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most of the dates are approximate.

archaic
Pythaïs (mother of Pythagoras)
570–490 BC. Pythagoras*
530 BC. Pythagoras emigrated to Croton
Theano (wife of Pythagoras)
Cheilonis
Tyrsenis

Classical
myia (daughter of Theano and Pythagoras)
Damo
450 BC. Pythagoras dead
440–400 BC. Pythagoreans dispersed
Timycha
Bitale
aspasia
345–320 BC. alexis, Pythagorean Woman, The Tarentines
Perictione I

Hellenistic
Fourth to third century BC

Theano II
Bilistiche 

*riedweg, Pythagoras, 43.



xiv  Chronology

Third century BC
aesara
melissa
Phintys
Ptolemäis

Third to second century BC 
Perictione II
myia

Indeterminable
arignote
Theano I (author)

roman empire
aD 40 to 45–117. Plutarch
aD 245–325. Iamblichus



I n t r o d u c t i o n

They looked upon Pythagoras as divine, with the result that they turned over 
their wives to him in order that they would learn some of his doctrines. and 
so they were called “Pythagorean Women.”

—Diogenes Laertius, Life of Pythagoras, 41

Pythagoras was the first Greek philosopher to include women among his dis-
ciples. He was also the earliest to listen sympathetically to the pleas of married 
women and to impose sexual monogyny on their husbands. Some two hundred 
years after the death of Pythagoras, Neopythagorean women became the first 
women in the Greek world to write prose texts that are extant. Like Pythagoras 
himself, these later authors were sympathetic to the women’s point of view.

Who were the Pythagorean women? Though these issues will be discussed in 
detail in the book (see chaps. 1 and 3), it is important to understand at the start 
that the Pythagorean women must be considered as two groups. First are the 
women who were contemporaries of Pythagoras, some of whom are named in 
various accounts of the life of Pythagoras by Iamblichus (ca. 245–325 aD) and 
by others. In the second large group are the intellectual descendants of the first: 
Neopythagorean women, including the authors of letters and other prose texts, 
some complete, some now fragmentary. The first group lived in the late archaic 
and Classical periods; the second group (with one exception) is Hellenistic. The 
first group was composed of Dorian Greeks and at least two indigenous women.1 
The identity of the later women is less certain, but they did write in both the 
Doric and Ionic dialects; some are thought to have lived in rome and Southern 
Italy, others in athens and alexandria. Literature circulated between the settle-
ments in the east and west, for letters of melissa and Theano were found in egypt 
paraphrased in the attic koine (the common language) from the Doric version in 
a third-century aD papyrus.2
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The subject of this book is the social history of women who were Pythago-
reans; there are, however, no previous publications on women in general in the 
western Greek colonies of Southern Italy.3 Therefore, in the first two chapters I 
have had to paint a background picture to describe the social, cultural, and eco-
logical context in which the Pythagoreans lived. 

Chapters 3–7 treat the Neopythagoreans, some of whom wrote letters and 
other prose works. These texts have been edited by Holger Thesleff and pub-
lished in The Pythagorean Texts of the Hellenistic Period.4 The time period cov-
ered in that book is long: from the sixth century BC to at least the first century 
BC and possibly longer (depending on the controversial dating of Neopythago-
rean documents). Chapter 4 includes general observations on Neopythagorean 
texts by women and explores issues that arise often or are discussed at length. In 
the next two chapters all the writings of the Neopythagorean women appear in 
translation, with an introduction preceding each text and a commentary follow-
ing, explaining some features specific to that document. my commentary em-
phasizes women’s issues and social history. In chapter 7, Professor Vicki Lynn 
Harper discusses philosophical aspects of Pythagoreanism, especially as it per-
tains to women and as it appears in the Neopythagorean texts. 

When I thought about writing this book, I was amazed to discover that no one 
had preceded me in writing a comprehensive study, even though more Pythago-
rean women are known by name than are women in any other Greek philosophi-
cal school. They were not “muted” like their respectable athenian contempo-
raries in old Greece. These women made an impression; some of their witty and 
prudent remarks were quoted by later authors. Thus this book is a contribution 
to the historical literature concerning the Greek world beyond athens. 

athenocentricity has warped our view of women’s history, obscuring, for ex-
ample, the literate women who are to be found in all periods of Greek history 
and at various places in the Greek world—though not often in athens.5 Spartan 
women, unlike athenians, were neither silenced nor secluded; instead they ex-
ercised out of doors, were well nourished, were educated by the state, and ex-
erted influence in the public sphere.6 The connection between the women of 
Sparta and the women of the Spartan colony of Taranto (the home of many Py-
thagoreans and Neopythagoreans) is readily apparent, and cultural influences 
may be detected. Pythagoreans also lived in Croton and metaponto. These cities, 
however, were achaean colonies, and the women of their mother cities in old 
Greece have not been studied, though links between old cults of Hera and those 
in magna Graecia have been traced (see chap. 2). 

although Dorian women played a larger role in public than did athenian 
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women, it is still true that women’s history in general is more obscure than men’s. 
For example, Theano I was the most celebrated of Pythagorean women, much 
quoted, influential, and adopted as a model by Neopythagoreans. Nevertheless, 
ancient sources differ about whether she was the wife or disciple of Pythagoras, 
or the daughter or wife of Brontinus. No wife other than Theano is recorded for 
Pythagoras, and it was generally agreed that he had children. Therefore, I will 
refer to Theano in this book as Pythagoras’s wife (see chap. 1).

material evidence has contributed significantly to constructing the history of 
Pythagorean women in magna Graecia. The modern city of Crotone stands in 
the way of any extensive exploration of Pythagoras’s Croton. Therefore particu-
larly valuable are Joseph Coleman Carter’s publications of the ongoing excava- 
tion he has been directing at metaponto. The Chora of Metaponto: The  Necropoleis 
is a diachronic study of the archaeology, history, and ecology of metaponto, 
with particular attention to burials and grave goods.7 His Discovering the Greek 
Country side at Metaponto is both a detailed scholarly work and a synthesis offer-
ing one of the most complete pictures of life in a small ancient city to have been 
published.8 There is no comparable study of the ecological context of the places 
where the Neopythagoreans lived. 

metaponto was an achaean colony on the gulf of Taranto founded around 
600 BC, just before the time of Pythagoras. Coming rather late in the history of 
Greek colonization, the settlers laid claim to an area with a good location on the 
water but already under cultivation by indigenous people. In the river valleys 
they found a marshy, malaria-infested site, which they proceeded to drain and 
convert to farmland.9 many metapontines chose to live on high ground. The 
major drainage project took place around 500 BC, after the colonists had lived 
there for about one hundred years. It was no coincidence that this enormous en-
gineering project was undertaken when Pythagoras and his disciples were politi-
cally influential. excavations have revealed a port and a well-planned city laid out 
on a grid pattern.10 Drainage ditches and sewers suggest strong, orderly govern-
ment and testify to the prosperity of the city. The museum at metaponto not only 
displays the findings from the site and the tombs but also reflects the breadth of 
Carter’s vision; it contains cases devoted to artistic images of women on vases 
and to artifacts and utensils used by them, especially those in durable materials, 
including jewelry, fibulas, mirrors, ceramics, spools, loom weights, and spindle 
whorls. a chart of their many coiffures is displayed.11 

Without detailed extant descriptions by a Herodotus or a Thucydides or an 
aristophanes, the archaeological evidence plays an even more significant role 
in reconstructing the societies in which the Pythagoreans lived—though, to be 
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sure, authors who lived much later than Pythagoras, including Livy and Strabo, 
conjure up the past. Grave goods supply information about the dead person and 
the surviving donor. For example, since Pythagoras had forbidden respectable 
women to wear gold, we may assume that any woman buried with gold jew-
elry was not a Pythagorean (or at least her survivors who buried her were not).12 
Bones have been analyzed to yield information about the gender of the corpses, 
their state of health, blood group, and age at death. Pollen analyses give clues 
to women’s diet. Child burials yield dolls and miniature objects such as carts 
and small vases. Depictions of women in the visual arts provide information 
about their appearance, clothing, and habitat. Furthermore, the archaeological 
record at a well-excavated site like metaponto reveals both Greek and native 
Italic customs and artifacts. (In contrast, the written record describing Pythago-
ras’s interactions with women and his views about them is in Greek and limited 
largely, although not exclusively, to Greek women.) architectural and engineer-
ing  artifacts, including temples and canals for drainage and irrigation, suggest 
the material context in which these women lived, and inscriptions record con-
temporary public information.

The usual paraphernalia of daily and civic life in a small Greek city is impor-
tant in reconstructing women’s lives. We assume that women who had time to 
listen to Pythagoras, who owned luxurious clothing and jewelry and could make 
costly dedications, and who had the leisure and education to write prose that 
could be circulated did not personally use the pots and pans and other cooking 
equipment that have been excavated.13 at most they supervised while their slaves 
cooked the food, though they occasionally prepared sacrificial offerings with 
their own hands. Since most domestic slaves were female, however, the pottery 
broadens the range of social classes available for our general study of women.14 
Though we cannot assume that the women buried in the graves that have been 
studied were Pythagoreans, some may have been. In any case, the Pythagoreans 
lived among or near them, subject to the same illnesses and weather, and choos-
ing from the same food supply. at least we can be certain that Pythagoreans were 
members of the elite, and it is generally the graves of the prosperous that have 
survived to be excavated and to yield an array of grave goods.

It has been less daunting to write about the Neopythagoreans than about the 
Pythagoreans inasmuch as scholars, including myself, have discussed the writ-
ings of the former group. Furthermore, the Neopythagoreans lived in cosmo-
politan Hellenistic cities and in Southern Italy along with other women whose 
lives have been studied.15 as I mentioned, Pythagoras was the first philosopher to 
include women in his community. By the fourth century BC and the Hellenistic 
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period a few women were active at Plato’s academy, as well as among the Cynics 
and the epicureans. The Neopythagorean women, however, were more numer-
ous than those associated with any other philosophical school.

Though the two groups are distinct chronologically, the Neopythagoreans 
preserved the traditions of the original Pythagoreans and shared the same philo-
sophical and ethical views, and sometimes the same names. In addition, some of 
their writings show the influence of other philosophers, especially Plato. In this 
book, the two groups of women will occasionally be treated as a unified whole, 
but more often as distinct.

much of the biography of Pythagoras and the history of early Pythagorean-
ism is unclear and controversial. Some classical scholars and social historians 
of antiquity tend to accept many of the early traditions, but others argue that 
certain evidence pertaining to the history of Pythagoras and of female Pythago-
reans and Neopythagoreans was pseudonymous or untrustworthy. my intention 
here is not to join in the scholarly debate about these issues per se—except when  
they directly affect my narrative about women—but instead to use the evidence 
judiciously in reconstructing women’s lives. In any case, considering that much 
of the scholarship concerning the history of Pythagoreanism has simply ignored 
the women who were Pythagoreans, by contributing a missing piece to the puz-
zle of Pythagoreanism this book may not merely expand the current picture of 
Pythagoras and other male Pythagoreans but alter it (see chap. 3). meanwhile, 
I offer here a brief sketch that will provide guidance to the reader who is not a 
specialist in ancient history. This sketch will serve as a simple framework for the 
subject of this book: Pythagorean and Neopythagorean women. although the 
intellectual experiences of these women were unique because they were Pythago-
reans, what we can glean about their daily lives enhances our general knowledge 
of the history of Greek women. 

Pythagoras was born in the middle of the sixth century BC on Samos, in the 
eastern mediterranean. Like most of his disciples he traveled from the world 
of old Greece to settle in magna Graecia in Southern Italy. around 530 BC he 
began lecturing to the citizens of the achaean colony of Croton and later moved 
to metaponto. In addition to the contemplation of the cosmos, the nature of the 
soul, and subjects that were also discussed by other pre-Socratic philosophers, 
Pythagorean philosophy included a very elaborate ethical program, with advice 
to both women and men for personal conduct in everyday life.16 

Later biographers (using the works of earlier authors) wrote about the women 
who actually knew Pythagoras. For example, Philochorus, who died in the 260s 
BC and may have known some Neopythagorean women, wrote a volume on Py-
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thagorean women that he titled The Collection of Pythagorean Women Heroines 
(or “Founders”: Sunagoge heroidon hetoi Pythagoreion gunaikon).17 Philocho-
rus may have produced his book because he noted that previous works ignored 
women.18 Iamblichus named 17 women among the 235 disciples of Pythagoras 
whom he lists.19 Since this catalog probably originated with aristoxenus in the 
fourth century BC, when several treatises on the Pythagoreans had been written, 
it is likely to be accurate, but since some of the Pythagoreans named postdate 
aristoxenus, Iamblichus or other biographers must have added to it.20 

Works about the life of Pythagoras are the principal written sources for in-
formation about Pythagorean women. The most important authors are Dio-
genes Laertius of Cilicia (3rd c. aD), Porphyry of Tyre (232/233–ca. 305 aD), 
and Iamblichus of Chalcis (ca. 245–325 aD), a Neoplatonist who studied under 
Porphyry. Though they differ in details, there is considerable overlap among 
the biographies. For example, Iamblichus identifies Theano as the wife of Bron-
tinus, while, as we have mentioned, other sources vary as to whether she was 
Pythagoras’s wife, daughter, or disciple. Brontinus of metaponto or Croton is 
sometimes identified as Theano’s husband, sometimes as Deino’s, and some-
times as Theano’s father. There is a similar confusion about the names of Py-
thagoras’s children. Furthermore, some sources ascribe particular quotations to 
Deino, others to Theano. Some of the biographers were apparently inspired by 
women philosophers who were their contemporaries or patrons. Thus Diogenes 
Laertius dedicated his work to a female Platonist.21 In his Life of Plotinus (9), 
Porphyry  mentions female students of Plotinus who were seriously committed 
to philosophy. Though the authors of the extant biographies wrote centuries 
after the original Pythagoreans lived, the biographical tradition was under way 
in the generation after Pythagoras’s death. Pythagoras is mentioned as early as 
Herodotus (4.95). This early testimony thus was not totally contaminated by later 
influences like Platonism but rather offers some reflection of original Pythago-
reanism.22 The authors of the works that are now extant consulted these earlier 
biographies and incorporated them, sometimes verbatim, and often without at-
tribution. modern scholarship has managed to sift through much of the writing 
about the Pythagoreans in general and to assign authorship and dates to various 
traditions; these will be discussed in this book where relevant. one of the specific 
problems, however, encountered in studying Pythagorean and Neopythagorean 
women is that our ancient sources do not distinguish clearly between them, for 
example, conflating the Theano who was the wife and disciple of Pythagoras with 
the woman, or women, of the same name who wrote letters and treatises in the 
Hellenistic period.
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In the many traditions concerning the life and doctrines of Pythagoras there 
is little of the misogyny that mars the teaching of other Greek philosophers and 
thinkers. Women do not appear as alien and inferior to men. rather, they are the 
same as or equal to men, to be given the same education, to follow the same rules 
of conduct, and deserving of the same respect (see chap. 2). Pythagoras devoted 
some thought to women’s habits. For example, he observed that bonds between 
women were strong. They would make loans of clothing and ornaments to other 
women who needed certain things, and they would do so without the surety of 
witnesses. It would not be natural for men to be so trusting. He illustrates his 
point with the example of the mythical Three Graiae, aged sisters who trusted 
one another so completely that they shared one eye among them (Iambl. VP 55). 

 The biographers agree that among the original Pythagoreans, women played 
an important role and participated actively in the philosophical life.23 This phe-
nomenon was unique in the Greek world of the sixth and fifth centuries BC. That 
the philosopher himself was responsible for this innovation or at least thoroughly 
approved it is indicated by the inclusion of his wife and daughters among the ex-
emplary women mentioned by name.24 according to Diogenes Laertius, Theano 
wrote a few things (8.43: suggramma . . . tina ). Because he also reports that Philo-
laus (ca. 470 BC) was the first to publish (ekdounai) Pythagorean treatises, we de-
duce that Theano’s texts were not published.25 This deduction is consistent with 
an axiom of women’s history: women, in general, wrote shorter and fewer works 
and often kept them in private or published them only under a pseudonym. 
Thus the tradition about Theano need not be rejected, though some influen-
tial scholars have argued that neither Pythagorean women nor Neopythagoreans 
could have participated in the philosophical school, nor could they have written 
some Pythagorean texts. For example, richard Bentley did not believe this report 
about women’s participation. In a discussion of the authenticity of a Neopythago-
rean treatise ascribed to Perictione, he wrote that the forgers of treatises simply 
“thought it a point of decorum to make even the female kindred of philosophers 
copy after the men.”26 B. L. van der Waerden continued the tradition of studying 
only male Pythagoreans in his Die Pythagoreer: Religiöse Bruderschaft und Schule 
der Wissenschaft.27 In contrast, W. Burkert,28 C. J. de Vogel,29 and Peter Kingsley30 
remarked on the equality of women and men in Pythagoreanism. 

The Speeches of Pythagoras, which have been dated to the late fifth or early 
fourth century, are an early source for the tradition about women’s participation 
in Pythagorean society.31 The speeches are addressed to both women and men 
and include discussion of appropriate behavior for women. Dicaearchus (ap. 
Porph. Plot. 18–19) reports that Pythagoras addressed a gathering of women and 
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that an association of women was created for him. He goes on to discuss The-
ano, who was the most famous Pythagorean woman. Then he states that what 
Pythagoras told his intimates we cannot say with certainty, but it was generally 
agreed that he said that the soul was immortal, that it transmigrated into other 
forms of animal life, and that it was periodically reborn.32 although the tradition 
about women’s participation, like other traditions concerning the life of Pythago-
ras, was not preserved by a contemporary author, there is no need to assume that 
it is a biographical fiction. The original Pythagoreans lived together in close-knit 
communities, abiding by a strict discipline, which extended to dietary matters, 
wearing apparel, and the proper times to engage in sexual intercourse. Under 
such circumstances, it was mandatory that both sexes understand the doctrines 
(see chap. 1).

Both the original Pythagorean and the Neopythagorean women must have 
read philosophy or sat in on classes, lectures, or informal discussions. We are 
told that Pythagoras addressed the women of Croton directly. With the founder 
creating such a precedent, there is no reason to doubt that women were included 
among both the Pythagoreans and the Neopythagoreans, who preserved the ear-
lier traditions.

