Exile and the Cosmopolis in C. Musonius Rufus and Seneca the Younger
Several works handling exile and its rhetorical treatment in late Republican and early Imperial Rome have been produced recently, including Claassen (1999), Cohen (2002), and Williams (2006). This paper contributes to this discussion of exile and its literary treatment by analyzing the use of the Stoic idea of the cosmopolis by C. Musonius Rufus in his discourse ὅτι οὐ κακὸν ἡ φυγή (f.9 Hense) and by Seneca the Younger in the Consolatio ad Helviam matrem. 

An appeal to the Stoic idea that the world is a single city is a common topos of exilic-consolatory literature. Both Musonius and Seneca use this topos in their works on exile. Because of the different contexts of their consolatory works and because of fundamental differences in their philosophical outlooks, they nonetheless deploy it in markedly different ways, Musonius focusing on the earthly, human aspect of the universal city, Seneca upon its extension into the heavens. 

Musonius’ discourse, the work of a disciple named Lucius, purports to be a diatribe delivered by the exiled Musonius in response to a fellow-exile’s complaints. We may treat it, with appropriate caution, as more-or-less representative of Musonius’ own thought (Houser 1997). In it, Musonius appeals to traditional arguments that exile is not an evil: that the world is a single city, and so the exile is not deprived of his homeland, that exile does not bring loss of health, wealth, or free speech, or of virtue, which is the only true good. In his appeal to the cosmopolis-doctrine (which he credits to Socrates), Musonius notes that the exile is not deprived of water, air, earth, or the heavenly bodies, but swiftly moves to his main concern: human society. 

Musonius focuses in his treatment of the cosmopolis on its human component: the exile is not deprived of human company or even that of his true friends (Musonius himself accompanied Rubellius Plautus into exile—Tacitus, Annales 16.59). Mere loss of access to a particular place or city (which is like moving from house to house in the same city) pales next to this fundamental social continuity. This coheres with Musonius’ emphasis in his other surviving discourses on the value of social ties, especially those between husband and wife (f.14-15: marriage is praiseworthy because it maintains the city and the whole human race). Exile is an opportunity to gain a proper perspective on what is truly good and to practice philosophical askesis (Valantasis 1999). Musonius thus upholds, here and elsewhere, the value of human society and validates existing ties of friendship.  

In stark contrast to Musonius’ use of the cosmopolis-idea is that of Seneca in the ad Helviam. In this carefully-wrought rhetorical treatise addressed to his mother, Seneca undertakes the novel aim of consoling, from his own place of exile in Corsica, a relative left behind. In a lengthy passage early in the work, Seneca puts a new spin on the cosmopolis-motif. In this passage (6-8), Seneca begins with the contemporary city of Rome, then moves outward in both space and time, to show that migration (loci commutatio; exilium literally defined—Cohen 2002) is a natural part of the human condition. The human soul is of common origin with the heavenly bodies, which remain in perpetual motion (8); to the stars Seneca – and Helvia, too – may always look, and there find beings that are truly akin to themselves and among whom alone they will, in dying, find rest from the exile that is earthly existence (11). 

 Seneca’s use of the cosmopolis-motif is thus accompanied by a heavy undertone of alienation, not only of the Romans from their city and empire, but also of the soul from the body (cf. Williams 2006). This sense of alienation stems, as this paper will argue, in part from the context of the ad Helviam: Seneca is addressing his mother, with whom he cannot be reunited in body; for him to console her, he must therefore provide a context in which they can find solace together – contemplation of the heavens – and a means for her, if only rhetorically and philosophically, to join him in exile.    
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