, a dualistic understanding of the nature of human beings, composed of mind and body,

where the mind aligns with the divine and the body with the earthly, sensory life.3* The

fallacious judgment of the senses; invested by the distressing whirlwind of passions, it embraced the idols of
the senses and abandoned the piety of pure spirit toward the Supreme Numen; finally, turning away from the
honestas of the spirit, it followed the utilitates of the body.” (Vico, 2000, p. 34)

28 Sabetta mentions U. Galeazzi, J. Milbank, R. Miner, M. Lilla, 2006, p. 246-247.

29 Sabetta, 2006, page 206.

30 |n the City of God, Book XI, chapter 26, Augustine describes this relation in “cartesian terms”. Augustine’s
reflection is very concise, nonetheless he manages to draw interesting thoughts about the way the human
mind, separated from the body, experiences the divine. He writes:
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consequence of this dualism is crucial for the study, as it influences the way human nature can
be seen as “social”. For Vico, sociability is bound to language, but his assertion that humans
communicate on two levels—the body and the mind—is theoretically tenuous. This concept
of dual-layered language is later abandoned in the New Science, where at the end of Book 4
Vico asserts that “in sum [...] man is only mind, body, and speech, and [...] speech somehow
stands midway between mind and body” (Vico, 2020, page 416). In the New Science,
language is depicted as a bridge between senses and intellect, where the two function in
unison, presenting a vision that appears holistic rather than dualistic. In Axiom 22, Vico refers
to the “mental language common to all nations,” stating that it “uniformly attends to the
substance of the things achievable within the sociability of human life." Here, “things
achievable (“agibili”, in Italian, which I would translate as “usable”) within the sociability of
human life” refers to utilitates, connected to the body, which gain significance in social
contexts.*! In this Axiom, Vico argues that all human beings share a common mental
language, one that operates in connection with the utilitates associated with bodily needs and
actions. This suggests that human cognitive capacity is fundamentally linked to the senses and

to perception, highlighting the embodied nature of knowledge and sociability.

Chapter 3: the symbolic function of idolatry in the New Science.
In the previous chapter, I outlined the lines of thought that Vico inherits from Augustine. The
aim of this chapter is to clarify the developments that Vico achieves in the New Science.

In the New Science, Vico develops the idea from Universal Right that “every society
is a communion of utilitates”(Vico, 2000, p. 46) and elaborates a very original understanding
of the symbolic role of the body in shaping human thought and society. His approach
regarding the body, partly outlined above and further deepened in this chapter, challenges

And we indeed recognise in ourselves the image of God: that is of the Supreme Trinity. This image is not equal to
God. Indeed, it is very far removed from Him; for it is neither co-eternal with Him, nor, to express the whole matter
briefly, it is of the same substance of God. It is, however, nearer to God in nature than anything else made by Him,
even though it still requires to be reformed and perfected in order to be a still closer likeness. For we exist, and we
know that we exist, and we take delight in our existence and our knowledge of it. Moreover, in respect of these
three things of which I speak, no falsehood which only resembles the truth troubles us. For we do not make contact
with these things by means of some bodily sense, as we do in the things extrinsic to ourselves [...]. Itis [...] without
any delusive representation of images or phantasm that | am wholly certain that | exist, and that | know this fact
and love it (Augustine, 1998, page 484).

Here Augustine contrasts the perception of the divine with the perception of the world outside. He reasons that
a world filtrated by the senses is not truth because the senses are deceptive, while the perception of the mind
in itself cannot be illusory since it is not perceived, not filtrated, through the senses and for this reason the
perception of the mind in itself can be understood as true, as the only truth that human beings can have. This
truth is described by Augustine as the image of the Trinity.

31 Jason Taylor translate the Italian word “agibili” with the English word “achievable”. | would instead translate
the word as “usable” (Vico, 2020, p.82).
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traditional dualistic frameworks that separate mind and body, presenting instead a more
holistic vision where the body plays a central role in constructing meaning and collective
identity. For Vico, human beings create the world not through passive observation but through
active engagement, mediated by their senses and corporeal existence.

