God, Reason and Rainbows in Seneca’s Natural Questions 1

As current interest in ancient Stoic philosophers continues to grow, one cluster of texts, Seneca’s Natural Questions, remains on the margins of scholarly attention.  Ostensibly, NQ offers little to entice: the manuscripts come to us in such lacunose condition that the original sequence of its eight books cannot ascertained; and in spite of occasional digressions on the causes and consequences of moral weakness, each book preoccupies itself primarily with lengthy, recondite disquisitions on natural and cosmological phenomena, producing scientific theories which have long since been disproven by advances in our understanding of the natural world.  Without the honey-rimmed cup of poetry to convey its empirical observations, Seneca’s NQ has survived in relative obscurity.

In recent years, several scholarly analyses have begun to reappraise the nature of this curious, recalcitrant collection (Inwood 2005; and primarily Williams 2006; 2007; 2008a; 2008b).  Beginning with the prefaces and conclusions to each book, it has been explicated more fully how Seneca frames the study of natural science as vital for consolatory and ethical purposes: by knowing the universe we may know our place in it, and may begin to free ourselves from the fear of death and the incapacitating behavioral vices which this fear induces. The universe itself, Seneca contends, is not chaotic but organized and determined according to a supreme Reason (Ratio); in vital conjunction with this premise, Seneca proposes that the rational cosmos should be construed as God itself, one which is providential but nonetheless impersonal.  Seneca exploits a powerful ambiguity between the language of theology and natural science to shape his understanding of man’s relationship to god and nature.  And it is from this premise of theo-scientific enquiry that Seneca mounts his customarily impassioned, declamational exhortations toward mental tranquility.

Whether the superstructure of the cosmos is to be understood as the numinous Ratio of god in Seneca’s terms, or as the elusive M-theory which now beckons 21st-century scientists, the universe may be ultimately unfathomable, but – and in fundamental contrast to the Epicurean worldview – it is entirely rational and in no way subject to chance.  Seneca maintains that simply endeavoring to study this universe will lead us to live a good life.  However, it remains to be seen exactly how, on the one hand, the language of personal divinity seems both to confound and make possible scientific enquiry in the first instance, and also how we are to reconcile the cosmic order with our fragile human existence subject to the apparent vicissitudes of nature.  

This paper will explore, broadly, the epistemological challenge posed when Seneca uses personal language to describe the mind and even ‘will’ of the supreme yet impersonal divinity that is Reason.  Because nature, i.e. the physical manifestation of the mind of god, is fused with ratio (1 pr. 16), to study nature is to know the mind of god.  The terms mens, animus and ratio share much in common, but it is by scientific enquiry, by viewing the infinite breadth and order of the cosmos (1 pr. 12), that we may begin to leave behind our preoccupations with mortality (1 pr. 17) and properly re-evaluate how we have (most often mis-)prioritized our daily lives.  

In addition, by taking rainbows in NQ 1 as its particular case study, this paper will elaborate on Seneca’s contention that ignorance of the workings of the natural world leads to moral depravity – viz., not knowing the properties of celestial occurrences leads, indeed, to the abuse of mirrors, the root of man’s worst self-deceptions, then to his corrosive desire for luxury goods, and ultimately to the dissolution of the individual and of society (1.16-17).  Our brief excursion into Seneca’s NQ will be guided by the question of why it is good for the soul to know how the universe works.
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