Stoicism at War: the Paired Speeches of Brutus and Cato in Lucan’s Pharsalia
Whether or not Lucan the man was a Stoic, many scholars (e.g. George 1991, Gorman 2001) have argued that Lucan as we have access to him, Lucan as the narrator of the Pharsalia, embraces Stoic principles.  Since these scholars identify Lucan so strongly with Stoicism, they have naturally supposed that the hero of the Pharsalia would typify that philosophy, and have accordingly argued that Cato the Younger (already by Lucan’s day an exemplum of Stoic constantia) is both a Stoic sapiens and the protagonist of Lucan’s epic (see Gorman 2001).

In this paper, however, I argue that while Cato probably is a Stoic sapiens, he is emphatically not the hero of the poem (should such a figure even exist), and actually has almost exactly the same difficulties in dealing with the chaos of a world at war with itself as do Lucan’s other dysfunctional characters.  As a case study, I consider the first introduction of Cato in the second book of the Pharsalia.  Here Marcus Junius Brutus comes to Cato ostensibly to request advice and guidance; in fact, he soon abandons this topic and instead pleads with Cato not to enter the war on either side, but to keep himself pure of the nefas of civil war.  Cato, in response, picks up on the theme—a favorite suasorial topic in the declamation schools in Lucan’s time (George 1991)—and does not offer Brutus advice but rather defends and justifies his decision to support Pompey.  I believe that Lucan uses these paired speeches as a way to reflect on Stoicism and what an orthodox Stoic ought to do when confronted with civil war, and specifically with wars more than civil, an internal strife of cosmic proportions.

It is my belief that the paired speeches of Brutus and Cato in Book II of the Pharsalia, rather than being a request for advice and a response to that request, or even a characterization of the personalities of the two men (though elements of the speeches can certainly serve that purpose as well) represent Lucan’s articulation of the two possible responses of Stoicism to civil war.  Brutus argues for withdrawal at the price of aloofness, Cato for involvement at the price of guilt.  Ultimately, both of these responses turn out to be unsatisfactory in terms of Lucan’s larger narrative.  Like the rest of the universe in this poem of discord (cf. Johnson 1987), Stoicism turns out to be at irreconcilable odds with itself.  Neither Brutus nor Cato is completely Stoic, though both present themselves in that light.  In either case, where one lapses into argument based on Lucanian premises, the other is ready with a Stoic response.  Yet somehow even these responses manage to be at odds with each other, and it is not to difficult to see the hand of the poet inserting the Stoic debate over political participation in his own day.  But in a Lucanian universe, where nature itself is engaged in civil war, Stoicism, which relies upon a rational and purposive nature, ceases to work.
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