Vico refutes the Platonic notion that natural language reflects the inherent essence of
things. Instead, he argues that meaning is not found in nature itself but is ascribed by the
human mind (Trabant, 2004, p.14 and p. 38). Early humans, unable to comprehend abstract
concepts, relied on their bodily senses to interact with their environment and ascribe meaning
to natural phenomena. The body thus becomes the foundation for human cognition, shaping
how individuals perceive and interpret the world. Vico’s assertion that the origins of the world
of nations must be sought within the transformations of the human mind underscores the
integral role of the body in this process.

This idea is vividly illustrated in Vico’s interpretation of myths, such as the story of
the Scythian King Idanthyrsus (Vico 2020, s. 162). In this tale, Idanthyrsus communicates
with Darius’s messengers using symbolic objects: a frog, a mouse, a bird, a ploughshare, and
a bow. Each object serves as a “real word,” conveying meaning rooted in its function or
utilitas. The mouse, for instance, represents the act of digging burrows, symbolizing the
Scythians’ settlement on their land. These objects reflect not only individual characteristics
but also the collective life and identity of Idanthyrsus’s people, emphasizing their connection
to their territory as a foundation for communal existence.

Idanthyrsus’s symbolic message reveals an essential insight in Vico’s thought: human
societies construct meaning through their engagement with the physical world. The body
serves as the primary medium for this engagement, with symbols emerging from practical
needs and shared experiences. While Darius’s messengers fail to understand Idanthyrsus’s
symbolic language, the message resonates within Idanthyrsus’s community, reinforcing their
collective identity and the imperative to defend their land. The interplay of biological,
geographical, and spiritual elements in Idanthyrsus’s symbols reflects Vico’s view of human
sociability as deeply rooted in the corporeal.

For Vico, language itself originates from these bodily interactions with the world.
Early languages were not abstract systems, but poetic expressions born from sensory
experiences and emotional responses. Gestures, sounds, and objects formed the basis of
communication, allowing humans to navigate their environment and establish social bonds.

Vico emphasizes that language emerges from communal life, with each group developing its
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unique linguistic system based on shared circumstances. These early languages, while diverse,
follow universal principles rooted in the human body’s interaction with the world.

Vico’s analysis of poetic language highlights the importance of memory and
collective consciousness in the construction of meaning. Rituals, festivals, and oral traditions
served as vehicles for preserving and transmitting knowledge, creating what Vico terms
sensus communis—a shared understanding among members of a community. This communal
memory is deeply tied to the body, as it relies on physical practices and sensory experiences to
sustain cultural identity.

In this framework, the concept of pietas plays a central role in maintaining social
cohesion. For Vico, pietas embodies the bonds of care and obligation that unite individuals
within a community.®? These bonds are not abstract but arise from the physical and emotional
connections between people, their families, and their land. Rituals and symbols express
pietas, reinforcing the collective identity and moral order of the community. The body, in
Vico’s thought, is not only a site of individual experience but also a medium through which
social structures are created and sustained.

Vico’s understanding of the body extends beyond its physical functions to its role as
a cognitive instrument. He argues that knowledge emerges from the interplay between sensory
perception and abstract thought, with the body providing the foundation for human cognition.
The capacity to recognize patterns and make connections, which Vico terms ingenium, is
rooted in the body’s engagement with the external world.®® This process bridges the gap
between the concrete and the conceptual, illustrating how the body contributes to the
development of human understanding.

This holistic view of the body challenges the dualism often found in earlier

philosophical and theological traditions. Unlike Augustine, who frequently portrays the body

32 One of the most evocative examples of Vico's pietas is the myth of Vesta, told in the first and third editions of
the New Science. In the first edition Vico writes: “Vesta is the mother of Saturn, for she signifies the earth and,
as such, is the mother of the giants, though [only] of the pious, who, because they buried their ancestors, were
called the sons of the earth. She is also the mother of those gods called indigetes, i.e. the gods native to each
land. On the other hand she is also the daughter of Saturn, because she signifies the principle of sacred
ceremonies” (Vico, The First New Science, 2002, page 246). The myth is analysed by Emil Mazzoleni who
explains that Vesta becomes an allegory of the divine ceremonies which for Vico are the forerunners of the first
procedural judgements (Mazzoleni, 2020 p. 55-56).