When I first wrote about women philosophers and writers some thirty-five 
years ago, at times I presented my views tentatively, knowing that some critics 
would refuse to be persuaded. Then it was still fashionable to theorize that works 
attributed to female authors were pseudonymous and that the authors had to  
be male. respected scholars such as martin West continued the tradition, trace-
able back to richard Bentley. as I mentioned, Bentley had summarily dismissed 
the idea that women could have written the Neopythagorean treatises attributed 
to them, and similarly, West argued that erinna could not have written the po-
etry circulated under her name. Since then, research on women’s literacy has 
confirmed that women could well have written works that were published under 
their names.33 Thus, although there are many uncertainties about where and 
when the Neopythagorean women (and men) wrote their letters and other prose, 
there is little doubt that Hellenistic women could have written such works and 
that Pythagorean women served as their models.
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C h a p t e r  o n e

Who Were the Pythagorean Women?

Iamblichus (VP 267) lists 235 Pythagoreans whose names are known. Following 
the catalog of 218 men, he names 17 women, whom he describes as “the most 
famous Pythagorean women.” The men are classified only according to their city 
of origin. The women are also listed by their city of origin, and the first 8 women 
and the last are identified as a wife, sister, or daughter of a male Pythagorean.1 It 
was natural for members of the same family, especially a married couple, to be-
come Pythagoreans, for the philosopher ordained rules for everyday life, includ-
ing dietary regulations and the proper season for sexual intercourse (Diod. Sic. 
10.9.3). moreover, the Pythagoreans were bound by secrets the wives must have 
shared: for example, Pythagoras’s own home was called the site of mysteries.2 
The eight women whose names do not appear with that of a male relative are not 
necessarily completely independent or single women; it is just as likely that their 
male relatives are not Pythagoreans. 

most of the women are Greek and come from the Dorian strongholds of 
Sparta, argos, or achaea or their colonies. In addition, occelo and eccelo, sis-
ters of the Pythagorean Lucanians occelus and occilus, were indigenous.3 The 
indigenous neighbors of the Greeks in southern Italy were Hellenized, at least 
to the extent that some spoke Greek: they were particularly influenced by the 
Dorian traditions of the Greek colonies.4 Sybaris, Croton, and metaponto usually 
enjoyed good relations with native villages. The indigenous people in turn influ-
enced the Greeks and in some ways created a mixed culture, but this influence 
cannot be detected in our study of Pythagorean women, many of whom were 
only first- or second-generation inhabitants of magna Graecia. 

The list of the famous women Pythagoreans, in the order in which they ap-
pear in Iamblichus, and a brief identification follow.

Timycha, wife of myllias of Croton, is renowned for her courage in resisting 
Dionysius, tyrant of Syracuse (r. 396–379 BC). Dionysius had ordered that she be 





Map 1. Greece and the aegean World. Source: Sarah B. Pomeroy, S. Burstein,  
W. Donlan, and Jennifer roberts, A Brief History of Ancient Greece, 2nd ed. (New 
york, 2008), xxiv. reproduced with permission of oxford University Press.



Map 2. Greek Colonization. Source: Sarah B. Pomeroy, S. Burstein, W. Donlan, and Jennifer roberts, Ancient Greece, 3rd ed. (New york, 
2012), 113, fig. 3.1. reproduced with permission of oxford University Press.
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tortured when she was six months pregnant. rather than reveal the secrets of the 
Pythagoreans, she bit off her tongue.5 She was Lacedaemonian in descent and in 
her brave actions.

Philtys, daughter of Theophris of Croton, sister of Byndacus.6 
Occelo and Eccelo, sisters of the Lucanians occelus and occilus.7

Cheilonis, daughter of Cheilon the Lacedaemonian. Her father was ephor (a 
powerful Spartan magistrate) in 556 BC.8 Thus she was a contemporary of Py-
thagoras. 

Cratesicleia the Laconian, wife of Cleanor the Lacedaemonian.9 Cratesicleia 
is a typical Spartan name alluding to power and fame. This Cratesicleia may be 
an ancestor of a more famous Cratesicleia, who was the mother of the Spartan 
king Cleomenes (r. 235–?). The later Cratesicleia studied with Sphaerus, a Stoic 
who came to Sparta to lecture.10 Inasmuch as Spartan women were not secluded, 
it is quite likely that Cratesicleia listened to Sphaerus’s teachings.11 as a result of 
her son’s reformist policies (which she supported), Cratesicleia’s and Cleomenes’s 
children, and Cratesicleia herself, became hostages of Ptolemy III euergetes. 
eventually Ptolemy IV, Philopator, ordered that the Spartan hostages be killed.  
at first Cratesicleia panicked, but in the end she met her death stoically and 
bravely (Plut. Cleom. 38). If this Cratesicleia is the same as the one listed by Iam-
blichus, then, of course, she is a Neopythagorean with a background in Stoicism.

Theano, wife of Pythagoras, also said to be the wife of the metapontian Bro-
tinus (or Brontinus).12

Biographers of Pythagoras offer alternative genealogical solutions to the iden-
tity of Theano. It is possible that all the reports have at least some truth in them 
and that Theano and Brontinus married more than once. according to Diogenes 
Laertius (8.22) Pythagoras’s wife was Theano, daughter of Brontinus of Croton.  
But he adds that some identify her as the wife of Brontinus and pupil of Py-
thagoras. according to Iamblichus, however, Deino was the wife of Brontinus.13 
Theano was the mother of Telauges and myia, and some add arignote. Damo 
was also a daughter of Pythagoras, but Iamblichus does not specifically state that 
Theano was her mother (Iambl. VP 146). No wife, however, other than Theano is  
recorded for Pythagoras, and it was generally (though not universally) agreed 
that he had children.14 Photius (VP 2) reports that Pythagoras’s son mnesar-
chus died a young man. Telauges was another son, and Sara and myia were his  
daughters. Theano was said to be not only his disciple but his daughter.  Photius 
also states that Pythagoras lived to be 104. Scholars nowadays generally agree 
that Pythagoras lived circa 570–490. The various traditions can be reconciled by 
the conclusion that he did attain a very old age for a Greek. We may note, in pass-
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ing, that his mother too was long-lived, for she must have been at least 60 when 
she took notes from Pythagoras, who had descended underground (see chap. 
2). Perhaps the disparity in age between husband and wife led some authorities 
to consider Theano a daughter rather than a wife. Iamblichus reports that aris-
taeus was Pythagoras’s heir. as head of the school, this mysterious figure married 
the widowed Theano and brought up her children because he understood the 
doctrines.15 marriage of the widow of the leader of a philosophical school or of 
a commercial enterprise to his successor was common. In this way the legator 
ensured that his wife and children would be cared for economically and socially.16

Porphyry (VPyth. 19) relates that Pythagoras attracted not only men as dis-
ciples but also women, among whom was Theano. Didymus (ca. 80–10 BC) 
wrote that Theano was the first woman philosopher.17 She became famous even 
among the neighboring barbarians, kings, and rulers. Theano also wrote some 
work (Diog. Laert. 8.43). Some undatable quotations and philosophical works 
attributed to an author named “Theano” may in fact be traceable to the original 
Theano (see chaps. 4 and 5). In other words, she became a famous wise woman, 
like the priestess at Delphi who had been Pythagoras’s teacher. “Theano” was the 
name of the priestess of athena in the Iliad (6.298, 302), the earliest and best-
known Greek literature; therefore her name indicates that her parents had con-
ceived a special destiny for her (see chap. 3). a quotation in attic from Theano on 
the immortality of the soul and several apophthegms are extant (see chap. 5). For 
example, Diogenes Laertius (8.43) reports: “It is said of Theano that when asked 
how long a period of purification was necessary after a woman had intercourse 
with her husband, she said: the moment she leaves her own husband she is pure; 
but she is never pure after she leaves anyone else.” She advised a woman going to 
her husband to take off her modesty with her clothes. This witty remark is a play 
on a Greek proverb also found in Herodotus.18 Furthermore, when she was asked 
“what clothes,” she responded “those which cause you to be a woman.” This in- 
teresting response suggests that Theano believed women and men were essen-
tially the same and that only a particular costume, which could be easily re-
moved, constructed womanhood.19

Myia, wife of milo of Croton and daughter of Theano and Pythagoras.20 ac-
cording to Timaeus (ca. 350–260 BC), before marriage Pythagoras’s daughter was 
first among maidens in Croton, and when she became a wife, first among mar-
ried women.21 When she died the Crotoniates turned her house into a temple of 
Demeter and called the entrance hall a sanctuary of the muses.22

Lastheneia. a Lastheneia of the city of mantinea in arcadia dressed as a man 
and studied at Plato’s academy.23 Iamblichus states that Lastheneia came from 
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the region of arcadia. Thus the Pythagorean may be identical with Plato’s stu-
dent. We may speculate that if there were two philosophers named Lastheneia, 
one was the grandmother of the other. Greeks generally used the same names in 
alternate generations.24 mantinea was also the home of the philosopher Diotima, 
whom Socrates credits with teaching him about love in Plato’s Symposium.

Habroteleia, daughter of Habroteles of Taranto.25

Echecrateia of Phlius. Probably related to echecrates, who was one of four 
men from Phlius also in Iamblichus’s catalog. The story in Plato’s Phaedo is told 
to him. The others mentioned by Iamblichus are Diocles, Polymnastus, and 
Phanton. There evidently was a coterie of Platonists and Pythagoreans in Phlius. 
aristoxenus mentions other Pythagoreans from Phlius, including Xenophilus, 
Philolaus, and eurytus.26 Like Lastheneia (see above), a woman named axiothea 
came from Phlius in the Peloponnese to study at Plato’s academy.27

Tyrsenis from Sybaris.28 Since Sybaris was destroyed in 510 BC, Tyrsenis was a 
contemporary of Pythagoras.

Peisirrhode from Taranto.29

Theadusa from Lacedaemon (Lakaina).30 another source names Nisthead-
ousa.31 These names probably refer to the same person.

Boeo from argos.32

Babelyca from argos.33

Cleachma, sister of the Lacedaemonian autocharidas.34

The names of additional women are known through the Pythagorean bio-
graphical tradition, even though they are not listed by Iamblichus among the 
 seventeen “most famous.” Pythagoras left his memoranda (hypomnemata) to 
Damo, his daughter, sister of Telauges. Though Iamblichus does not include 
Bitale, Damo’s daughter, in his catalog he does report that Bitale inherited the 
memoranda after Damo’s death (VP 146).35 Furthermore, during his subterra-
nean sojourn, Pythagoras’s mother, Pythaïs, recorded what had happened and 
at what time on a tablet and sent her notes down to him.36 When he emerged 
he read his experiences aloud. Whether or not the story that he had visited the 
house of Hades is literally true is irrelevant here.37 The Greeks, however, did be-
lieve that heroes could return from the Underworld, and certainly the mother 
who boasts of her son’s divinity and resurrection is a historical topos not unique 
to the biography of Pythagoras. 

This story illustrates the importance of women in Pythagorean biographical 
tradition. emerging from a cave is like emerging from a womb, and therefore 
the presence of Pythagoras’s mother is natural at her son’s rebirth (see fig. 1). 
Pythagoras may have suffered some sort of psychotic or hallucinatory experi-
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ence, as was not uncommon among Greek sages and philosophers,38 or he may 
have deliberately planned a charade to increase his charisma. In any case, his 
mother was his trusted confidante, who protected and enhanced his reputation 
as a superhuman miracle worker. Pythagoras must have taken his mother with 
him when he emigrated from Samos to magna Graecia, for it was customary 
for the Greeks in general to care for their parents, and Pythagoras, in particular, 
instructed his disciples to look after them. He could certainly afford to bring 
his mother from Samos. He came from a wealthy family, had the funds to travel 
in the Greek world and egypt, is never described as teaching for pay, and was 
involved in the aristocratic politics of magna Graecia. moreover, unlike most 
Greek thinkers, he does not ignore women past reproductive age; rather, he re-
fers to them in his speeches (see chap. 2).39

as we have seen, there are many stories about women in the biographical tra-
ditions of Pythagoras, though they have often been either ignored or dismissed 
as jokes.40 Nevertheless, taken seriously, they establish a formidable link in the 
chain of information, not only about women, but also about Pythagoras.

We pause to reflect on literacy among pre-Socratic philosophers and among 
Pythagoras and the women in his circle, in particular. William V. Harris pointed 
out more than twenty years ago that historians of philosophy have not dealt sat-
isfactorily with this issue, and that conclusion remains true at the time of this 
writing.41 a century before Pythagoras, anaximander and anaximenes of mi-
letus published their work, followed by Xenophanes of Colophon, Heraclitus, 
and Solon.42 Pherecydes wrote prose, and he was said to have been the teacher 
of Pythagoras. yet Porphyry (probably using Dicaearchus as his source) re-
ported that Pythagoras relied on his considerable rhetorical gifts and did not 
write anything.43 of course Pythagoras’s hypomnemata (memoranda), to which 
Iamblichus (VP 146) refers, are more like notes: Porphry (Pyth. 57) states that 
Pythagoras did not leave any suggramma (written composition, book).44 Thus 
Dicaearchus and Porphyry may have not been commenting on the memoranda 
but may have simply meant that Pythagoras did not write formal prose trea-
tises or dialogs. The report just above about Pythagoras’s mother sending written 
notes to him and about his keeping a journal while he was in a cave is evidence 
that he could read and write. He was also surrounded by literate women. Py-
thagoras’s mother and wife were literate; furthermore, since he designated his 
daughter Bitale as the custodian of his memoranda, the chances are good that she 
was literate too, having learned her letters from her mother and grandmother. 
Consequently, during the renaissance, the women in Pythagoras’s family were 
cited as models of educated women.45 
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We observe, in passing, the female succession in the transmission of Pythago-
ras’s memoranda, despite the existence of many male disciples and of Telauges, 
son of Pythagoras, who married Bitale. after the Pythagoreans were expelled by 
Cylon’s followers in the second half of the fifth century BC, the men collected 
their own memoranda and written materials and made arrangements for them 
when they died, instructing their sons, daughters, and wives to preserve them 
and transmit them within the family (Iambl. VP 253). Women and other family 
members serve as the links between the traditions about the earliest Pythagore-
ans and such sources as aristoxenus, whom historians nowadays find generally 
trustworthy.46 Furthermore, we cannot overemphasize the strength of the oral 
tradition, which served as well to preserve the words and deeds of the founder 

Figure 1. red figure apulian lebes gamikos, ca. 340-320 BC. Seated woman, richly 
adorned. Lyre on wall at upper right. metropolitan museum of art, 17.46.2, attrib-
uted to the Group of New york 28, 57.10, rogers Fund, 1917.
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among Pythagorean communities. oral history must have been particularly ac-
curate among the Pythagoreans, who took special care to train their memories.47 

We also notice that biographical tradition highlights women at the very be-
ginning—from the time of Pythagoras himself. Words of wisdom by women in-
cluding Theano and Deino are quoted. Pythagoras claimed that he himself had 
been reincarnated three times as a man and finally as a courtesan named alco.48 
Perhaps this last experience can be construed as the inspiration for his distaste 
for philandering and prostitution (see chap. 2). He also said that he taught what 
he had learned from aristocleia, a priestess at Delphi (Iambl. VP 41).49 In con-
trast to other thinkers of his time, Pythagoras did not consider women to be 
totally alien and inferior animals. In its explanations of how the world was or-
ganized, however, Pythagorean doctrine did relegate women to a lesser category 
than men. The list below—where the category on the left is superior to the cat-
egory on the right—draws attention to the difference between the two. aristotle 
attributed to the Pythagoreans a table of opposites, including:50 

limit unlimited
odd even
right left
male  female
straight  crooked
good evil
light darkness

Nevertheless, we must bear in mind that this information comes to us from ar-
istotle, a philosopher whose own views on women were extremely negative and 
who thought of women as creatures with minds that did not function.

The known origins of famous women Pythagoreans include 3 from Croton, 2 
from Lucania, 2 from Sparta, 2 from Laconia, 2 from Taranto, 2 from argos, and 
1 each from metaponto, arcadia, Phlius, and Sybaris. Seven women of the total 
seventeen are seen to have come from Sparta and cities associated with Sparta, 
namely, Laconia and Taranto. In comparison, out of a total of 218 men, there are 
43 from nearby Taranto and 3 from Laconia.51 Pythagoreanism would seem to 
have a special attraction for Spartan women. The largest contingent of women 
were Spartans (Cheilonis, Theadusa, Cleachma, Timycha, and Cratesicleia) or 
from the Spartan colony of Taranto (Habroteleia and Peisirrhode). The idea that 
prescribed commandments and structure might govern the minutiae of life in 
an entire community was familiar to Spartans.52 The lifestyle advocated by Py-
thagoras was favorable to women and in some ways similar to the wholesome 
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regime of Spartan women. For example, childbearing at a mature age was recom-
mended. Pythagoras’s prohibition against cosmetics in an age when white lead 
was commonly used as face powder was salutary. The Pythagorean regimen was 
consistent with Spartan ideals of austerity, decorum, and education. moreover, 
Sparta enjoyed cultural ties with Samos, Pythagoras’s native land.53 Thoughtful 
women who enjoyed the luxury of choosing how to live were likely to choose to 
become Pythagoreans. Thus it is no coincidence that Spartans, some of the most 
autonomous women in the Greek world, were listed as disciples.54 

as we have shown, some of the women were contemporaries of Pythagoras 
and some later. although the veracity of Iamblichus is sometimes questionable, 
scholars generally believe that much of Iamblichus’s catalog goes back to aristox-
enus and thus is reliable evidence for the early Pythagoreans.55 Iamblichus (VP 
267) gives the names of 218 known male Pythagoreans and mentions that doubt-
less there were many others whose names are not known. To this remark we may 
add that a large proportion of the Pythagorean men must have been married, 
since Pythagoras speaks to them about conjugal relations. That Iamblichus states 
that he is listing the famous women suggests that there were others. Pythago-
ras, however, discouraged women from becoming known. In his address to the 
women at Croton, he urged them to speak little their whole lives and to see to it 
that others would not malign them (Iambl. VP 55). Though the majority of the 
names of the wives of known Pythagoreans are not included in Iamblichus’s cata-
log of the 17 most famous Pythagorean women, surely a large number of them 
must have been followers of Pythagoras. as was usual in the ancient world, sim-
ply as a result of their gender, women were less likely to be noticed by historians. 
They spent less time in public than men did, and consequently their activities 
failed to be recorded, and even those who did make it into the pages of history 
are frequently ignored by later scholars (see Intro. and chap. 3). moreover, fewer 
women than men were literate, so they did not write about themselves or about 
topics of interest to future philosophers and historians. Nevertheless Iamblichus 
reports that Pythagoras addressed the wives of his followers at Croton. 

