Stoic Gymnasium 2025 (Semester 2)

Session 11: Women in Stoicism

1. Gratitude

Think of a woman (aside from your mum) who has helped you in some way. It could be a family
member, friend, neighbour, coach, or teacher. It could also be a public figure (past or present)

who has inspired you. Describe the person you've chosen and explain why you are grateful to
her.

2. Women of the Stoa

The history of the ancient Stoa is largely a history of men (unsurprising, given the historical
context). The early heads of the school (Zeno, Chrysippus, Cleanthes) and the great Roman Stoics
(Seneca, Musonius, Epictetus, and Marcus) were all men, as were the figures who inspired the
philosophy (Socrates and Diogenes).

However, women have also played an important role from ancient times to the present. Socrates
himself claimed to have learned philosophy from a woman — Diotima of Mantinea. In Plato’s
Symposium, Socrates credits her with teaching him the “art of love,” which she redefines as a
rational pursuit of the good and the beautiful.

Porcia Cato (70-42 BC), daughter of the Stoic hero Cato the Younger and wife of Brutus, was
famed for her courage and philosophical resolve. She famously cut her thigh with a knife,
enduring the pain in silence to prove her strength and reliability to Brutus. Porcia’s act became
emblematic of Stoic self-command: the triumph of reason over bodily pain.

Elizabeth Carter (1717-1806), an English poet and classicist, composed the first English
translation of Epictetus. Despite the era’s gender barriers, Carter mastered Greek, Latin and
several other languages. Her translation of Epictetus brought his soul-stirring brand of Stoic
ethics into English-speaking intellectual life and made it accessible to a wider audience —
including women.

One of the beneficiaries of Carter’s translation was Abigail Adams (1744-1818), wife of the
second U.S. president and mother of the sixth. Largely self-taught, she embodied the virtues
described in the Stoic texts she read. Drawing on ideals of courage, moderation, and civic duty,
Abigail was the trusted confidant and moral counsellor of John Adams during the turbulent,
civilisation-altering years of the American revolution. A case can be made that were it not for
Abigail’s wisdom and devotion, there would never have been a United States of America.



3. Readings

Musonius Rufus, “That Women Too Should Study Philosophy”
Abigail Adams, “Letter to John Quincy Adams (1780)”

4. Letters of Moral Counsel

Abigail’s letter serves as an excellent model for providing wisdom and encouragement to
someone facing challenging circumstances. Compose a short letter to someone you care about
written in the spirit of Abigail. You should include a line of encouragement for facing the
adversity, a reminder that virtue is the only true good, and an expression of affection that
doesn’t undermine self-sufficiency (that is, free from emotional dependence, pity, or flattery).

5. Weekly Practice

Franklin Virtue Tracking

Another student of Stoicism who was crucial to the founding of America was Ben Franklin.
Though not a Stoic by name, Franklin shared the conviction that moral excellence is achieved
through daily practice and self-examination. In his twenties, he developed a strategy for
cultivating the virtues he read about in classical texts. He made a grid with seven vertical
columns — one for each day of the week. These were crossed by thirteen horizontal columns —
one for each virtue. Each night, he resolved to put a “little black spot” in the daily box allotted to
the virtue he was focusing on, if he decided he had fallen short of it.

Your challenge for this week is to try out Franklin’s method. If you find it helpful, you can
extend it for the full thirteen weeks or even longer. A form with detailed instructions will be
provided. You may wish to make photocopies for future weeks before you start using it.