33 In the New Science Vico writes: “In such human need, the peoples, who were almost entirely body and
almost entirely without reflection, had the most vivid senses for sensing particulars, the strongest imagination
for apprehending and enlarging them, the most acute ingenuity for relating them to their imaginative genera,
and the most robust memory for retaining them. These faculties do belong, it is true, to the mind but they set
their roots in the body and take their life from the body.”, 2020, page 343, §819. Trabant also comments this
passage (2004, page 113).
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as an obstacle to spiritual fulfilment, Vico integrates the body into his vision of human nature.
In Augustine’s theology, the body is often associated with temptation and disorder, requiring
strict discipline to align with divine truth. Vico, by contrast, sees the body as an essential
participant in the construction of meaning and community. His rejection of dualism allows for
a more realistic and grounded account of human existence, where the physical and spiritual
dimensions are interconnected.

The symbolic function of the body in Vico’s philosophy also shapes his
understanding of ethics and sociability. Love for one’s neighbour, in Vico’s framework, is not
merely an ethical principle but a cognitive necessity. Relationships with others are integral to
the process of understanding the world, as human knowledge emerges from shared
experiences and communal life. Vico’s emphasis on the relational and symbolic dimensions
of the body provides a contrast to Augustine’s more introspective approach. In Augustine’s
vision, the neighbour serves as a means to achieve union with God, with interpersonal
relationships often subordinated to spiritual goals. By situating the body and social
relationships at the centre of his philosophy, Vico bridges the gap between individual and
collective existence, presenting a unified account of the human experience.

Through his analysis of myths, language, and symbols, Vico demonstrates how the
body functions as a crucial mediator between the individual and the community, the physical
and the spiritual. This integration of the body into his philosophical framework marks a
significant departure from dualistic traditions. Vico’s insights remain relevant today, offering

a compelling vision of how the body shapes our cognition, culture, and social life.

Chapter 4: shared and divergent perspectives on sociability in Vico and Augustine.
In the previous chapter, I highlighted the most original aspects of Vico's thought. In this
chapter, my focus will be on the theoretical differences with Augustine.

Vico's development of the mind-body relationship—from a dualistic perspective to a
more holistic one—is important to underscore, since Augustine leaves the problem of human
nature's duality not fully resolved. This unresolved duality influences his interpretation of
idolatry, introducing ambiguities and points of indeterminacy. Such ambiguities stem from the
fact that human sociability, even among members of the City of God on earth, cannot exist
without the senses.

In Christianity, the role of Jesus Christ as a Mediator and the historical reality of his
Incarnation are essential because they establish the body as the necessary way to God. When

human beings interact within the Church, through the mediation of Jesus Christ, whose nature
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is corporeal, they can elevate themselves to the true God. In The City of God, the function of
Jesus as Mediator is highlighted; however, Augustine's claim that the mind, when separated
from the body, bears the image of God can be interpreted in a way that seems to downplay the
role of Incarnation. The claim, if correctly interpreted, that the true God is accessible through
the mind, by separating the mind from the body seems to reflect a residue of Platonic
philosophy, which Augustine attempted to reconcile with Christianity—a theology
fundamentally constructed around the Incarnation of Jesus Christ.