Not only did Pythagoras care about the women, but he knew that his program 
for men could not be successful without women’s participation. Being a Pythago-
rean was not a part-time commitment for a man to practice for a few hours when 
he left his home and joined other men each day. rather, Pythagoreans followed 
detailed, nonintuitive rules that encroached on private life, including regulations 
for diet, clothing, bedding, sexual intercourse, and childrearing; it would have 
been virtually impossible for a married man to adhere to Pythagoreanism if his 
wife did not. In view of the patriarchal structure of Greek society, even wives who 
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did not share their husbands’ enthusiasm for Pythagoreanism would have had to 
follow the rules for daily life. Furthermore, an enticement was the harmonious 
music that infused Pythagorean life, for it must have been both a pleasure to hear 
for its own sake and a means of creating a shared happiness. Pythagoras “used to 
employ the following choral arrangement: he seated someone holding a lyre in 
the middle. Those who could sing sat around him in a circle. Thus while the first 
one played the lyre, they sang paeans together, through which they thought they 
would feel joyful, and become harmonious and rhythmical.”56

There is archaeological evidence for lyres constructed from tortoise shells  
in the area where the original Pythagoreans lived,57 and lyres are also a common 
theme in Neopythagorean literature. Philosophers considered the Dorian mode 
the best, for it was manly and dignified.58 In any case, as we will show in the next 
chapter, Pythagoreanism offered an attractive way of life for women, a life in 
many ways superior to that of the ordinary, noncommitted Greek.

Pythagorean doctrine was sympathetic to women; the proof that bears repeat-
ing is that Pythagoras required the same sexual monogamy of husbands that was 
mandatory for wives.59 Because Pythagoreanism pervaded everyday life women 
had to know the regulations governing diet, dress, sexual behavior, religious ob-
ligations, and other essential aspects of life. Lunch consisted of bread with honey 
or honeycomb, no wine, with the caveat that one should not break bread—lest 
friendships be broken apart.60 Their breads were made of barley and of wheat, 
which grew locally.61 as on the mainland, those who could afford wheat came 
to prefer it. They also ate opson, consisting of raw and cooked vegetables, fruits, 
especially figs and olives, and meat from sacrificial animals.62 They cultivated 
grapes and made wine from varietals they had brought from the Greek main- 
land and from those they found in Italy. Their sugars included honey and dried 
fruit. analyses of bones and teeth from metaponto indicate that women con-
sumed more sugars than men, and men consumed more protein than women.63 
The olive was raised for consumption and even more so for the production of 
olive oil. The local diet was similar to that of Southern Italy nowadays and in-
cluded a variety of legumes. Pythagoras, however, banned foods that cause flatu-
lence, including beans, which were a staple of the ancient diet.64 Nor should his 
followers step on beans.65 although they lived on the coast, unlike other Greeks, 
they did not eat much fish or seafood. The inner circle was to abstain from eating 
fish that were sacred to the gods (red mullet, black-tail, sea barbell, sea anemone) 
and from eating white cocks.66 

Pythagoreans also abstained from eating living food. The sources on their 
vegetarianism disagree, but it seems that the most committed Pythagoreans were 
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vegetarians, while others followed various less restrictive diets.67 Like those now- 
adays who follow kosher, halal, or Jain rules, their eating practices identified 
Pythagoreans as a minority group, different from their relatively omnivorous 
neighbors. Their diet is another indication that Pythagoreans were wealthy; they 
could choose their food according to their rules rather than according to what 
happened to be in season and was abundant and cheapest in the market, and they 
could indulge in wasteful practices, such as serving luxurious banquets that they 
looked at but were not allowed to eat (Diod. Sic. 10.5.2). The average height of  
women in Pantanello was 60.2 inches, of men 63.7 inches.68 Because the Pythago-
reans were wealthy and probably better fed than the general population, they 
may have been slightly taller.

During the day Pythagoreans did not drink wine, but at dinner they did con-
sume wine.69 Spartan women drank, but athenian women did not, except as por-
trayed in the topsy-turvy world of athenian Comedy. Following Doric tradition, 
Pythagorean women probably drank wine. They wore clean white linen and used 
linen bedding, which is nowadays touted as providing a superior sleeping envi-
ronment.70 Pythagoras may have learned about linen during his visit to egypt.  
Though linen was not yet common in magna Graecia, it had been used in the 
Greek world since Homeric times.71 Pythagoreans did not use fleeces, since as 
vegetarians they did not regularly slaughter animals for meat. In contrast to 
fleece, linen is easily cleaned and not likely to harbor lice.72 Freeborn women 
were forbidden from wearing gold.73 

The regimen was all-embracing, from dawn to bedtime. The Pythagoreans 
exercised; their daily routine included a private walk. This attention to physical 
exercise for both women and men shows Spartan influence, although the Py-
thagorean version was milder. Xenophon (Oec. 10.11, 11.15, 18), too, who admired 
the Spartan educational system, also advised that men and women take walks, 
and aristotle (Pol. 1335b12–14) suggests that pregnant women should too. al-
though Iamblichus (VP 165–66) does not specify women, there is no reason to 
suppose that women did not also participate in the following activities that he 
describes: “They particularly valued the memory and devoted themselves to its 
care and exercise. . . . a Pythagorean would not rise from bed before recalling 
what had happened the previous day trying to bring to mind the events of the 
whole day, eagerly attempting the disciplined recollection of everything, just how 
each thing had occurred. and if there was plenty of time on waking up. . . . trying 
to recover the events of the day before that in the same way.” 

In addition to learning the unique rules governing the domestic life of Py-
thagoreans, the Pythagorean women had to know the basic system of housekeep-
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ing that was common to households in magna Graecia. Like other Greek house-
wives they managed the domestic economy, in particular, feeding and clothing 
the members of the oikos (household, estate), including the family, slaves, and 
dependent freedmen.74 Staples were raised on the family farm, and an excess 
might be sold or traded. most clothing was also produced at home. The wife was 
in charge of her daughters until they married and of her sons until at least age 
seven. She also trained, supervised, and even nursed the domestic slaves and kept 
track of the household goods, lest any be lost or stolen. It was her responsibil-
ity to make sure that there was always an adequate amount of food kept safely 
in storage in case bad weather or a poor harvest suddenly interrupted the food 
supply.

The Lives of the Pythagoreans

That the Pythagoreans were wealthy is suggested immediately by their having 
had time to listen to the speeches of Pythagoras.75 Pythagoras’s first speeches at 
Croton are addressed to an elite who seem to have been as luxurious and dis-
sipated as their neighbors in their rival city Sybaris. The speeches allude to os-
tentatious expensive items in their lives, including concubines, numerous slaves, 
and gold jewelry. Wealth enabled these people to make choices about how to live 
their lives and to enjoy the freedom to become disciples of the philosopher.

Pythagoreans were wealthy landowners. There is no mention of any Pythago-
rean in the group working for wages.76 They were recruited from Greek colo-
nies along the Ionian coast of Puglia, Basilicata, and Calabria, including Taranto, 
metaponto, Croton, Sybaris, and Locri. The wealth of the people in these areas 
derived from animal husbandry and from growing grain (triticum aestivum) and  
six-rowed barley.77 emmer (triticum dicoccum, farro) was probably grown only 
for local consumption.78 Through major land reclamation efforts involving drain-
ing marshes and digging canals, Pythagoreans increased the arable land. They  
also grew grapes, fava beans, and olives.79 Their domesticated animals included 
goats, sheep, pigs, cattle, poultry, asses, mules, hinnies, aurochs, oxen, and 
horses.80 Sheeps’ and goats’ milk was used for cheese. Horses and oxen were used 
for transportation and oxen especially for plowing. Duck, deer, and other edible 
wild animals were plentiful. Sheep were also raised for wool, but most of the 
other animals were used for work or local consumption. Though the Pythagore-
ans themselves did not wear woolen garments, their slaves probably did. excava-
tions of the city centers and the countryside have revealed homes, sanctuaries, 
cemeteries, and public buildings. Though there is no archaeological evidence 
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specifically linked to the Pythagoreans, it is reasonable to suppose that—subject 
to the specific restrictions of their regimen—they lived like their wealthy neigh-
bors in these areas, for they were recruited from these populations. The coins of 
these cities advertise their prosperity. Women in these regions wore abundant 
jewelry as well. Necklaces, large earrings, and other ornaments and clothing em-
broidered in metallic thread are clearly depicted in apulian vase painting (see 
fig. 1).

The record shows change over time. archaeologists have discovered that 
houses in the area gradually grew larger and more comfortable.81 Farmhouses 
were domiciles and places of work. Some houses had two stories; the ground 
floor was devoted to farming, storage, weaving, and sheltering animals, and the 
family lived in the upper level.

reforming the Lives of the Pythagoreans

The charismatic Pythagoras, however, found that, despite their relative ease and 
prosperity, some elite members of the population were ripe for change. He intro-
duced sumptuary measures that affected both women and men. With rhetorical 
flourishes, Justin (20.4) relates Pythagoras’s opposition to luxury:82

The Crotonians ceased to exercise their valor, or to care for distinction in the 
field. They hated the arms which they had unsuccessfully taken up, and would 
have abandoned their former way of life for one of luxury, had not Pythagoras 
arisen among them. This philosopher was born at Samos, the son of Demara-
tus, a rich merchant, and after being greatly advanced in wisdom, went first to 
egypt, and afterwards to Babylon, to learn the motions of the stars and study 
the origin of the universe, and acquired very great knowledge. returning from 
there, he went to Crete and Lacedaemon, to instruct himself in the laws of 
minos and Lycurgus, which at that time were in high repute. Furnished with 
all these attainments, he came to Croton, and, by his influence, recalled the 
people, when they were giving themselves up to luxury, to the observance of 
frugality. He used daily to recommend virtue, and to enumerate the ill effects 
of luxury, and the misfortunes of states that had been ruined by its pestilential 
influence; and he thus produced in the people such a love of temperance, that 
it was at length thought incredible that any of them should be extravagant.  
 He frequently gave instruction to the women apart from the men, and to 
the children apart from their parents. He impressed on the female sex the 
observance of chastity, and submission to their husbands; on the rising gen-
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eration, modesty and devotion to learning. Through his whole course of in-
struction he exhorted all to love temperance, as the mother of every virtue. He 
produced such an effect upon them by the constancy of his lectures, that the 
women laid aside their clothing embroidered with gold, and other ornaments 
and distinctions, as instruments of luxury, and, bringing them into the temple 
of Juno [Hera], consecrated them to the goddess, declaring that modesty, and 
not fine apparel, was the true adornment of their sex.83

 How profligate the character of the youth had become can clearly be gauged 
from the stubborn depravity that he overcame among the women.84 Three 
hundred of the young men, however, being united by an oath of fraternity, and 
living apart from the other citizens, drew the attention of the city upon them, 
as if they met for some secret conspiracy; and the people, when they were all 
collected in one building, proceeded to burn them in it. In the tumult about 
sixty lost their lives; the rest went into exile.

In his sumptuary measures and in advocating austerity, Pythagoras was in 
agreement with other lawgivers in magna Graecia, including Zaleucus of Locri, 
with the laws of Syracuse, and in particular with the laws attributed to Lycurgus 
of Sparta.85 It is also interesting to compare Solon’s laws concerning women in 
athens early in the sixth century with Pythagoras’s recommendations more than 
half a century later. It is necessary to remember, however, that Solon’s legislation 
affected the entire athenian population and was commissioned and enforced by 
the authority of the state, whereas Pythagoras’s rules were private, devised for 
his elite group to follow voluntarily. Solon had been granted dictatorial powers; 
Pythagoras met with the elite Crotoniates and used persuasion to convince them 
that his recommendations had merit. 

Furthermore, Solon’s laws were quite detailed and fell disproportionately on 
women. They included the following provisions, largely limited to the proper 
conduct at weddings and funerals rather than to the minutiae of daily life that 
Pythagoras dealt with:

—  The prothesis (“laying out of the body”) must be held indoors; 
—  the ekphora (“transporting the corpse to its place of burial”) must be held 

before sunrise on the succeeding day, with men walking in front of the cart, 
and women behind; only women over the age of 60 or related to the de-
ceased within the degree of second cousin are permitted to participate, with 
the latter also permitted to return to the house after the burial; 

—  women must not wear more than three himatia (“cloaks”), nor must the 
dead be interred in more than three; 
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—  laceration of the flesh, singing of prepared dirges, or bewailing anyone ex-
cept the person whose funeral is being held is forbidden; 

—  and trousseaux were limited to three dresses and some other paraphernalia 
of little value.86

Since women were neither lawgivers nor voting citizens, they had no say in 
framing the sumptuary prescriptions in athens or in magna Graecia. Clearly, 
sumptuary measures everywhere affected the wealthy more than the poor. We do 
not know if athenian women were pleased by the laws of Solon, but we suspect 
that they were not, inasmuch as they curtailed women’s influence and restricted 
their opportunities to meet with other female members of the family. By restrict-
ing the means by which the wealthy displayed their prosperity and power, Solon’s 
sumptuary measures created at least the appearance of equality among athenian 
citizens. Similarly, by promoting austerity among his followers and adopting the 
Spartan ideal of frugality he may have learned about at Sparta and Taranto and 
even in his native Samos (which had ties to Sparta),87 Pythagoras also created a 
kind of community of goods.88 He rejected the truphe (luxury) associated with 
Sybaris. Furthermore, the inhabitants of the Spartan colony of Taranto, asserting 
that they were following their ancestral laws, were also influential in spreading 
Spartan ideals in magna Graecia.89

adherence to sumptuary measures distinguished the followers of Pythago- 
ras from other wealthy inhabitants of magna Graecia: the women were particu-
larly noticeable, for the men renounced their concubines, but their external ap-
pearance continued pretty much as usual. The women, however, had to make 
radical changes in their appearance and dress. as Thorstein Veblen observed, 
women serve as a means of displaying the family’s wealth. They are vehicles 
of conspicuous consumption.90 By their lack of adornment and simple attire, 
Pythagorean women would stand out from the crowd, neither flaunting their 
wealth nor dressed like the poor. even if most of them remained anonymous, 
their unique garb would have identified them as a distinctive group, members 
of a cult.

although the Pythagoreans were wealthy and members of the elite, they were 
subject to the same environmental forces as everyone in magna Graecia, though 
we may speculate that their peculiar diet and fastidious lifestyle may have given 
them some advantage over their neighbors. Nevertheless, they could not escape 
from malaria, which was endemic in southern Italy. evidence from the Panta-
nello necropolis at metaponto shows that, beginning in childhood and lasting 
throughout their lives, the population also suffered from nonvenereal syphilis 
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(treponema pallidum), causing pain and disfigurement.91 The life expectancy of 
females was thirty-nine years, and of males, forty-one.92

also endemic were traumas caused by human interaction. When the Py-
thagoreans migrated to magna Graecia, they did not leave political and mili-
tary conflict behind them. rivalries and animosities among political factions 
and between cities flourished. This is not the place to give a detailed history 
of the continual hostilities in and among the cities in magna Graecia. We have 
mentioned the conflagration and violence against the young men in Croton as 
related by Justin. one additional example will suffice. Croton and Sybaris were 
the homes of many Pythagoreans. In 510 BC Croton annihilated Sybaris so thor-
oughly that even now it is difficult for archaeologists to find traces of this once-
flourishing and wealthy polis. The Pythagoreans were elite, wealthy, and numer-
ous, and they constituted a formidable political faction recruited from various 
cities. Sometimes they held power, at other times they were expelled from cities 
and assassinated. Thus the lives of Pythagorean women were not always tranquil 
and harmonious.



C h a p t e r  t w o

Wives, Mothers, Sisters, Daughters

more than any other early thinker, Pythagoras paid attention to improving fam-
ily relationships. In contrast to Solon, whose family legislation largely reflected 
traditional practices,1 Pythagoras proposed new ways of creating harmony within 
the nuclear family. His program for daily life included advice to husbands about 
the proper treatment of their wives; to wives about the relationship with their 
husbands; to children about the appropriate behavior toward parents; and to par-
ents about the proper nutrition and upbringing of children. 

Wives 

Pythagoras was the first Greek thinker to propose a single standard for the sex-
ual behavior of husband and wife: he advocated strict monogamy for both. men 
should not conduct extramarital affairs. a husband may have intimate knowl-
edge of his own wife exclusively, and a wife should not commit adultery even 
when her husband has abused her or in reaction to his adultery. marriage is a 
religious bond, and the wife is a suppliant at the hearth in her husband’s house.2 
as part of the traditional Greek wedding, the bride was introduced to the gods 
of the bridegroom’s hearth, supplicating them to accept her as a member of the 
household.3 Pythagoras extended the period in which the wife was to be treated 
as a suppliant from the initiation of a marriage to its duration. Since throughout 
Greece a suppliant was to be treated with hospitality and respect, we may deduce 
from the simile that Pythagoras forbade violence and wife abuse. as a way of 
avoiding conflict, he also advised that a woman should not contend with her 
husband but consider it her triumph when he wins (Iambl. VP 54). 

moreover, Pythagoras declared that a husband should be an exemplar of 
sophrosyne (Iambl. VP 48). Sophrosyne was a personal virtue with a wide range 
of connotations, including discipline, self-control, and orderliness.4 Though here 
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the husband is to set the example, sophrosyne was the most characteristic virtue 
attributed to women. as a traditional female virtue, it bore the connotations of 
inhibition, chastity, and self-restraint. 