When Augustine speaks about conscience and describes it in terms of the conscience
of wrongdoing, the influence on Vico’s thought in Universal Right appears to me clear. In
Universal Right, it is linked to his concept of “the true” (verum), which Vico defines as "the
mind's conformation with the order of things." In Chapter 49, it is also defined according to
its etymology. Vico writes that “conscientia is also a word of the wisest origin. Scire is verum
noscere (to know the true); con-scire is cum alio verum noscere (to know the true in
association with others)” (Vico, 2000, p.11). Having probably in mind Augustine’s reflections
in Book XI of The City of God (and also Augustine’s insights expressed in De Trinitate), Vico
continues his reasoning by stating that the mind knows the true when “the spirit is conscious
of itself, that is, conscious of its mind, conscious of its own reason” and this happens when
“people communicate not only with other people, but with all intelligences and even with God
Itself, so far as God is an infinite eternal reason and human beings are partakers of reason.”

According to Francesco Botturi, Vico’s true conscience of wrongdoing is taken from
Augustine’s Confessions (XII, 25, 35) and De libero arbitrio voluntatis (11, 12, 33) (Botturi,
1991, p.347). Sabetta follows this line and clarifies that man discovers within himself eternal
common notions that allow him to communicate and unite with other human beings, and for
this reason, such notions become the foundation of relationality (Sabetta, 2006, 212). Vico
even takes on the role of Jesus Christ in the second part of Universal Right, where he speaks
about the Incarnation which gave humankind a “law contrary to that of the senses, truly
heroic, that gave the precepts of a virtue greatly more eminent than any one of those ever
taught by the philosophers of the Gentes” (Vico, 2000, p.309). Briefly, Vico here expresses an
understanding of the role of Jesus in line with the definition of verum, which describes the
divine as accessible via contemplation of the mind separated from the senses. The man
endowed with rationality is not overwhelmed by cupiditas, by the desires of the body, and
therefore manages to establish communication with other individuals on the basis of this
innate rationality, thus elevating himself, within the limits assigned to him, to God. This idea

of divinity is inherited by Vico from Augustine.
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The other way to divinity described in Universal Right is the one that leads to the
"certain" (certum), which is the pagan way founded on the community of wutilitas. This way is
a false path but contains elements of truth and equity. The contrast of the "true" (verum) to the
"certain" (certum) recalls the Augustinian contrast between the City of God, those who have
access through grace to the true God, and the earthly city. However, already in Universal
Right, Vico attributes a role to the earthly city that does not emerge clearly in Augustine’s
work.

In the New Science, the dichotomy "verum/certum" takes on completely different
theoretical connotations and Vico overcomes the dualism that characterizes Universal Right.
If the notion of "certum", albeit with more detailed and elaborate characteristics, remains
substantially that outlined in the Universal Law, the notion of verum is no longer that of the
Universal Law but is connected to the notion of ideal and eternal history that Vico develops in
the New Science. History develops cyclically, guided by the Divine Providence, in three
ages that repeat themselves infinitely. In the last book of the New Science (Book V), Vico
narrates the barbarity of reflection that has in common with the "first" barbarity the fact that
man, increasingly cultured and intellectually sophisticated, loses “piety,” which is for Vico
both love of God and love of neighbour. For this reason, human beings are condemned by
Divine Providence to fall. The reference to the fall of the Roman Empire is clear and, perhaps,
Vico applies the same understanding of the fall of Rome that Augustine offers in the City of
God.®

Regarding the eternal history, in the “Corollaries concerning the principal aspects of

this science” he writes that “this science is a history of human ideas which, as has been seen,

34 As for “the certain”, it is defined in Axioms 9 and 11. In Axiom 9 Vico states that”Men who do not the truth of
things take care to hold fast to the certain, for if the intellect cannot be satisfied with knowledge (scienza), the
will, at least, can repose in consciousness (coscienza). In Axiom 11 he clarifies that “Human choice, which by its
nature is most uncertain, is given certainty and made determinate by the common sense of men concerning
human necessities and advantages, which are the two sources of natural law of the gentile peoples. (Vico, 2020,
page 77-78).