The people of Croton who were attracted to Pythagoras’s doctrines concern-
ing rebirth and transmigration of the soul also listened to Pythagoras’s more 
mundane advice.5 The women asked Deino to persuade Pythagoras to urge self-
restraint on their husbands, particularly in the sphere of sexual relations.6 The 
only request that the women of Croton made of Pythagoras was that he tell their 
husbands to give up their concubines. That they limited their demands to this 
single item underlines its importance. This request is the earliest explicit report 
in Greek literature that women did not accept the double standard of sexual con-
duct. Pythagoras told the men what their wives had requested. Consequently, the 
men gave up their licentious behavior. They dismissed their concubines and had 
no erotic involvement with any women to whom they were not lawfully married, 
only with their wives (Iambl. VP 132, 152). The words Iamblichus uses are pallakai 
(concubines) and anegguioi gynaikai (unmarried women). In the fourth century 
BC an athenian orator distinguishes hetairai and pallakai from legitimate wives: 
mistresses were for pleasure; concubines for daily service to the body; but wives 
for producing legitimate children and to be the faithful guardian of the inside 
(tas men gar hetairas hêdonês henek’ echomen; tas de pallakas tês kath’ hêmeran 
therapeias tou sômatos, tas de gunaikas tou paidopoieisthai gnêsiôs kai tôn endon 
phulaka pistên echein: Ps. Demos. 59, 122.) Hetairai were at the top of the social 
scale of prostitution. many of them, in addition to physical beauty, had intellec-
tual training and possessed artistic talents, attributes that made them entertain-
ing companions to men. Concubines were more likely to live with a man in a 
more or less permanent union.7 Current discussions about adultery suggest that 
to a wife, the long-term relationship her husband has with another woman is the 
most injurious.8

an anecdote about a Pythagorean who moderated a quarrel between two 
men, one of whom was accused of seducing the wife of the other, indicates that 
one woman, at least—though not necessarily a Pythagorean—dared to conduct 
an extramarital affair (Iambl. VP 125). In his address to the women of Croton, 
Pythagoras noted that odysseus showed his loyalty to Penelope by refusing 
Calypso’s offer of immortality, which would have meant abandoning Penelope 
(Iambl. VP 57). This example was riveting: instead of citing the faithful Penel-
ope (who was the obvious example), Pythagoras mentioned odysseus, who had 
many sexual partners but ultimately resisted a most attractive temptation from 
Calypso. Pythagoras cited the epic hero as a challenge to the women of Croton 
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to show equal fidelity. Calypso’s home, ogygia, was said by some to be located 
off the coast of the Lacinian Cape, where Pythagoras addressed the women. This 
alleged proximity may have prompted Pythagoras’s reference. 

Conjugal relations

Pythagoras approved of orderly marital sexual relations. anecdotes record that 
Pythagorean women approved as well. Deino made the famous remark (which 
some claim was Theano’s): “The wife should sacrifice on the very day she woke 
up in her husband’s bed” (Iambl. VP 132). This dictum meant the wife who had 
just had intercourse with her husband remained pure, whereas a woman who 
woke up in the bed of a man to whom she was not married was polluted. Pythag-
oras’s view contrasted with the traditional Greek idea that all sexual intercourse, 
even conjugal, was polluting (Iambl. VP 55). a husband was not merely to abstain 
from extramarital sex but rather had an obligation to be with his wife.9 Pythago-
ras added the authority of Hades to this principle. When he returned from the 
underworld Pythagoras reported that men who did not wish to be with their 
own wives were punished.10 Though we may well doubt that any underworld 
existed and that Pythagoras actually visited it (see chap. 1), the report attributed 
to him is consistent with beliefs about marriage that he expressed at other times. 
He thought that the successive life stages of women reflected the divine: Core 
(bride), Nymphe (a childbearing woman), and meter, or maia (the woman who 
produces children by means of her children, i.e. grandmother).11 Thus the nor-
mal processes characteristic of these stages could not incur pollution. Pythago-
ras may have reached these original conclusions after making a serious study of 
sacrifices and ceremonial purity while visiting egypt (Isoc. Bus. 28). In passing 
we note that Pythagoras divided man’s life into four phases: childhood, youth, 
manhood, and old age.12 Girls, in contrast, married so young that they were not 
thought to have a period of adolescence.

anecdotes about Pythagorean women show some recognition of the idea 
that seductiveness and sex play within marriage are positive goods. For example, 
Diogenes Laertius (8.43) reports that Theano told a woman who was joining her 
husband to put away her shame with her clothing. Furthermore, Theano once 
exposed her hand as she was arranging her cloak. “What a beautiful arm,” said 
someone. “But not public property,” she replied.13 Thus we deduce that the sight 
of a wife’s arm can be sexually provocative, and the wife ought to reserve it for the 
husband.14 Like his wife, Pythagoras was very attractive; he was tall, with the face 
of a free man, charming in speech and manner (Porph. VPyth. 18). Pythagoras’s 
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overarching view was that sexuality should be controlled. Sexual relations should 
take place only in the winter, and even then moderately. When asked whether a 
man should indulge in sexual pleasure, Pythagoras responded, “when you want 
to be weaker than yourself.”15

The women of Croton were reputed to be beautiful. Probably in the early 
fourth century Zeuxis, from nearby Heraclea in Lucania, assembled the women 
of Croton to select five models for his painting of Helen.16 Helen was Dorian, and 
many of the known Pythagorean women also came from Sparta, Laconia, and 
the Spartan colony of Tarentum. Helen was beautiful; the women of Croton were 
therefore appropriate models for Helen’s portrait (fig. 2). 

mothers

Pythagoras and his followers advocated limiting sexual relationships to those 
that would produce legitimate children.17 Furthermore, Pythagoras stated that 
a husband records his contract with his wife in their children (Iambl. VP 47). 
Pythagorean men were to abstain from intercourse with anyone except their own 

Figure 2. Helen, born from egg of Leda and Zeus, disguised as a swan. museo ar-
cheologico Nazionale di metaponto. Photo by Lee H. Pomeroy.
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lawful wife not only because the wives demanded it but also because a husband’s 
intercourse with a courtesan, or a slave, or with another man’s wife was merely 
to satisfy lust and not to produce children. Thus Pythagorean regulations dif-
fered from pronatal policies in some other known Greek societies, which never 
seemed to have enough men, owing to death in war and natural factors, and 
which elevated to limited citizenship children born of a citizen father and of a 
noncitizen mother to whom the father was not legally married.18 Pythagoreans 
were an elite corpus, and the philosopher was not overtly intent upon urging 
them to increase their numbers. Pythagoreans were to reproduce thoughtfully, 
leading healthy and temperate lives both before and during gestation, eating 
moderately, and not becoming inebriated (Iambl. VP 211–13).

a person must have children so that they will worship the gods, but certain 
restrictions were imposed (Iambl. VP 83, 86). a man should not endeavor to have 
children by a wealthy woman (Iambl. VP 84). Immature women should not bear 
children (Iambl. VP 209). Boys should not be introduced to sexual intercourse 
before they reach twenty (Iambl. VP 210). men should come to procreative in-
tercourse sober, not having eaten too much (Iambl. VP 211).19 Perhaps Pythago-
ras did not need to mention the wife’s sobriety because, though Spartan women 
regularly drank wine, they were not reputed to overindulge. Following this tradi-
tion, Pythagorean women probably drank modestly as well. other Greek women 
in the classical period were not tipplers, except in Comedy.20 The Pythagorean 
rules for conjugal intercourse are similar to those at Sparta, where women were 
not married until their bodies were fully mature; in contrast, in athens girls 
were given in marriage at puberty. The Spartan bridegroom was also required to  
come to his bride perfectly sober.21 

Heterosexuality is assumed, for obviously any other relationships are not 
procreative. The limitation of sexual relations to procreation would mean that 
postmenopausal women were to abstain, though this life stage is not treated in 
the sources except in the mention of Pythagoras’s mother and of meter, or maia. 
The average age of menarche in classical Greece was fourteen.22 The age of meno-
pause was typically forty to fifty.23 Thus the majority of women did not live to 
reach menopause, but surely some did.24 Nevertheless, Greek men usually did 
not consider them sexually attractive: youth was more titillating. Furthermore, 
once the years of childbearing had passed, and loss of teeth and wrinkles had 
transformed a woman’s appearance, she was considered “old,” even if she had not 
actually reached menopause. as we have mentioned above, the life expectancy 
of the rural population in metaponto was thirty-nine for women.25 The aver-
age Greek woman married soon after puberty, but if the Pythagoreans followed 
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Spartan customs, their women married at about eighteen, when they were fully 
mature. The interval between childbirths was about four years.26 The average 
woman gave birth to 4.3 children, of whom 1.6 died young and 2.7 survived to 
adulthood. The fertility of Pythagorean women was likely to have been lower 
than that of the average Greek woman as a result of Pythagoras’s recommenda-
tion that sexual intercourse take place only in the winter, as well as the generally 
ascetic practices of the group. Thus they would have endured the rigors of child-
birth less frequently and had better survival rates than the average Greek woman.

Interestingly enough, women outnumber men by almost two to one in burials 
at metaponto.27 This ratio is the reverse of the ratios in necropoleis in old Greece. 
The reason may be that at metaponto women were held in higher esteem than in 
poleis like athens, where female infanticide was practiced.28 There is no evidence 
for female infanticide at Sparta, and it may well be that Dorians in general did 
not practice it.29 Consequently the Dorian colonies in magna Graecia were also 
free of this. Furthermore, at metaponto the population was stable, and children 
and husband and even parents may have seen to the burial of a woman, especially 
one who died in her childbearing years.30 Such concerns were consistent with 
Pythagoras’s principles that husbands should treat wives with respect and that 
children should honor parents (see below).

Pythagoras believed that conjugal relationships should be temperate not only 
for the good of the married couple but also for the benefit of the baby who might 
be conceived. Conjugal relationships should be inspired by the wish to create 
children, not by lust. Temperate, sober intercourse would produce children who 
were also temperate and orderly. Bestial, thoughtless intercourse would produce 
intemperate, disorderly offspring. 

a modern married woman might find congenial much of Pythagoras’s ad-
vice advocating treating a wife as a suppliant, abstaining from violence in con-
jugal relationships, and most importantly, male sexual monogamy; evidently the 
women who became followers of Pythagoras did too. In antiquity, as now, male 
extramarital sexual relationships were common. In the Oeconomicus Xenophon 
portrays a relatively enlightened husband in the fifth century BC who believes 
himself exemplary and is proud of his treatment of his wife. This paragon never-
theless contemplates sexual intercourse with slaves in the house. a veiled threat 
to the wife may be detected in his declaration: “for compared with a slave, the 
appearance of a wife who is unadorned and suitably dressed becomes a sexual 
stimulant, especially when she is willing to please as well, whereas a slave is com-
pelled to submit.”31 

Pythagorean doctrines about the family and individual ethics were sympa-
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thetic to women. The maxim that a wife be treated like a suppliant ensured gentle 
treatment in a world where wife abuse and domestic violence were not illegal. In 
antiquity wives might suffer not only the mental abuse inflicted by a philander-
ing husband but also physical abuse, ranging from beating to murder. Before 
advocates for women succeeded in some countries in making such abuse a crime 
punishable by the state, it was a private matter and rarely entered the histori-
cal record—though there is scattered testimony from Greece and rome.32 In the 
seventh century BC Semonides of amorgos (originally from Pythagoras’s native 
home, Samos) wrote of a foxy, crafty wife: “She yaps it out even if there’s no one to 
listen. Her husband can’t stop her with threats, not even if he flies into a rage and 
knocks her teeth out with a rock.”33 Corporal punishment for freeborn children 
was normal in antiquity, and wives were, in some respects, legally the same as 
children. The roman husband, however, was expressly forbidden to kill his wife 
for any offence without consulting the woman’s kinsmen, but this law was flouted 
in at least one noteworthy instance.34 Valerius maximus (a roman historian of 
the first century aD who wrote of moral exemplars) noted that in early rome a 
husband cudgeled his wife to death for drinking wine. Nevertheless, he was not 
criticized, for it was generally agreed that drinking was a prelude to the loss of a 
woman’s virtue.35 In the second century aD Herodes atticus ordered his freed-
man to beat his wife, regilla, for trivial reasons. She died in premature childbirth 
from a blow to her abdomen.36 Writing about his mother’s tolerance of her hus-
band’s behavior, augustine observed that the faces of many women were scarred 
as a result of being beaten by their husbands.37 Plutarch suggested that married 
women need protectors to whom they were not married.38 In view of the lifespan 
in antiquity, it was most likely that the father of a married woman would die and 
that she would turn to her brother for aid against her husband.

Pythagoras elevated the private sphere by comparing the governance of the 
oikia (household) and the polis (city-state: Iambl. VP 183). Furthermore, he stated 
that the relationship a man enjoyed with his wife, children, siblings (adelphoi), 
and relatives (oikeioi) should be characterized by friendship (philia: Iambl. VP 
229). There must be as little harm as possible in friendship; this peaceful situ-
ation will develop if both people know how to control their anger, especially 
the younger person. older people should admonish younger ones with kindness 
and respect. Friendship is secured by trust and undermined by lies (Iambl. VP 
101–2, 232). Friendship with non-Pythagoreans was avoided (Iambl. VP 233). In 
other words, women, men, children, and other relatives were linked in the family 
and the larger Pythagorean community by the bonds of friendship, but separated 
from nonbelievers. Because most Pythagoreans, like Pythagoras himself, were 
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first- or second-generation immigrants, they would not have had access to a wide 
range of extended family. Therefore they were open to making new ties, whether 
with other Pythagoreans or with their spouse. Furthermore, demographic reali-
ties will have curtailed the opportunity for three-generational families to develop 
and for parents to become grandparents. Nevertheless, some people did survive 
to old age. In fact, Pythagoras himself died at around eighty years as a result of 
violence;39 otherwise he might have lived even longer.

Sisters 

Iamblichus (VP 267) identifies four of the seventeen famous female Pythagore-
ans as sisters. occelo and eccelo are listed as disciples, along with their brothers 
occelus and occilus, who are also listed among the Pythagorean men. Philtys, 
daughter of Theophris of Croton, is cited as a sister of Byndacus, though nei-
ther her father nor her brother is included in the catalog of male Pythagoreans. 
Cleachma is identified as a sister of the Lacedaemonian autocharidas, who is 
also listed separately among the men. These women may have converted their 
brothers to Pythagoreanism or they may have been drawn to this philosophy 
through a brother’s enthusiasm. Similarly, in the second half of the fourth cen-
tury BC, following her brother metrocles, Hipparchia became a disciple of the 
Cynic Crates (Diog. Laert. 6.94, 96–98).

Daughters

Pythagorean doctrine mandated many of the same principles for the education 
of girls and boys.40 Girls and boys must be brought up with hard work, exercise, 
endurance, and a diet appropriate for a laborious, self-controlled, and patient 
way of life. Iamblichus (VP 50) reports that after addressing the men and women 
of Croton separately he spoke to the children (paides) at the temple of Py-
thian apollo. Parents were delighted to see their children in his presence rather  
than attending to their own business, and the children were eager to become his 
students. Isocrates also reports that Pythagoras was popular among the young 
(Bus. 29). Iamblichus uses the common word paides, which means “children of 
both sexes” or “boys.”41 The words Isocrates uses for children (hoi neoteroi, hoi 
paides) are masculine, but the Greeks always used the masculine, whether they 
were writing about both males and females or males only. Therefore, it is possible 
to question whether girls were invited to the lecture at the Temple of apollo or 
whether only boys could attend.42
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It seems likely that since Pythagoras lectured to the women, he must not have 
excluded the girls (who would eventually become women). He did not ignore 
girls but compared them to the divine Core. Furthermore, Pythagoras was in-
fluenced by the Spartan educational system, and at Sparta the state regulated 
an educational system for girls as well as for boys, with some similar features in 
the curricula of both and some features designed for each gender, respectively.43 
Though the Pythagorean educational system was not as rigorous as the Spar-
tan, it too included elements of totalitarianism. It would have been ludicrous to 
exclude girls from learning the doctrines and to see them, for example, step on 
beans or hear them clamoring for gold jewelry, fleece bedclothes, and other items 
forbidden to the Pythagoreans. If they were not indoctrinated along with the 
boys, they would have become inadequate brides for them indeed.

Furthermore, Damo, daughter of Pythagoras, was reputed to be first among 
the girls, and when she grew up, first among the women.44 In view of her lineage 
and immersion in Pythagoreanism, it was natural that Damo was the best. Inter-
estingly enough, we do not hear that any particular boy, not even Pythagoras’s 
son Telauges, was singled out as the best. Being first among the girls suggests a 
competitive educational framework in which a girl might be the best dancer in a 
chorus, or the sweetest singer, or the fastest and most graceful runner, or simply 
the most beautiful. alcman’s Partheneia allude to such rivalry among girls at 
Sparta.45 It is thus reasonable to assume that Pythagoras included girls in his au-
dience from the very beginning, when he addressed the elite at Croton.

Pythagoras’s directives for the relationship between parents and children were 
unusual for the Greeks of the time in that he singled out mothers for special at-
tention, just as he had chosen his own mother to be his record keeper during his 
miraculous subterranean sojourn. He said that mothers as well as fathers deserve 
honor, for among the gods there are both mothers and fathers (Iambl. VP 39). It 
was said of the Pythagoreans that “after what is due to the gods and the divine 
[they thought it necessary] to pay the greatest attention to parents and laws. . . .  
They approved upholding the customs and laws of their fathers, even if they 
should be somewhat inferior to those of others.”46 He said children owed grati-
tude to their parents for having given them life and for being their first bene-
factors (Iambl. VP 38, 40). Children should learn not to contradict their elders  
so that they themselves will be obeyed later (Iambl. VP 50). Children are also 
dear to the gods, for apollo and eros are portrayed as children (Iambl. VP 51–52).

Pythagoras was known as a versatile speaker: when he was invited to speak to 
the children, he composed childlike speeches for them; for the women speeches 
suited to women; for the archons speeches suited to archons; and for the ephebes 
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speeches in a youthful style.47 He began by telling the children not to initiate 
a quarrel or respond to one (Iambl. VP 51). He also preached that sophrosyne 
should be the goal of boys as well as girls and of married women, the elderly, and 
especially the young (Iambl. VP 41). Controlling desires of all kinds—whether 
for food or sex or other pleasing indulgences—was essential.48 as a warning to 
the youth he cites the lack of self-control that allowed the lesser ajax to rape Cas-
sandra, priestess of athena, and the thousand-year punishment that fell on the 
maidens of his polis, opuntian Locri, in expiation for their ancestral hero’s lack 
of sexual continence. The maidens of their colony Locri epizephyrii (Locri) may 
have shared this burden.49 Some girls from Locri may have been in Pythagoras’s 
audience to be reminded of this frightening myth, for ten of the men in Iam-
blichus’s catalog of known Pythagoreans came from Locri (Iambl. VP 267). ac-
cording to the myth, Locrian maidens landed at Troy at night and had to reach 
the temple of athena unobserved while the Trojans tried to kill them.50 If they 
reached the temple, they were forced remain virgins for their lifetime and to 
serve as temple slaves. The tribute may have become a kind of initiation rite for 
Locrian girls that was enacted annually in historical times by only two girls.51 

Pythagoras also dealt with the potential conflict a woman might have as both 
a daughter and a wife. He is reported to have urged the women to think about 
their marital relationships, noting that even fathers permitted a woman to love 
her husband more than her father (Iambl. VP 54). He noticed that parents of both 
sexes compete for the love of their children (Iambl. VP 39). The bonds between 
generations are precious. The worst crime is to cause dissension between parents 
and children (Iambl. VP 49).

as we have noted above, the oliganthropia (shortage of men) that has been 
detected at cemeteries in metaponto may be attributed to the high regard Py-
thagoras and his Dorian peers had for women, at least in comparison with the 
attitudes in athens and old Greece. according to various biographical traditions, 
Pythagoras himself had only one son, Telauges, but raised three daughters, myia, 
Damo, and arignote. We hear of only one grandchild, Bitale. The skewed sex 
ratio in favor of women at first seems unusual for the Greek world.52 That more 
mirrors have been discovered in burials at metaponto than anywhere else in the 
Greek world is a result of both the numerous female burials and the wealth of  
the survivors and perhaps the dead women. The explanation for the sex ratio 
may be found in Spartan customs. Sparta practiced male infanticide but does 
not seem to have culled female infants.53 Spartan men were constantly being lost 
at war, while Spartan women enjoyed a healthier life style than their contem-
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poraries in, say, athens. Perhaps we can generalize from Sparta to the Dorian 
population of magna Graecia.

Immortal Wives, mothers, and Daughters 

Pythagoras spoke to the women of Croton in the temple of Hera Lacinia.54 This 
temple was not only important to all Crotoniates and all inhabitants of the re-
gion, but it also became particularly important to Pythagoras’s female followers. 
Pythagoras commented that women are most suited for piety, and he addressed 
the women of Croton on religious rites, connecting traditional religion with Py-
thagorean ethics (Iambl. VP 54). 

Pythagoras’s selection of the temple of Hera Lacinia as the site of his mesmer-
izing first address to the women of Croton was significant. at Croton the wor-
ship of Hera was concentrated at two major locations: the “Vigna Nuova,” and 
the Lacinian Cape.55 Pythagoras might have directed them to assemble at the 
“Vigna Nuova” or somewhere else within the city where they could have gath-
ered for an hour and rushed back home. Instead he chose as his podium a much 
larger site to accommodate the crowd, a famous sacred place where the women 
would gather as an elite group, beyond the confines of home, marriage, and the 
city. The temple was six miles from the city; we assume that some of the women 
walked, but many drove or were driven there in carriages. Visitors to the temple 
of Hera Lacinia left their homes at sea level, an area that was often swampy and 
malarial. after trudging up the promontory or riding in wagons through fields 
of wild flowers, they reached the Sacred Way and the temple precinct, a glorious 
sight (fig. 3). 

The temple perches high on a bluff. The name Lacinia comes from the loca-
tion on the Cape of the same name (now also called Capo Colonna), which Thetis 
presented to Hera as a gift.56 This name, in turn, may ultimately derive from the 
Italian hero Lacinius. The women who had migrated from the Greek mainland 
and islands in the east probably remembered catching sight of the Cape joyfully 
from a ship, as their first view of civilization after their long voyage to magna 
Graecia. It would take the women of Croton a good part of a day to reach the site 
and to listen to the lecture. on the journey back home they would have plenty 
of time to think about and to discuss what Pythagoras had said. The women of 
Croton must have traveled with wagons laden with baskets of offerings and food 
for themselves, delighted to have an excuse for a picnic and a day in the country. 

Since temples were homes for the gods, not for crowds of worshippers, the 
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women gathered in the temple precinct, and in Building B, which they reached 
before approaching the temple (fig. 4). Building B was built for worshippers and 
people who had come to celebrate festivals. It had fourteen square rooms, which 
must have contained klinai (dining couches). Ceramics for cooking and eating 
were excavated there. 

Livy (24.3.1–8) gives a lengthy and inspired description of the place:

Six miles from this famous city there was a still more famous temple to Juno 
Lacinia, an object of veneration to all the surrounding communities. There was  
a grove here enclosed by a dense wood and lofty fir-trees: in the middle was 
delightful pasture.57 all kinds of cattle, sacred to the goddess, used to feed 
without any herdsman, and at nightfall the different herds separated each to 
their own stalls without any beasts of prey lying in wait for them or any human 
hands to steal them. These cattle were a source of great profit, and a column 
of solid gold was made from the money gained and dedicated to the goddess. 
Thus the temple became celebrated for its wealth as well as for its sanctity, and 
as generally happens in these famous spots, some miracles also were attributed 
to it. It was commonly reported that an altar stood in the porch of the temple, 
the ashes on which were never stirred by any wind.58 

Figure 3. The Via Sacra, approaching the temple of Hera Lacinia. Photo by Lee H. 
Pomeroy.
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Though Livy is a late source for the ambience of the Temple in the days of Py-
thagoras, religion is conservative; traditions at sanctuaries are likely to be main-
tained or at least remembered. To the reader who has not visited the site, Livy’s 
description might appear to be that of a “locus amoenus” (a pleasing place), that 
is, a literary description of an idyllic pastoral scene with elements of an idealized 
golden age. Greek and roman literature is replete with such descriptions. To the 
visitor nowadays, however, the site is truly a lovely place. Palm trees flourish in 
the subtropical climate, and the hill teems with small wildlife, including bees and 
lizards It is still numinous—like, for example, the amphiaraeon in attica, where 
it is possible to understand why worshippers believed they were in the presence 
of the divine. 

The temple was surrounded by groves where statues of olympic victors, in-
cluding the famous milo, were erected (Philostr. VA 4.28). milo was not only 
an athlete but also a famous warrior. Statues of the priestesses who served the 
goddess were also dedicated on the site, as was usual at Greek sanctuaries (Diod. 
Sic. 12.9.5–6, Pliny HN 34.31). Festivals were celebrated here, some with athletic 
games. all the Italian people attended the festival of Hera, and the temple also 
became the assembly place of the Greeks of magna Graecia (athen. 12.541a–b). 
at least one epigram of the third-century BC poet Nossis, which is connected 
with a dedication at the Lacinium, was probably inscribed on a stone tablet 
placed near the object it describes.59

Figure 4. Building B, in the temple precinct. Photo by Lee H. Pomeroy.
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The temple was built in the sixth century BC, then enlarged, reusing the ear-
lier foundation, in the early fifth century: this period includes the time of the 
Pythagoreans’ sojourn in Croton.60 Six Doric columns on the short ends and 
fourteen on the long sides rose 8.35 meters on a high stylobate. Here Hannibal 
slaughtered two thousand Italian mercenaries and dedicated a bilingual inscrip-
tion (in Punic and Greek) on a brass tablet, advertising his victories. Polybius 
mentions it as a source for his history of the Punic Wars.61 Livy, Pliny (HN 2.240), 
and Valerius maximus (1, 8, ext. 18) were impressed by the structure of the altar, 
which protected the flame from the surrounding winds.

 The temple was clad with Parian and Pentelic marble. Q. Fulvius Flaccus 
stripped the marble tiles in 173 BC (Livy 42.3). In 1600 aD the temple was still 
almost intact, but it was demolished by a bishop called Lucifero. Two columns 
were left. one was overthrown by earthquake in 1638. 

Figure 5. Single remaining column of the temple of Hera Lacinia. Photo by Lee H. 
Pomeroy.
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Dedications to Goddesses

Having been persuaded by the first address of Pythagoras, the women of Cro-
ton abandoned luxury and dedicated their superfluous possessions at the temple 
(Iambl. VP 54, 56). Pythagoras had specified that they prepare their dedications 
themselves and carry them themselves and not employ slaves.62 He told them 
not to offer bloody sacrifices, which made their task easier. Nevertheless, slaves 
would have been helpful, but they would also have served as an aspect of con-
spicuous consumption, and Pythagoras was urging his followers to abandon lux-
ury and not to think about their appearance. moreover, he may not have wished 
to share his precious esoteric insights with slaves. Their dedications must have 
been light enough for the women to carry at least from the wagons. Women 
could certainly carry incense, round cakes, pastry of barley meal, honeycombs, 
jewelry, and clothing. These offerings were vegetarian and did not require the 
services of a butcher or any other assistant.

over the years the temple came to possess great riches. The dedications were 
not made anonymously. We must imagine that the Pythagorean women were 
identified among the donors and thus brought glory to themselves and their 
group. The museo archeologico Statale at Croton displays a rich array of dedica-
tions to Hera Lacinia, including gold and silver jewelry and bronze figurines of 
common archaic female monsters, for example, a sphinx, a siren, and a gorgon 
of the mid–sixth century BC. There is also an unusual bronze model of a ship, 
perhaps dedicated by a voyager who alighted below the temple of Hera.63 Less 
valuable dedications included mirrors, ceramics, and terra-cotta heads of korai. 

a gold diadem that probably crowned the cult image has been discovered  
(fig. 6).64 The crown was decorated with leaves and berries, reminiscent of the 
crown of Hera at Sparta, which was decorated with chrysanthemum and galingale 
(sedge: ath. 15.678a, 681a). The crown and other valuable dedications date from 
the middle of the sixth century BC,65 so they may well be connected with dedica-
tions made by the wealthy citizens of Croton at the urging of Pythagoras. It is con-
ceivable that some of the women’s property was sold, or their gold jewelry melted 
down, as a contribution to the crown. The crown was manufactured in two phases. 
First it was fashioned as a diadem with horizontal geometric braided ornamenta-
tion; after the middle of the sixth century BC, the floral decoration was added.66

The women dedicated their luxurious clothing to Hera, adding to the abun-
dant riches at the huge temple. Doubtless many chose to dedicate their wool 
clothing, since Pythagoreans were forbidden to wear wool.67 Thereafter they prob-
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ably wore linen and dedicated it to Hera as well, a tradition that continued at least 
to the third century BC, when the poet Nossis made a dedication of linen (see 
below).68 Pythagoreans favored wearing white clothing in general, especially for 
religious ceremonies.69 Thus the clothing of the Pythagoreans imparted an im-
mediately visible identity, separating them from their neighbors. Since it can 
be cold in southern Italy, the women probably wore many layers of cloth—like 
the Japanese women who wear twelve silk kimonos. Plutarch (Isis and Osiris 4) 
points out that linen is suited to all kinds of weather. Thus, though they were not 
wearing precious jewelry, their uniform displayed the wealth of their families 
through textiles.

The women of Croton offered many tens of thousands of himatia (garments).70 
Some, or all of them at different times, may have been draped over the cult image. 
These items are not to be compared to our donations of used, no-longer-stylish 
clothing to the Salvation army and thrift shops. The himatia were extremely 
valuable and wearable, generation after generation. Vases from magna Graecia 
portray women dressed in elaborate, sumptuous, showy clothing (see chap. 1, 
fig. 1). In a typical scenario, the wool was produced by sheep on the estates of 
the wealthy. The herds were maintained by slave shepherds or free workers; in 
either case the labor was costly. The textiles were produced by slave women and, 

Figure 6. Golden diadem dedicated to Hera, decorated with myrtle, berries, and 
maple or vine leaves. Croton, museo archeologico Statale. Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale Crotone. Itinerari dei Musei, Gallerie, Scavi e Monumenti d’Italia, no. 58 
(rome, 2002), 34. Photo by Lee H. Pomeroy.



Wives, Mothers, Sisters, Daughters  35

voluntarily, by the free women in the household, who took the raw wool, cleaned, 
spun, dyed, and wove it. Textile manufacture was the sole productive activity by 
women that the Greeks recognized as making an economic contribution, and it 
certainly was a substantial and visible one.71 In Xenophon’s treatise Ischomachus, 
the successful estate owner displays the stores of textiles belonging to his oikos 
(Oec. 9.3.6). Such textiles constitute some of the liquid wealth of a household, 
kept in reserve and regarded as capital, to be exchanged for food or cash in hard 
times. Because Greek clothing was not sized, but would fit subsequent genera-
tions, textiles were a constituent part of dowries and inheritance; Demosthenes 
(27.10) includes clothing as part of his inheritance and mentions that clothing 
and bedding served as security for a loan. Some textiles are valuable enough to be 
locked in the innermost chamber of the house (thalamos).72 In the Oeconomicus 
(8.41) Xenophon mentions doubling a slave’s value by teaching her to spin. also 
in the fourth century BC aeschines (1.97) enumerates the skilled slaves inherited 
by Timarchus. among them he makes specific and detailed mention of a woman 
skilled in working flax who produced sheer textiles for the market. The scholion 
comments that these goods were very valuable.

Iamblichus reports that Pythagoras urged his wealthy female followers to ded-
icate their luxurious clothing and ornaments to Hera Lacinia. There are many 
examples of the dedication of women’s clothing to female divinities. Textiles are 
recorded in temple inventories, for example, that of artemis Brauronia.73 Textiles 
constituted part of the wealth of temples. Cult centers often were storehouses 
of treasures donated by the pious, functioning almost like museums: their an-
cient, costly, unusual, or artistic possessions attracted visitors to the sites. The 
clothing dedicated by the female Pythagoreans must have been valuable, and it 
would have been recorded item by item in inventories on inscriptions. a wealthy 
woman could dress in linen, or in the superb apulian wool, or in silk from Cos 
or even China. Not only was the wool valuable, and the dyes and embroidery 
threads costly, but the weaving of the cloth and the fashioning of the garment 
represented many hundreds of hours of labor.74 Thus a dedication of clothing was 
not solely an act of piety but was itself not only an act of renunciation but also, 
paradoxically, an opportunity for ostentation. 

By dedicating their luxurious clothing, the Pythagorean women were mak-
ing a substantial contribution to the treasury of Hera Lacinia. The dedication is 
further evidence of their affluence. among the many parallels for the dedication 
of women’s clothing to goddesses we may cite the inventory of clothing dedicated 
to artemis Brauronia,75 as well as the dedication to Demeter of the clothes of his 
murdered wife, regilla, by the wealthy Herodes atticus.76
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Numerous sanctuaries have been excavated in the areas inhabited by the Py-
thagoreans, including the great temple of Hera Lacinia and other temples of fe-
male and male divinities, Hera, artemis, and athena, among them. The cults 
of female divinities required the service of female attendants because the bod-
ies of the images representing the goddesses needed to be bathed and dressed 
periodically. Thus holding priesthoods offered women an opportunity to serve 
the community in public. often the expenses incurred by the holders of Greek 
priesthoods were not insignificant, though they might also receive compensation 
for their services.77 Therefore the numerous temples serve as additional evidence 
of the prosperity of the region and of the elite.

The women of Croton particularly favored Hera, for she was a goddess of 
marriage. Hera was the model spouse.78 Indeed, that Hera’s husband Zeus was 
a philanderer with many illegitimate children made her an appropriate model 
for mortal wives, who often faced the same problem, and in particular for the 
women of Croton, whose husbands had only recently agreed to give up their 
concubines.

Hera wielded a large array of powers and attributes in magna Graecia, far 
more than anyone familiar with the worship of Hera only at athens would imag-
ine. In magna Graecia Hera’s spheres of influence overlapped with those of other 
powerful female divinities.79 as the armed Hera, especially as a younger virgin 
warrior, she trespassed on territory usually allocated to athena.80 Hera, “cow-
eyed” in Homer, always retained a special relationship with cattle. The use of this 
totem, however, does not exclude her caring for other animals, as did artemis.81 
Hera enjoyed a special relationship with nature, especially with animals and veg-
etation.82 Like artemis, Hera Lacinia was connected with childbearing and the 
nurture of infants. The cult of Hera Lacinia also bore some similarities to the cult 
of aphrodite.83 In this it resembled the cult of Hera in Sparta, where mothers of 
brides sacrificed to aphrodite-Hera.84 That among the Pythagoreans aphrodite 
would have links with marriage is suggested by their positive attitude toward 
marital sex.

The pomegranate, alluding to chthonic powers and fertility, was special to 
Hera as it was to Persephone.85 Fertility was a particular concern to all mem-
bers of an ancient community. Thus, Hera was a goddess of women and men 
of all classes. For example, she was worshipped by horsemen as Hippia (horse- 
goddess) and given dedications such as a bronze bridle.86 a man with a horse 
usually rode in the cavalry and was almost certainly a member of the upper class. 
obviously the cult of Hera Lacinia was also congenial to men: therefore it was 
a cult of the polis.87 at the other extreme of society, Hera Lacinia as eleuthe-
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ria (Grantor of Freedom) gave asylum to slaves, and manumitted slaves offered 
dedications to her.88 

Hera was so important that some cities built more than one temple to her. 
In metaponto she was given two major temples, one in the urban center and 
another on a hill outside the city. a fragment of the cult statue from the temple 
beyond the city walls wearing a peplos has been excavated.89 The statue of Hera, 
reconstructed, would have stood 170 centimeters high. a marble head that origi-
nally had little horns allows the identification of another figure found in the city 
sanctuary near Temple a2 as Hera’s priestess Io. other fragments indicate that 
she was wearing a peplos and himation. Similarly, at Croton the worship of Hera 
was concentrated at two major sites: the Vigna Nuova, and the Lacinian Cape.90 
The external temple was probably where the Greek colonists mingled with their 
indigenous neighbors, the urban temple where primarily Greeks worshipped. 
Thousands of dedications to Hera, ranging from inexpensive terra cottas made 
in molds to the lavishly adorned gold crown of Hera Lacinia, have been exca-
vated in Croton and metaponto and the surrounding territory (see above). 