35 |n the “Conclusion of the work” Vico describes the barbarism of reflection as follows:

Given that such a people become accustomed to thinking in a fashion no different from the beasts — each
thinking of his own particular advantage — and given that such people in the last stage of refinement or, to put it
better, arrogance, is inclined to resent and lash out at whatever trifle happens to displease it, in the fashion of
wild beasts, thus, not matter how great the throng or press of their bodies, they live like brutal beasts in an
extreme solitude of spirit and will. Through all of this, and by stubborn factionalism and hopeless civil wars,
they go on to make forests out of their cities and lairs of men out of these forests; in this fashion, over long
centuries of barbarism, they come to corrode the misbegotten subtleties of malice-filled ingenuity, which by the
barbarism of reflection has turned them into wild beasts more brutal than those in the earlier barbarism of the
senses”( Vico,2020, p. 448).
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took its start from divine ideas in the contemplation of the heavens done with the eyes of the
body” (Vico, 2020, p.141). The perception of the divine is thus possible only via the body.

In Axiom 53 Vico writes that:

At first, men sense without noticing; then, they notice with a troubled and agitated

spirit; finally, they reflect with a clear mind. (Vico, 2020, page 90).

When Vico speaks about the senses that are seen by the mind “from without and embodied”
(Axiom 63) he is speaking about the things in the world that acquire semantic relevance “by
the common sense of men concerning human necessities and advantages.” For Vico the
individual self and the divine are constructed in relation to the world outside by an act of
reflection. The eyes of the body are thus the means for the mind to perceive itself through an
operation of reflection that is, for Vico, an act of rationality. In the New Science, Vico's
position on the Christian verum is not developed. The motivation for this can partly be found
in Axiom 24, which states that "the Hebraic religion was founded by the true God upon
prohibition against divination, the divination upon which arose all the gentiles’ nations" (Vico,
2020, page 83). Therefore, the object of his science is not to discover the laws of Christian
theology, which are revealed, but to uncover the laws of how Divine Providence operated in

the history of Gentile populations.

Summary and final Discussions

This study has sought to analyse the concept of idolatry in the thought of Augustine and Vico,
exploring how their views on idolatry influence their understanding of sociability, morality,
and the human condition. By examining Augustine's The City of God and Vico's Universal
Right and New Science, the research highlights their respective critiques of idolatry and how
these critiques shape their broader philosophical and theological frameworks. A content
analysis, integrated by personal insights and reflections, of the two authors reveals Vico’s
significant achievement in moving beyond Augustine’s dualistic view of the mind and body,
offering a more holistic and integrated understanding of human nature and society.

In Augustine’s thought, idolatry is the disordered worship of false gods, stemming
from the corruption of human desires. He identifies pride and self-love as the core drivers of
idolatry, which misdirect human longing from God to created things. Augustine’s critique of
Roman religious practices, such as the mythologizing of figures like Lucretia, demonstrates

how idolatry becomes embedded in cultural narratives, distorting societal values. The
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glorification of Lucretia’s suicide as an act of honour exemplifies how self-love and pride are
elevated to divine ideals, fostering a collective moral corruption within the earthly city.

Augustine distinguishes between the earthly city, characterized by disordered love,
and the City of God, which embodies ordered love. In the earthly city, individuals prioritize
their own desires, leading to discord and the erosion of authentic relationships. Conversely,
the City of God fosters concordia, a harmonious unity rooted in love of God and neighbour.
However, Augustine’s framework reveals a dualistic tension between the mind and body.
While the body, as the seat of emotions and instincts, influences human actions, Augustine
downplays its role in accessing divine truth, which he locates in the mind, aided by divine
grace.

This dualism manifests in Augustine’s understanding of worship and morality. True
worship (latreia) involves aligning the body, mind, and soul with God, yet the mind remains
the primary means of perceiving divine truth. The body, often seen as an obstacle to spiritual
fulfilment, plays a secondary role, requiring strict discipline and control. Augustine’s focus on
introspection and the mind’s separation from sensory perception underscores sometimes a
more solipsistic aspect in his theology, where the individual’s relationship with God takes
precedence over interpersonal relationships.