Greeks, of course, did not risk incurring the wrath of any divinity by ignor-
ing her or him. The area of magna Graecia that was home to the Pythagoreans 
was studded with temples to the pantheon of gods, female and male. Goddesses 
connected with fertility and rebirth were particularly important. Not only Hera, 
but Demeter and Persephone (Core) were honored with sanctuaries and thou-
sands of offerings. For example, more than three thousand cups decorated or 
undecorated, small jars, amphorae, and terra-cottas made in molds as multiples 

Figure 7. Scarab showing head of Hera Lacinia. Getty Villa, malibu. 
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and dedicated to Demeter Thesmophorios at Parapezzo (Locri epizephryii) have 
been excavated. The dedications also included statuettes (all female) from the 
first half of the fifth century BC. These offerings are overwhelmingly small and 
inexpensive, indicating that the dedicators came from all social classes. Pythago-
ras held that women were pious, and his observation suggests that most of the 
donors to these popular female divinities were women. Though these dedications 
are not specifically tied to Pythagorean women or to any particular group of 
women, Pythagoras’s statement about women’s piety in general surely pertains to 
his own female followers. also discovered in Locri, though now displayed in the 
museo Nazionale della magna Graecia in reggio di Calabria, were fine archaic 
pinakes depicting aspects of the life of Persephone.91 Some plaques show that, as 
with the cult of Hera Lacinia, the worship of Persephone at Locri was linked to 
the cult of aphrodite, clearly an advantage for goddesses of marriage. at Locri 
the cult of Persephone emphasized the rape, marriage, and annual return of 
Persephone to the world above.92 although Persephone did not bear children 
herself (perhaps because she was always shown as young in comparison to her 
mother, Demeter), her saga as the archetypal bride and her attributes, including 
the pomegranate, pine cone, and a sheaf of grain, were connected to human mar-
riage and the fertility of the family, crops, and society. 

eleven of the male Pythagoreans in Iamblichus’s catalogue (VP 267) were 
Locrians. The foundation myth of Locri was similar to that of Tarentum, but  
the family structure was unusual in the Greek world. When the men of Locri 
were away fighting in the twenty-year-long Second messenian War (ca. 650 BC), 
their wives had children by their male slaves. The mothers and their illegitimate 
children left Greece and became the founders of Locri epizephyrii, now known as 
Locri.93 at Locri nobility was traced matrilineally, back to the founding  mothers.

Thus we find that the poet Nossis, who lived in Locri in the third century BC, 
identifies herself as descended from her mother and grandmother in an epigram 
written to accompany an offering to Hera Lacinia:

most reverend Hera, you who often descending from heaven 
Behold your Lacinian shrine fragrant with incense,

receive the linen wrap that with her noble child Nossis 
Theophilis daughter of Cleocha wove for you.94

as already mentioned, Pythagoras believed that women were akin to the 
divine as Core (bride), Nymphe (a childbearing woman), and meter, or maia. 
reversing this perspective, we may say that the goddesses were anthropomor-
phic. Their worshippers shaped them in their own image and according to their 
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own roles and needs. Persephone, Demeter, and Hera were anthropomorphic 
goddesses whose experiences were often replicated in the life cycles of their fe- 
male worshippers. The countless dedications, sanctuaries, and costly temples to 
these divinities indicate their importance to the life of the community. These fe-
male divinities were primarily associated with fertility, with the growth of crops 
and of livestock, and with the perpetuation of families through marriage. Perse-
phone was the archetypal Greek bride, captured by her bridegroom at puberty. 
Her virginity was secure, for she was usually chaperoned by her mother and 
girlfriends. Though her marriage was a surprise to Persephone and her mother 
Demeter, following the pattern of normal Greek marriages it resulted from a 
prior arrangement between her father and her bridegroom. Furthermore, like 
many Greek brides, including Bitale, who married her uncle Telauges, Pythago-
ras’s son, Persephone married a close relative, in this case her uncle Hades. When 
Persephone was abducted, she cried out to her father Zeus for help, but since he 
had already approved of the marriage and the rapist was his own brother, he did 
not rescue his daughter. 

To their sorrow, many Greek brides were separated from their natal families 
forever. For the immortals, however, there was a happier ending. Persephone be-
came a queen, albeit in her husband’s gloomy Underworld domain, and Deme-
ter, wielding supramortal powers, was able to secure an annual visit from her 
daughter. Pythagoreans were more likely to have married within the group. as 
deduced above from Pythagoras’s directives concerning the relationship between 
parents and children, from his bequeathing his memoranda to his daughter, and 
from his discussion of the conflicting loyalties a married woman may have to-
ward her father, on the one hand, and her husband, on the other, Pythagorean 
mothers, fathers, and daughters seem to have been able to maintain their ties.



Map 3: The Hellenistic World. Source: Sarah B. Pomeroy, S. Burstein, W. Don-
lan, and Jennifer roberts, Ancient Greece, 3rd ed. (New york, 2012), 480, fig. 12.5 
(adapted). reproduced with permission of oxford University Press.
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Who Were the Neopythagorean  
Women Authors?

The largest number of women philosophers in the Hellenistic period were 
Neopythagoreans; some of them were authors of letters and treatises.1 These 
writings constitute the only extant body of Greek prose literature by women in 
the pre-Christian era.

The names of the authors and the recipients of their letters follow, arranged 
according to Holger Thesleff ’s designation of their place of origin and date (see 
further below):2 

— Theano I
— Perictione I
— arignote
—  Theano II (to euboule, Nicostrate, Callisto, rhodope, euclides, eurydice, 

Timareta, and Timaionides)
— Ptolemaïs
— aesara 
— melissa
— Phintys 
— Perictione II 
— myia (to Phyllis)

Iamblichus does not distinguish between an original and later bearer of the 
same name. Theano and myia are authors whose names also appear in Iambli-
chus, where they are members of Pythagoras’s immediate family. None of the 
recipients is named by Iamblichus or otherwise known. rhodope is addressed 
as “philosopher,” but she is not necessarily a Pythagorean, for other contempo-
rary philosophical groups admitted women (see below, and chap. 5, Theano to 
rhodope). euclides the physician is also not listed by Iamblichus. In the proso-
pography of ancient Greeks a man is usually identified by his given name and 
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patronymic and often in addition by his place of origin or citizenship. a woman 
may be identified by her patronymic and her father’s polis, but frequently she is 
known only by her given name. Thus it is not surprising that the Neopythago-
rean women writers are identified only by a given name.

Ptolemaïs deserves further discussion here because, until the publication of 
Flora Levin’s Greek Reflections on the Nature of Music in 2009, she had received 
little attention.3 Ptolemaïs came from Cyrene to alexandria sometime after 300 
BC. Porphyry, who quotes extracts from her work, does not call her a Pythago-
rean, but neither does he call attention to an even more startling fact, that is, that 
she is a woman (see chap. 5). Indeed, she is the only ancient woman known to 
have written about musical theory. although in a dispute between the Neopy-
thagoreans and Peripatetics she supported the doctrines of the latter, because 
of her subject matter scholars have considered her a Neopythagorean. as Flora 
Levin points out, Ptolemy also criticized the Pythagoreans, but nevertheless he 
remained a Pythagorean himself.4 Ptolemaïs certainly could not have been a 
Peripatetic: aristotle was notorious in his disdain for women’s intellectual ca-
pacity, and there are no women Peripatetics known from antiquity. Therefore 
Thesleff has rightly included her in both his books on Neopythagorean texts.5 
Levin suggests that Ptolemaïs was the granddaughter of Ptolemaïs of egypt (the 
daughter of Ptolemy I Soter), the fifth wife of Demetrius Poliorcetes, and the 
mother of Demetrius the Fair, who lived in Cyrene in the mid-third century BC.6 
In any case her name, accompanied by a place name, indicates that she was of the 
upper class and possibly of royal blood. Thus she was of a higher class than the 
other Neopythagorean authors and eschewed writing about mundane matters.

The texts by women comprise letters and treatises preserved completely or 
in fragments embedded in quotations by later authors. The dating is controver-
sial. estimates range widely. Conjectures about their dates range from the fourth 
century BC to the second century aD. In the past scholars like e. Zeller thought 
the works were written in the first century aD or later.7 a survey of scholarly 
opinion on the dating beginning with the publication of Thesleff ’s Introduction 
and Texts, arranged chronologically, follows. Thesleff proposed some of the earli-
est dates for the corpus. W. Burkert disagreed with Thesleff about the dating.8 In 
a number of publications over the years Burkert suggested dates ranging from 
the second century BC to the late third century aD. Influenced by Burkert’s 
advocacy of a later date, a decade after he had published Introduction Thesleff 
stated that, although the third century might be too early, an early Imperial date  
was too late.9 Burkert, however, also dates the earliest Neopythagorean texts to 
the third century BC.10 P. m. Fraser suggests the first century BC, if not earlier, for 
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the emergence of Neopythagoreanism in alexandria.11 Though Fraser does not 
argue for his hypothesis, it is consistent with the meticulously detailed picture he 
paints of the social and intellectual life of Ptolemaic alexandria. alfons Städele 
gives dates as late as the second century aD.12 Charles Kahn dates the earliest 
texts to the third or second century BC. 13 mary ellen Waithe assigns some of the 
letters to the original Pythagoreans rather than to the Neopythagoreans of the 
Hellenistic period.14 Consequently, although she follows Thesleff for the most 
part, a few of her dates are earlier. 

Some recent scholarly publications on Neopythagoreans still reject Thesleff ’s 
dating.15 Despite all their virtues, these works are incomplete inasmuch as they 
ignore the traditions about the original female Pythagoreans and fail to examine 
the Neopythagorean texts by women as well as the work by female scholars on 
these texts.16 The writings of Neopythagorean women constitute approximately 
23 pages of a total of 245 pages of Greek in Thesleff, Texts.17 In view of the woe-
ful survival of literature from antiquity, these works by women are a significant 
body of original sources. By not studying these texts, some scholars have ignored 
nearly 10 percent of the Neopythagorean work and jeopardized the validity of 
their conclusions. Thus, for example, in his authoritative survey Huffman refers 
to the Neopythagorean texts as “pseudepigrapha,” and he examines them almost 
exclusively in terms of their relationship to Plato and aristotle. Nevertheless, he 
does not mention Perictione I, Plato’s mother, who is the author of a long letter 
and who is an obvious link between Pythagoreanism and Platonism. Huffman’s 
generalization may be an appropriate description of the writings by Neopythago-
rean men: the content of the majority of the texts by women, however, has little 
to do with Plato and aristotle, but rather deals with topics of women’s daily life, 
including philandering husbands, cosmetics, jewelry, luxurious clothing, wet-
nursing, and childrearing.18 Though some historians of ancient philosophy agree 
with Thesleff that some of these texts were composed in alexandria and others in 
Italy, others do not seem aware of the lives of women in these places in the time 
periods they advocate when they reject Thesleff ’s framework.19 Holger Thesleff, 
who edited all the texts, is the only scholar who demonstrably read all the texts 
by both women and men; therefore his views on the dating, which are based on 
painstaking linguistic analysis of each author, paying equal attention to female 
and male writers, should take precedence. moreover, knowledge of the social 
contexts in which the authors composed their texts supports Thesleff ’s dating 
and general arguments for the origin of the texts. 

Since Thesleff published his two books on Neopythagorean texts some new 
evidence confirming his dating of the texts by women authors has emerged. The 
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principal new evidence consists of the publication of a papyrus fragment of a 
previously known text; a rare gem portraying a woman writing (see below); ex-
tensive excavations in southern Italy, where communities of Pythagoreans lived; 
recent excavations and papyri that give information about Hellenistic alexandria; 
and subsequent discoveries in women’s history (see below), that lend  support to 
the earlier dating proposed by Thesleff, which I adopted in 1977 and follow here. 

The Hellenistic period from the death of alexander the Great in 323 to the 
death of Cleopatra VII in 30 BC was the heyday of the Greek bluestocking. ar-
chaeological evidence, including inscriptions, terra-cotta figurines, sculptured 
reliefs on tombstones, and a rare gem, portray women reading, writing, and en-
gaged in other activities classified as the musical arts.20 Since the fourth century 
BC women were again writing poetry, and some women wrote extremely pe-
dantic prose texts. There is evidence for women in the philosophical schools, 
including Plato’s academy, Cynicism, and epicureanism. The Neopythagorean 
texts show that a woman might read esoteric works on musical theory, and one 
woman lent a copy of Plato’s Parmenides to another.21 Phintys observes that many 
think women should not philosophize, but the texts themselves, including her 
own, serve as evidence for the existence of female philosophers (see below, chap. 
6). The texts by women also refer to the luxurious and dissolute lives of the Greek 
upper classes, known especially in cosmopoleis like Hellenistic alexandria and 
athens. Hellenistic queens set a highly visible example of erudition to other 
Greek women. Thus arsinoë II and Berenice III were patrons of allusive, pedan-
tic literature, and Phila (mother of antigonus Gonatas, king of macedonia, third 
century BC) is portrayed in a fresco at Boscoreale engaged in a discussion with 
a philosopher (see below). Phintys’s rejection of governance by women would 
seem to be a reaction to the public power exercised by Hellenistic queens and 
would almost certainly mean she lived before the death of Cleopatra VII (see 
chap. 6). If Perictione I was Plato’s mother, her letter can be no later than the first 
half of the fourth century BC. Furthermore, as we have mentioned, Flora Levin 
has recently argued that Ptolemäis of Cyrene, author of a treatise on Pythagorean 
and Peripatetic musical theory, should be dated to the middle of the third cen-
tury BC. a reference to Plato’s Parmenides in the letter of Theano II to rhodope 
makes it clear that the author lived after the mid-fourth century BC.22 In sum, 
both new discoveries, as well as internal evidence, continue to validate Thesleff ’s 
detailed framework for the dates and origins of the Neopythagorean women.

There is also controversy about the place of origin of the various texts. Despite 
challenges from other scholars, the view of Holger Thesleff that some of these 
writings originated in alexandria or possibly athens, and others in southern 
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Italy or rome, is still persuasive. There is evidence for the emergence of Neopy-
thagoreanism in these areas. even the texts that were probably composed in Italy, 
however, include Greek names and were not only written in Greek but reflect a 
Greek social context. Upper-class roman women could write Greek, but they 
did not publish personal advice to other women. Indeed, they would not have 
tolerated husbands like those described in some of the Neopythagorean letters. 
roman women had more options than Greeks. Furthermore, there is no mention 
in the texts of matters that distinguish roman women from Greek, such as the 
status and role of the matrona or roman laws on prostitution.23 The status and 
role of the Greek housewife and of the roman matrona differed considerably, 
but both roman and Greek wives (with the exception of wives of Pythagoreans) 
were obliged to accept the double standard, even though they might lament it. 
Despite the vast difference in Greek and roman laws on prostitution, the lives 
of ordinary prostitutes in the Greek and roman worlds were similar and do not 
show very much change over time. Prostitutes in both were unfortunate women 
who existed to provide a sexual outlet for bachelors and married men alike (see 
chap. 4, below). 

In addition to the text attributed to Perictione I, comic playwrights attest to 
the existence of female Neopythagoreans in athens in the fourth century BC. 
Learned Pythagorean women were lampooned in at least three middle Com-
edies. Cratinus (second half of 4th c. BC?) wrote a play titled the Pythagorean 
Woman.24 He also wrote in his Tarentines that it was the custom of these  pedants, 
if they came upon a stranger, to examine him on doctrines and to confuse and 
confound him with antitheses, conclusions, errors, and magnitudes. For exam-
ple, aesara’s treatise on human nature is replete with the kinds of definitions 
and abstractions that the comic poets found laughable when stated by women 
(see chap. 6). That the women are depicted as walking about freely and talking 
to strange men indicates that the play was written after the Peloponnesian War, 
when respectable athenian women were no longer strictly secluded.25 alexis, 
who was born in Thurii around 375 BC and whose plays were performed in ath-
ens in the 350s at the earliest, also lampooned women in his Pythagorean Woman 
and probably (like Cratinus) in his Tarentines, which is set in Tarentum.26 The 
Tarentines was performed around 345–320 BC.27 This play confirms that some 
Pythagoreans were still living in southern Italy.

The bluestockings in comedy are an indication of women’s education, which 
spread in the Greek world in the fourth century and the Hellenistic period.28 
Schools existed in the Hellenistic world. Some of these were endowed and pro-
vided a free education for children of both sexes. The curriculum for girls and 
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boys was the same. otherwise, education was private. The wealthy, like Hellenis-
tic royalty, would obtain private tutors—often slaves—who instructed children 
at home. a Hellenistic gemstone depicts a woman writing on a diptych.29 There 
are many images of girls reading. Terra-cotta figurines portray girls and young  
women looking at diptychs in their laps (figs. 8 and 9). Terra-cottas were not 
manufactured for a wealthy elite. They were mass-produced in molds and priced 
accordingly. The historian must assume that the activities portrayed on terra-
cottas record the realities of the everyday life of people comfortable enough to 
afford more than the bare necessities. The letter of Theano II to rhodope (see 
chap. 5) shows that women owned books of philosophy and lent them to one 
another. many of the texts by Pythagorean and Neopythagorean women are ex-
tant because they are quoted by Stobaeus (5th c. aD anthologist): he prefaces his 
quotations without reservation, often with a statement such as “from Perictione 
the Pythagorean” or “Theano writes.”

Terracottas also depict girls and young women dancing and playing musi-
cal instruments. music and dancing were two facets of mousike (the musical 
arts). musical accomplishments could enhance the reputation of a respectable 
woman. on the grave stele of Nico, an alexandrian, the dead woman is seated in 
a mournful pose. a small girl offers her a lyre (see chap. 5 and fig. 10). Thus the 

Figure 8. Terra-cotta figurine showing a girl reading. The cloak suggests schooling 
outside the home. alexandria. Greco-roman museum. Photo by Sarah B. Pomeroy. 
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Pythagorean women who refer to music and the strings of a lyre in their texts are 
simply part of a larger group of elite women who were competent in music. It is 
in this context that Ptolemaïs composed her treatise on musical theory, of which 
approximately fifty lines are extant.30 

after the Pythagoreans had been dispersed and some driven out of southern 
Italy by their political enemies in the last third of the fifth century BC,31 some of 
them, at least, may have been forced to abandon their comfortable lifestyle for a 
time. For example, Pythagoras’s daughter Damo had become very poor after her 
father died.32 In middle Comedy Pythagoreans appear as scruffy, unbathed, and 
poorly fed and dressed.33 on the other hand, their austere diet, simple clothing, 
and lack of jewelry and cosmetics may have made them seem poor to outsiders, 
when in reality women who had time to philosophize were clearly not obliged to 
do their own housework or childcare or to undertake income-producing work 
for sustenance. The Neopythagorean women’s letters—mostly dating at least a 
century after middle Comedy—reflect their economic ease: they range over such 
topics as hiring a wet nurse; the treatment of slaves; overfed children raised in 
luxury; advice against wearing gold or emeralds or appearing in public with a 
large retinue of slaves; and husbands who lavish money on other women. Bio-

Figure 9. Terra-cotta figurine of girl reading a papyrus roll. Hamburg, Hamburger 
museum für Kunst und Gewerbe, inv. no. 1898.53.
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graphical information on Plato attests to the wealth and distinction of the family 
of his mother, Perictione, who may be the author of one of the extant texts. as 
was true for the original Pythagoreans, there is no mention of any author work-
ing for wages or struggling with financial problems. 

The center of Greek philosophy had moved from athens to alexandria by the 
first century BC, and some Neopythagoreans may have gone to egypt along with 
refugees from other philosophical groups.34 Pythagoreanism apparently survived 
in southern Italy through the Hellenistic period; in any case, there is no doubt 
that it was formally revived in rome by Cicero’s friend Nigidius Figulus. In both 
egypt and Italy the Neopythagorean women found notable literate women to 
emulate, including, as was noted above, the Ptolemaic queens, who were patrons 
of writers and scholars, and Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi, whose letters were 
published.35 They lived in or near large cosmopolitan cities with people from all 
over the ancient world and with many other Greek-speaking inhabitants. Their 
letters reflect the new social position of Greek women in the Hellenistic period.36 
They have the autonomy to initiate a divorce and the freedom to write letters to 
men who are not their kinsmen. They can also make purchases and contracts 
for a substantial sum of money, for example, buying a slave wet nurse, or hiring  
or renting one for a year (if she is to nurse a girl) or for two years (if she is to 
nurse a boy). They may also be tempted to participate in orgiastic cults, which 
were popular in the Hellenistic period, such as the cult of Cybele, which was at-
tractive to the Greek population in alexandria and elsewhere and was officially 
brought to rome at the end of the third century BC.

The domestic responsibilities of Neopythagorean women did not differ consid-
erably from those of their counterparts in Southern Italy in the days of Pythago-
ras (see chap. 1). most women, no doubt, were concerned with children, husband, 
food, clothing, and domestic slaves. In a big city like alexandria, however, food 
and fabrics might be purchased with cash, rather than produced at home or on 
the family farm.37 

Neopythagorean works originating in the east tended to be written in the 
Ionic dialect, while those from the west used Doric.38 We note that the origi-
nal Pythagorean women were Dorians, but the Neopythagoreans included both 
Dorians and Ionians. Literature, however, circulated between the two Hellenistic 
settlements, and one papyrus fragment indicates that the dialect was changed in 
the copy. moreover, alexandria was an international city with inhabitants and 
visitors drawn from all over. For example, in Idyll 15 (89–93) Theocritus depicts 
two women speaking Dorian at a festival in alexandria sponsored by arsinoë 
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II. Therefore, the dialect of the extant texts is not a perfectly secure guide to the 
place of origin, but lacking much other evidence, it is a useful one. 

The texts by women discuss private and philosophical matters and do not 
refer to specific geographical locations or political events that might help locate 
them in space and time. The subjects they discuss are of perennial interest, espe-
cially to women. Though, as we have noted, some reflect the general changes in 
women’s lives in the Hellenistic period, the corpus does not show change from 
century to century. Nor are there discernible differences between thoughts and 
attitudes of female authors in the east and those in the west. adherence to Py-
thagorean doctrine imposes a uniformity on their work. Thesleff dates the texts 
and their origin primarily on the basis of a detailed analysis of language. He dis-
tributes the women authors geographically and assigns dates as follows:

east
Fourth to third century BC

Theano (I): some works
Perictione I: “on the Harmonious Woman”

Indeterminable or later
arignote
Theano (II): most works
Ptolemaïs39

West
Third century BC

aesara
melissa?
Phintys

Third to second century BC
Perictione II: “on Wisdom”
myia

authenticity

Some scholars have doubted that the authors of the Neopythagorean letters and 
treatises were actually women, suggesting that men who adopted the names of 
earlier female disciples and relatives of Pythagoras as pseudonyms wrote them.40 
In other words, they claim that Neopythagorean women writers never existed. 
The arguments against female authorship consist basically of two parts: (1) the 
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names of the women authors are pseudonyms, and (2) the treatises were written 
by men using the pseudonyms.41 

Some of the authors have unexceptional names, such as melissa and Phintys. 
These names occur elsewhere in the Greek world, and though aristotle’s daugh-
ter was named melissa, such names have no particular significance in a philo-
sophical context. There would have been no point in forging works under a name 
like this unless such a name had been found among Pythagoras’s female disciples. 
other authors are named for Theano (wife or disciple of Pythagoras), myia and 
arignote (his daughters), and Perictione (Plato’s mother). Several of the male 
authors of the Neopythagorean so-called pseudepigrapha—for example, archy-
tas, Cleinias, megillus, milon, and Lysis—also bear names that appear in earlier 
Pythagorean and Platonic traditions. 

It is likely that the names are authentic, for, as a declaration of identity, Neopy-
thagoreans would give their daughters names that had occurred earlier in the 
Pythagorean tradition. The names of children often reflected their parents’ reli-
gious persuasions or intellectual interests.42 Naming children for their ancestors 
shows family solidarity; by naming their offspring after earlier Pythagoreans, the 
Neopythagoreans strengthened their bonds with their spiritual forebears.

moreover, disciples sometimes marry the daughters of their teachers. Thus 
aristotle’s will directed that his daughter marry his nephew Nicanor or Theo-
phrastus, his successor as head of the Lyceum, and later, among the Neopla-
tonists, Theagenes, benefactor of marinus, married the learned Neoplatonist 
asclepigenia, daughter of archiadas.43 Female disciples may marry the teacher 
himself, for some sources report that Theano was first Pythagoras’s student and 
then his wife, and in the same way Hipparchia became a follower of Crates the 
Cynic and then married him.44 Couples such as these expressed their spiritual 
affiliation and their blood filiation simultaneously in choosing names for their 
children. Thus it is easy to see why the writings of the latter group could have 
been attributed to the former. 

In the Hellenistic period there are many examples of female philosophers. 
Women participated in some of the other Hellenistic philosophical groups, in-
cluding Platonism, epicureanism, and Cynicism.45 moreover, for the period just 
after the one being discussed here, there is ample evidence for women’s involve-
ment in philosophical and religious groups, particularly in the eastern part of 
the roman empire.46 Some of the early anonymous Christian literature has been 
attributed to female authors.47 In the case of Neopythagoreans, however, we are 
dealing not with anonymous literature but with a substantial amount of writing 
with female bylines. 
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often, but not always, female philosophers were related to male philosophers. 
In the case of Hipparchia, her brother metrocles was the catalyst. Crates the 
Cynic visited metrocles, who had been a Peripatetic, and inspired him to be-
come his disciple. Hipparchia was captivated as well.48 magnilla, a philosopher 
who was both a daughter and a wife of philosophers, is named in an inscrip-
tion from apollonia in mysia.49 Phila of macedonia, though not a full-fledged 
philosopher herself, apparently was attracted to philosophy through the influ-
ence of her son antigonus Gonatas. antigonus was himself a philosopher and 
entertained other philosophers at his court. a painting from Boscoreale after a 
Greek original of the middle of the third century BC depicts Phila and antigonus 
listening to a philosopher who may be the Cynic menedemus of eretria. Phila 
is in the foreground, gazing up at the philosopher, showing much more interest 
than antigonus.50 Thus the Neopythagorean authors, especially those bearing 
philosophically significant names—like other creative women working in phi-
losophy, scholarship, and art—often chose to adopt their male relatives’ interests. 
In the case of Plato, however, not only Socrates but also his mother, Perictione, 
may have been his inspirations.

Considering that other Hellenistic women, including Hestiaea and agallis, 
were capable of writing scholarly works on more arcane subjects than those dis-
cussed in most of the Neopythagorean letters and treatises (such as who had 
invented ball-playing and whether the Trojan War had been fought around the 
city named Ilium in the Hellenistic period), there is no reason to believe that  
the education of women would not have rendered them competent to compose 
these letters and treatises.51 Furthermore, even though some scholars have desig-
nated the women’s letters as “Pseudepigrapha,” Ptolemaïs’s authorship of an eru-
dite treatise on Greek musical theory has not been challenged.52 although she 
is the only woman we know of who wrote about musical theory, Porphyry, who 
quotes from her work, does not comment on the fact that she is female. arguing 
ex silentio, we may hypothesize that his lack of interest in her possible uniqueness 
indicates that there were others. a learned woman like Ptolemaïs did not seem 
as unusual to Porphyry as she does to us, for he knew of women philosophers in 
the circle of Plotinus, and his contemporary Iamblichus gave the names of many 
Pythagorean and Neopythagorean women (see Intro. and chap. 1, above). The 
first Greek woman who wrote about astronomy was Diophila, who worked, at 
the earliest, in the late fourth or early third century BC.53 The study of astronomy 
and musical theory was based on a knowledge of mathematics, and mathemat-
ics was an essential part of Pythagorean philosophy. This tradition goes back 
to women who lived in the days of Pythagoras himself. In her work “on Piety”  
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Theano I discusses Pythagorean number theory.54 Plutarch also urges that 
women learn mathematics because of the ethical influence of such study (Advice 
to the Bride and Groom, 48).

In any case, if other contemporary women did not write letters and prose trea-
tises, and if the very notion that women could write such works was considered 
outlandish, there would have been no point in circulating such literature under 
women’s names. Furthermore, as was true of the original Pythagoreans, it was 
necessary that the wife of a Neopythagorean understand the rules about diet, 
dress, childrearing, sexual relationships, and other aspects of the daily Pythago-
rean regimen. In addition, the biographical tradition about Pythagoras left no 
doubt that women, in particular Pythagoras’s own mother, wife, and daughter, 
were very much part of his inner circle, and the Neopythagoreans would scarcely 
have ignored the wisdom of their founder in this respect. 

It has been argued that because women are often the subject of the letters 
and treatises, these works were published under women’s names to win them 
credibility among their readers.55 For example, two Greek sex manuals were pur-
portedly written by women, but their female authorship was doubted even in 
antiquity.56 Similar arguments have been proposed to support the claim that the 
female poet erinna did not write “The Distaff.” Because the extant fragments of 
the poem deal with girlhood and mention dolls, a mother, and young wives, it 
has been asserted that the man who wrote the poem cleverly adopted a female 
pseudonym to lend the flavor of authenticity.57 I have argued elsewhere that er-
inna is, in fact, the author.58 Nevertheless, assuming that such an argument has 
validity, it is necessary to examine whether this argument might apply to the 
Neopythagorean writings attributed to women. a large portion of the work by 
women does deal with the proper conduct of women, but not all of it does. For 
example, Perictione I wrote about wisdom, and Theano II wrote about the theory 
of numbers and the immortality of the soul as well as about conjugal relations. 
Furthermore, many male writers also spoke of women without finding it neces-
sary to adopt a female pseudonym. Works on women’s obligations in religion and 
marriage, their general conduct, and the need to avoid luxury were attributed to 
Pythagoras himself. We cannot stress enough, however, that the Neopythago-
rean texts consistently employ a woman’s perspective; they comprise the earliest 
prose literature to examine these subjects from a female viewpoint and to assert 
strongly that the double standard in conjugal relations is painful for married 
women.

adhering closely to Pythagorean doctrine, the works by women and about 
women discuss the proper behavior of women, recommending chastity, control 
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of one’s appetites, and tolerance of a husband’s vices. many of the ideas in these 
writings were traditional in Greek thought. Precedents can be found even in the 
most misogynistic of earlier authors, including Hesiod and Semonides, though 
presented from a masculine point of view. yet these attitudes need not persuade 
us that the Neopythagorean texts were written by men. It would be unreason-
able to expect the Neopythagorean women to write like modern feminists, but 
they certainly do present these traditional concepts from a woman’s perspective. 
orthodox writings by women were much more likely than radical works to gain 
publication and circulation and thus be preserved.

That the writers often urge their readers to accept the status quo, which favors 
men, does not mean that they were men, deviously controlling women. Life as a 
single woman was not an attractive choice. From the archaic through the Ptol-
emaic period there was no room in Greek society for a respectable spinster or di-
vorcée. They were prey to men: in the same sentence Pythagoras himself had di-
rected the men of Croton to avoid both concubines and unmarried women (see 
chap. 2). If a woman were to divorce a philandering husband and remarry, her 
subsequent husband might be even worse. Since according to Greek and roman 
law children belonged to their father, a divorcée would be separated from her 
own children and would have no descendants to care for her in her old age. It was 
not unlikely that she would become a stepmother, recruited to raise the children 
of her next husband. The texts of the Neopythagorean women authors reflect the 
realities of the strongly patriarchal Greek society to which there simply were no 
alternatives.



C h a p t e r  f o u r

Introduction to the Prose Writings  
of Neopythagorean Women

The Neopythagorean letters and treatises discussed in this book are the  earliest 
extant examples of literary Greek prose by women. Some poetry by women, in-
cluding Sappho, is earlier. Poetry precedes prose among male writers as well. In 
the corpus of Greek literature, women’s voices are extremely rare. The Neopy-
thagoreans are among the first women in the Greek world to write letters that 
were circulated and published, but they are not the only ones who wrote letters. 
For example, in the second half of the fourth century BC, olympias wrote to 
alexander warning him of a plot against him (Diod. Sic.17.32.1). 

Some of the Neopythagorean authors are thought to have lived in alexandria 
in the Ptolemaic period (see chap. 3). Therefore it seems particularly relevant  
to look at the nonliterary letters of women in egypt during the same time pe-
riod. These letters, written on papyrus, have been translated and published in 
roger S. Bagnall and raffaella Cribiore, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 
BC–AD 800.1 Some of the Ptolemaic letters are petitions and requests addressed 
to government officials and estate managers, while others are private letters from 
women to members of their family and include discussions of birth, death, reli-
gion, household management, and legal matters. The letters in the latter category 
are well written, employing complex sentence structure and displaying an under-
standing of the epistolary medium and good knowledge of the Greek language.2 
yet the women who sent them did not live in the sophisticated cosmopolis of 
alexandria; rather, the writers were women who lived in smaller cities and Greek 
settlements in egypt. Thus, like the Neopythagorean women, the writers of the 
personal letters on papyrus were sufficiently educated and wealthy enough to 
indulge their wish to communicate in writing with others. The letters by other 
women on papyrus serve as additional evidence that women were indeed the 
authors of the Neopythagorean texts attributed to them. The fulsome greetings 
and endings of many of the papyrus letters indicate that the women had plenty of 
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time to write them and did not need to stint on the use of papyri. Several sheets  
of papyrus could be glued together for longer letters. The lengthy literary letters  
of the Neopythagorean women would have been written on papyrus rolls com-
prising numerous sheets glued together. Thus it has been postulated that the 
papyrus containing a koine paraphrase of melissa’s letter to Clearete and the 
opening of Theano II’s letter to euboule was originally part of a papyrus roll 
containing additional Neopythagorean letters.3

The majority of the Neopythagorean texts are letters; a few are treatises. The 
texts are didactic. The treatises expound philosophical ideas, and many of the let-
ters offer words of advice from women to women; the only exception is a letter to 
a male physician. The recipients of the letters generally face domestic problems, 
ranging from coping with unfaithful husbands to the rearing of children and 
the treatment of slaves. That advice is offered implies that the recipients had not 
been managing their lives successfully. The texts also treat the perennial  subject 
of women’s virtues, especially sophrosyne (chastity, self-control, moderation). 
Sometimes the letters seem personal, though they are nevertheless prescriptive, 
literary letters and lack the effusive greetings and closings of the nonphilosophi-
cal letters collected by Bagnall and Cribiore. often the Neopythagorean letters 
resemble treatises. Because the problems and topics they discuss were common, 
the Neopythagorean letters can be understood as addressed to a specific reader 
while offering advice general enough to be read by any woman in need of it. (a 
parallel would be Plutarch’s Letter of Consolation to His Wife, which contains in-
timate details about her breastfeeding history but nevertheless were read by read-
ers in addition to the letter’s addressee.) For this reason, as we have mentioned, 
some letters of melissa and Theano II circulated between the Neopythagorean 
communities in the east and west.4 We note that Thesleff assigned melissa to the 
west, and both letter writers named Theano to the east (see chap. 3). This circula-
tion of texts is further evidence that although some Neopythagoreans lived in the 
east and some in the west, their views on perennial social and personal problems 
were similar, and the letters constitute a consistent corpus.

We need not picture the authors of these texts as necessarily sitting at a 
desk, nibbling their quill pens, and staining their fingers with ink. even if they 
knew how to write, upper-class women (like men) would often dictate to male 
scribes. The scribes who wrote the letters in Bagnall and Cribiore’s Women’s Let-
ters from Ancient Egypt were professionals, who may have been slave or free: 
they were normally hired by individuals to write a single letter. In contrast, since 
the Neopythagorean women were wealthy, their scribes were probably personal 
slaves; therefore it is certainly unlikely that they dared to alter the woman’s words 
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to suit male sensibilities.5 In slave-owning societies, civil status trumped gender. 
Thus we may still hear the women’s voices. Because the women authors could 
employ scribes, they themselves did not need to know how to read and write. 
By the Hellenistic period, however, literacy among upper-class women was not 
uncommon (see Intro. and chap. 3, above). Nevertheless, wealthy literate people 
often employed slave secretaries to write as they dictated and slave readers to 
read aloud to them. Thus, despite the intimate discussions of sex, infidelity, and 
scandal in some of the letters, a mistress would not have hesitated to employ a 
slave to write or read them aloud. Slaves were ubiquitous in antiquity, and life 
proceeded as if they were part of the furniture. Despite their presence, they were 
not intruding on the writer’s privacy.

Women Philosophers

Pythagoreanism provided the largest number of examples of female philoso-
phers. In A History of Women Philosophers,6 Gilles ménage names twenty-six 
female Pythagoreans, while women affiliated with all the other schools (includ-
ing Platonists, Cynics, epicureans, Stoics, and others) total only twenty-four. 
Furthermore, there are no philosophical treatises by women other than the 
Neopythagoreans extant from this period. Women were intimately involved in 
Pythagoreanism from its founding in the sixth century BC, far longer than they 
were connected with any other Greek philosophical school. Pythagoreanism sur-
vived among women also because some of its tenets were later absorbed into 
Platonism, which admitted female disciples. Tradition connected Platonism to 
Pythagoreanism through a female link: Plato’s mother, Perictione. Both Pythago-
reanism and Platonism emphasized mathematics as having not merely a material 
value but also a spiritual power, and music was an audible expression of math-
ematical relationships. 