Augustine’s concept of utilitates—the practical benefits derived from earthly
things—can guide humans toward a Christian ethics when their proper use is grounded in
humility and the rejection of pride.

However, by contrasting Augustine’s understanding of the body with Vico’s, the
analysis underscores also a tension in Augustine’s City of God between the immediacy of
human experience, rooted in the body, and the abstract demands of true worship, which
transcend sensory engagement. Giambattista Vico reinterprets Augustine’s critique of idolatry
within a framework that integrates body, mind, and society. In the New Science, Vico
emphasizes the relational and symbolic dimensions of human existence, exploring how
language, culture, and collective rituals shape human understanding. Unlike Augustine, Vico
rejects in the New Science (but not in his earlier work Universal Right) a dualistic vision
between the mind and body, presenting a more realistic and interconnected view of human
nature.

For Vico, idolatry represents an early stage in human development, where
individuals, guided by bodily instincts, project their emotions and desires onto external
phenomena, creating myths and deities. This process, while reflecting human limitations, also

reveals the foundational role of the body in shaping human consciousness and sociability.
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Vico’s concept of sensus communis—a shared understanding rooted in collective
experience—demonstrates how early societies used imaginative universals to experience the
world. These universals, though initially grounded in idolatry, laid the groundwork for the
development of rational thought and civil society.

Language, for Vico, serves as a bridge between the body and mind, mediating human
understanding of the world. In his analysis of poetic characters and imaginative universals,
Vico illustrates how early humans used symbolic gestures and objects to communicate their
experiences. This symbolic use of the body contrasts with Augustine’s view, where the body is
often portrayed as an obstacle to divine truth. Vico’s holistic approach situates the body as
integral to the human pursuit of knowledge and community, aligning with his broader vision
of history as a cyclical process driven by human creativity and divine providence.

Vico’s integration of the body into his understanding of sociability and morality leads
to a more concrete and practical ethical framework compared to Augustine’s. In Augustine’s
theology, love of neighbour is often instrumental, serving as a means to achieve love of God.
The neighbour, while significant, is sometimes described not an end in itself but a step toward
divine union. This perspective diminishes the social dimension of Christian ethics, focusing
instead on the individual’s spiritual journey.

In contrast, Vico interprets love of neighbour anthropologically and cognitively, as a
relational necessity for understanding the world. For Vico, human interaction is not merely a
means to an end but an intrinsic aspect of human nature, imbued with theological
significance. The neighbour is not only a symbol of divine grace but also a participant in the
shared pursuit of truth and justice. This relational view transforms love of neighbour into a
foundational principle of human society, where ethical conduct emerges from the interplay of
bodily experience and collective understanding.

Furthermore, Vico’s depiction of the body as a site of symbolic and cognitive
interaction provides a more grounded approach to ethics. His rejection of Cartesian dualism
allows for a seamless integration of physical and spiritual dimensions, reflecting a more
realistic view of human existence. This contrasts with Augustine’s emphasis on the mind’s
separation from the body, which limits the scope of Christian ethics to the internal realm of
conscience and grace.

This study shows from a personal perspective how Vico’s reinterpretation of
Augustine’s critique of idolatry offers a more holistic and integrated vision of human nature

and society. While Augustine’s theology highlights the dangers of disordered desires and the
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centrality of divine grace, his dualistic view of the mind and body creates theoretical
challenges in addressing the social and ethical dimensions of Christian life.

Vico’s approach, by contrast, embraces the relational and symbolic aspects of human
existence, presenting a vision of sociability and morality that is both realistic and
theologically profound. His emphasis on the body’s role in shaping human consciousness and
community provides a more concrete ethical framework, where love of neighbour is not
merely a means to divine union but a fundamental aspect of human flourishing.

By transcending Augustine’s dualism, Vico contributes to a richer understanding of
the human condition, offering insights that remain relevant to contemporary discussions on
theology, ethics, and the nature of society. His work underscores the importance of integrating
body and mind in the pursuit of truth, justice, and divine grace, bridging the gap between

human experience and theological reflection.
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