Plutarch is also a good source for the pragmatic but intellectual currents of 
Hellenistic philosophy as they affected women. In the area of conjugal relations 
Plutarch was not an original thinker, but rather an industrious and eclectic one.7 
The Neopythagorean treatises and letters on marriage were one of his sources for 
his Advice to the Bride and Groom. Similarities abound. Plutarch gives detailed 
instructions for the proper behavior of the wife, counseling her to live for her 
husband, to tolerate his vices, to think no private thoughts, to avoid adultery, and 
to consider the marriage bed sacrosanct. The husband in turn was urged, though 
not obliged, to be sexually monogamous. In his Advice to the Bride and Groom, 
Plutarch advised the bride eurydice to behave like a philosopher. Thus Plutarch 
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notes that “a woman who understands mathematics will be ashamed to dance,” 
and he refers in his Introduction to “the tunefulness of marriage and home” and 
to “discourse, harmony, and philosophy.”8 Pythagoreanism was a particularly ap-
propriate model for Plutarch’s view of marriage, for its tenets applied to the daily 
lives of married couples, though wives rather than husbands were obliged to 
make the majority of the accommodations necessary for a harmonious marriage. 

We may compare Pythagoras’s adamant stand against adultery to the more 
lenient approach of Plutarch in Advice to the Bride and Groom (44): “What does 
drive women mad is their husbands’ . . . association with other women. It is 
therefore wrong to cause such pain and disturbance to wives for the sake of a 
little pleasure. Better to treat a wife as we treat bees, which are believed to become 
angry and pugnacious towards those who have just had sexual relations with a 
woman, and so keep yourself pure and clean of intercourse with others when you 
go to your wife’s bed.”

Plutarch recommends that women stay in their homes like turtles and talk  
only to their husbands or through them (Advice, 32). Nevertheless upper-class 
women in Hellenistic Greece were not secluded and were subject to extramarital 
temptations. For example, before her marriage eurydice had studied with Plu-
tarch, who was not her kinsman. The letters by Neopythagorean women also 
show that the women were neither secluded nor forbidden to meet with men 
who were not their relatives; a virtuous Neopythagorean woman could be con-
versant with a male philosopher and a male physician, and she could contemplate 
the notion and consequences of being in bed with a man who was not her hus-
band. Beginning with Perictione I’s admonitions to women against committing 
adultery, the warnings suggest that the authors would not inveigh against such 
infidelity if it were nonexistent. any kind of adultery by wives would threaten to 
destabilize the small community of Neopythagoreans even more than extrava-
gant philandering by husbands. Clearly, women in the Hellenistic period enjoyed 
more autonomy than their classical counterparts. Both the Neopythagorean let-
ters and Plutarch state that a wife may initiate a divorce without mentioning any 
need for male assistance.9 This social context helps to confirm the date of the 
letters as Hellenistic.10 Probably because women’s concerns are generally remote 
from the worlds of war and politics, and Neopythagoreans were further insulated 
in their cult, the letters lack references to events that could date them more spe-
cifically. In any case, as literary letters their content is timeless.

Plutarch and the Neopythagoreans are also in agreement about their disdain 
for cosmetics, jewelry, and luxurious and ornate clothing: thus, if the bride eu-
rydice would not only read but also memorize the treatise Plutarch’s wife wrote 
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on adornment, she would eschew the use of cosmetics (“Advice,” 48). Plutarch 
and the Neopythagoreans both find much to admire in the Spartan way of life. In 
particular, they both approve of many aspects of the Spartan system of education. 

In the letters it becomes clear that women exercise authority over their own 
appearance and over their children and household slaves. They cannot, however, 
control their husbands, for there was no Pythagoras around in the Hellenistic pe-
riod to enforce his ban on extramarital sexual relationships. It is clear, however, 
that the problem of unfaithful husbands was as acute and painful to wives as it 
had been in the days of the original Pythagoreans (see chap. 2). Nevertheless, 
observant Neopythagoreans, men as well as women, lived according to Pythago-
ras’s ethical advice. The male author of the Hellenistic treatise titled “Charondas” 
advocated limiting sexual relationships to those that would produce legitimate 
children.11 “Charondas” states that each man should love his wife according to 
custom and law, that the man should ejaculate his seed only into his legitimate 
wife, and that the couple should produce children.12 “ocellus” in On the Nature 
of the Universe (written ca. 150 BC) also asserts that sexual intercourse should be 
limited to a married couple with the goal of reproduction.13 any sex outside mar-
riage is brutish and animalistic.14 

accordingly, the letters of Neopythagorean women discussing adultery are 
both private and public; they deal with an individual woman’s struggle with her 
husband’s infidelity and with a general social problem that afflicted marriages. 
The letters are especially persuasive because their authors are women, address-
ing other women who are their social equals. most of the letters are a form of 
communication between two women, and it is possible to glean a glimpse of 
both author and recipient in addition to their names. The letters are a medium 
of self-presentation. Sometimes the description is overt, for example, when myia 
describes herself as an older more experienced woman than her correspondent 
Phyllis, who is a new mother. The writers’ stance is sympathetic, and there is no 
doubt that they are interested in the reader’s well-being, though in discussions 
of marital difficulties, they never discuss their own personal experience. Theano 
I, in particular, serves as a model for other women (see chap. 1). The authors 
present themselves as sophisticated, knowledgeable, and well-spoken. We also 
occasionally detect more flexibility in the writers’ views of propriety than in Py-
thagoras’s stern admonitions against wearing cosmetics and expensive clothing. 
Thus melissa in her letter to Cleareta describes the virtuous woman as having 
made her face beautiful inexpensively and wearing clothing that is not overly 
costly.15 The frequent reminders to avoid excessive expenditures and conspicuous 
consumption, such as not wearing jewels or purple, or bathing too much, create a 
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palimpsest of the life of luxury available to elite women in the Hellenistic world. 
We deduce that although the Neopythagorean women were quite willing to per-
petuate Pythagoras’s strictures on female dress and be immediately identifiable 
in their appearance as Pythagoreans, they also wanted to be physically attractive. 
although the male gaze assessing women is almost ubiquitous in Greek litera-
ture, in these letters we encounter the female gaze. 

Neopythagorean letters by women to women display the same bonds of 
friendship that may be observed between Pythagorean men. Pythagoreans were 
famous for their concern for each other, and numerous anecdotes are told about 
their altruism.16 The letters by and to women are characteristic of Pythagore-
anism in showing the concern of older women for younger, less experienced 
women, or for women married to adulterers, advising them as a mother would 
a daughter.

We may note briefly that the Neopythagorean letters should be categorized as 
letters of exhortation. Techniques for writing such letters were taught formally 
in the rhetorical schools and could be observed in published letters and in the 
harangues of rhetoricians and philosophers in public places. Since women in 
the Hellenistic period were not secluded, they would have witnessed these per-
formances. The rules of style were also available in manuals such as the Typoi 
Epistolikoi. This work was attributed to the Peripatetic Demetrius of Phalerum, 
who was born in the middle of the fourth century BC and ended his colorful ca-
reer by serving as librarian in alexandria under Ptolemy I, but it has been dated 
between 200 BC and aD 300, probably as a result of modifications over the cen-
turies.17 The Neopythagorean letters conform to Demetrius’s advice. They show 
a judicious blend of the graceful and plain styles and are conversational while 
eschewing the informal diction of dialogue. They are expositions “of a simple 
subject in simple terms.”18 The letters are an appropriate length; the longer texts, 
such as those by Perictione I and Perictione II, are treatises. We may speculate 
that although the letters were originally addressed to individual women, like the 
Neopythagorean treatises and like Plutarch’s letter of consolation to his wife, they 
were copied and circulated among other like-minded readers and perhaps even 
more widely, and that is how they came to be preserved.

“The other Woman”

The letters from women to women mirror concerns recorded in the biographies 
of Pythagoras (see chap. 2). They are consistent with Pythagoras’s teachings and 
consistent with each other, though they do not reflect or reiterate all his ideas 
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about women.19 In the body of letters as a whole there are no internal contradic-
tions in the advice about conjugal relations. Pythagoras focused more on male 
behavior; the letters, in contrast, emphasize the effect of husbands’ behavior on 
their wives. By far the most attention is paid to anguished wives whose husbands 
consort with other women, especially with courtesans. This betrayal is recog-
nized as the most painful experience for a wife and has the potential to cause the 
most profound disturbance to a wife’s inner harmony. No fewer than three let-
ters, including two very long ones, discuss the unfaithful husband at length, and 
the topic is raised, in passing, in others. In two letters Theano II offers sympathy 
and advice to eurydice and Nicostrate, whose husbands are ensnared by cour-
tesans (hetairai).20 Perictione I as well advises the wife whose husband consorts 
with other women.21 In these texts more words are devoted to how a wife should 
treat a philandering husband than how to live with a faithful spouse.

We draw attention to the fact that the “other woman” is the subject that recurs 
most frequently in these letters. In contrast, the effect of a husband’s infidelity 
on his wife is not a topic of any major interest in any corpus of prose composed 
by male didactic or philosophical authors in the classical or Hellenistic period. 
That these Neopythagorean letters, written by women to women, pay special at-
tention to the response of wives to unfaithful husbands supports the thesis that 
they were, in fact, written by women rather than by men using pseudonyms. 
Neopythagorean women recognize the devastating effect that the husband who 
engages in sexual relationships with other women has on his wife, providing a 
rare insight into how these wives felt.

Furthermore, the philandering husbands described in these letters are break-
ing not only the rules of sexual conduct for Pythagoreans but also the rules for 
Greek gentlemen. Though the double standard of behavior was acknowledged as 
normal and permissible, the husbands in these letters have gone too far: they are 
breeching the social limits regarding decorum and self-control. These men are  
so besotted that they have forgotten to be discreet. They ignore their wives’ feel-
ings and are totally enslaved to passion. What they are doing is the modern-day 
equivalent of a married man buying an expensive apartment for his mistress in 
the same neighborhood where his wife resides and boldly taking the mistress 
out to restaurants and on trips where they may be seen and become the subject 
of gossip.

Greek society at large was tolerant of a husband’s infidelity as long as the hus-
band did not flaunt the other woman and as long as the extramarital relationship 
did not cause an intolerable drain on the family’s finances. The idea of irrespon-
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sible expenditure and waste of a family’s livelihood from a husband’s associations 
with courtesans appears as well in Theano’s letter to Nicostrate.22

The double standard is obvious in the law codes and texts composed by men. 
For example, the wealthy orator Lysias visited a courtesan named metaneira 
regularly and brought her to athens to be initiated into the eleusinian mysteries 
([Dem.] 59. 21–22). But he was married to his niece and his elderly mother lived 
with them. Therefore he kept his relationship with metaneira strictly separate 
from his marriage and lodged her in athens with a bachelor friend. Such behav-
ior was considered acceptable for a married man. as we have mentioned, even 
Plutarch (Advice, 44) is tolerant of a husband’s infidelity, though he admonishes 
a bridegroom not to go directly from a courtesan to his wife because recognizing 
where he had been [i.e., the smells of her perfume and of the stale sex] would 
provoke the wife and cause her to sting like an enraged bee. He also excuses the 
husband who commits an offense with a mistress or servant. He tells the wife not 
to be angry with him but to reflect that it is his respect for her that makes her 
husband share his intemperance with another woman (Advice, 16). 

The letters of respectable Neopythagorean women paint the courtesans as de-
mons and temptresses who entice husbands for the sake of money and who are a 
wife’s rivals for attention and love. yet the lives of these unmarried women might 
seem glamorous and attractive. The authors of the letters suggest that husbands 
patronized courtesans because they considered them more exciting and interest-
ing than their wives. Unlike the Pythagorean women, they could wear brightly 
colored clothes, paint their faces lavishly with cosmetics, and wear gold jewelry.23 

although it is understandable that wives demonized and glamorized them, in 
reality courtesans were at least as much victims of the patriarchal society as were 
the betrayed wives. Their only power, if they were free, was to accept or reject a 
man as a client. Popular courtesans might choose among clients, but the period 
when their youthful beauty would attract well-paying men vying for their favors 
was brief. Without dowries or male kin to protect them, their welfare was pre-
carious and their lives were sordid. Considering the frequency with which they 
had intercourse and the unreliability of contraceptives, they were often pregnant, 
either enduring abortions or bearing children whose futures were as uncertain 
as those of their mothers. Their mothers had no financial security and were es-
pecially vulnerable when they had lost their youthful charm and had no families 
to provide support.24 For example, when Pythagoras told the men of Croton to 
summarily abandon their concubines, all those women suddenly needed to find 
other partners or a new source of income (see chap. 2). 
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It is often said that Greek society condoned extramarital sexual relationships 
for men, but since the testimonia are overwhelmingly by men, that generaliza-
tion applies only to male attitudes. Differences between the views on adultery 
expressed, on the one hand, by Neopythagorean women and, on the other hand, 
by Plutarch indicate that the letters are by women for women. Women endure a 
husband’s infidelity, but they do not accept it as Plutarch does. In contrast, Plu-
tarch advises both husband and wife to abstain from extramarital intercourse, 
but in case the husband does indulge, he recommends discretion. 

The letters recognize that the husband who engages in an extramarital sexual 
relationship inflicts mortal pain on his wife’s psyche. They acknowledge the an-
guish of the betrayed wife and seek to offer sympathy and instruction in dealing 
with the problem. much of the advice and the excuses supplied for the husband’s 
behavior are strikingly familiar and modern—e.g., the relationship with the 
other woman is unimportant in comparison to marriage; the husband will soon 
tire of his mistress; he was emotionally needy; his lust was overwhelming; he fell 
in love. 25 

There were several categories of women with whom a husband could have 
extramarital intercourse. Some were free of cost throughout Greek history: these 
were slaves in his own house or those whose owner granted him permission. It 
may well be that the woman described in Theano’s Letter to Callisto who whips 
her slave is enraged because the husband has chosen that slave as his favorite 
(whether the slave was willing or not). 

The dictum of Pseudo-Demosthenes (59.122) in the fourth century BC sums 
up gender relations from a male perspective: “We have mistresses (hetairai) for 
the sake of pleasure, concubines (pallakai) for daily service to the body, and 
wives (gynaikai) for the bearing of legitimate offspring and to be the faithful 
guardians of the house.” (We pause to point out that no Greek woman—mistress 
or concubine or wife—could have made the equivalent statement about men.) 
The hetairai in this context must include all women who were paid for their sex-
ual favors, from high-priced courtesans to prostitutes. a concubine was a woman 
whom a man supported and with whom he had a long-term liaison. Pythagoras 
had urged the men of Croton to give up their concubines (pallakai).26 In con-
trast, the Neopythagorean letters are most concerned about hetairai. Theano II, 
writing to a betrayed wife, uses the word hetaira.27 This choice of words probably 
indicates an actual difference in the identities of “the other woman.” Croton in 
the days of Pythagoras was wealthy and prosperous, but it was hardly the mecca 
for famous hetairai. The profession of the hetaira evolved along with the develop-
ment of coinage and commerce in the Greek world. Thus Solon, whose legisla-
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tion strengthened athens as a commercial center, established state-owned broth-
els.28 The young male client handing a purse to a hetaira is a common theme in 
athenian vase painting.29 aspasia, Phryne, and Neaera, hetairai who practiced 
their trade in the fifth and fourth centuries BC in athens and Corinth, are some 
of the best-known women in Greek antiquity. Hellenistic alexandria, with its 
prosperity and glamour, was the home of even more powerful and wealthy he-
tairai. For example, in the third century BC, Bilistiche was a mistress of Ptolemy 
II, oenanthe was a mistress of Ptolemy III, and agathoclea was the mistress of 
Ptolemy IV; these women enjoyed great riches and even managed to wield po-
litical power.30 Bilistiche owned racehorses that were victorious at olympia, and 
agathoclea was a ship owner.31 Their highly visible success was doubtless a factor 
that attracted other courtesans to alexandria, a city where there were plenty of 
men with money looking for adventure and a good time. The Ptolemaic kings 
were married, and their flagrant adultery served as a model and excuse for errant 
husbands; to counter this licentious behavior, some marriage contracts included 
a monogyny clause.32 after the second Punic War, rome as well became a cos-
mopolitan wealthy city where courtesans plied their trade.33 Courtesans needed 
to be clever to survive and to be skilled at attracting men. With their wide range 
of sexual experiences they were able to be more entertaining in bed than the 
respectable wife who had learned about sex only from her husband and from her 
female relatives and friends. 

In her letter to Nicostrate, Theano II distinguishes the reasons a husband fre-
quents a hetaira from those that make him return to his wife: if he associates with 
the courtesan with a view toward pleasure, he associates with his wife with a view 
toward the beneficial. He goes to the courtesan in order to be frivolous, but abides  
with his wife in order to share a common life. He loves his wife on the basis of 
good judgment, but the courtesan on the basis of passion. Theano II goes on to 
distinguish the good wife from the courtesan by her orderly conduct toward her 
husband, her attention to her home, and her sensitive handling of children and 
associates.

Wives may also be involved in adulterous relationships. often, but not al-
ways, the wife is provoked by her husband’s infidelity. In her letter to Nicostrate, 
Theano II cautions a betrayed wife not to seek revenge by copying her husband’s 
behavior. In her essay “on the Harmonious Woman” Perictione I advises a be-
trayed wife to tolerate a husband who cohabits (suggenetai) with other women 
because men are forgiven for this error in judgment, but women never are. as we 
have mentioned above, women were no longer secluded as they had been in ath-
ens before the Peloponnesian War; rather, they were vulnerable to temptations. 
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Perictione I also urges women not to dress provocatively and to avoid becom-
ing involved with other men.34 Phintys cautions married women not to become 
intimate with strange men.35 She urges women to make sure that their children 
resemble their father.36 

In their advice, the Neopythagoreans reflect the mores of the days of Pythag-
oras, when an anecdote was told about a Pythagorean man who moderated a 
quarrel between two men, one of whom was accused of seducing the wife of the 
other (Iambl. VP 125). a statement attributed to Deino or Theano I alludes to a 
wife who had sex with another man and slept in his bed (see chap. 2). Thus, even 
in classical magna Graecia, it was not inconceivable for a wife to have an affair, 
but such liaisons must have been extremely rare, as they were also in the days of 
the Neopythagoreans.

What is the betrayed wife to do? The letters agree that she should not be bru-
talized by jealousy and anger but should preserve her inner harmony. She should 
endeavor to continue to live a harmonious life and not lower herself to the level 
of her husband and his mistress. Theano II warns rhodope not to reproach her 
husband for licentiousness or to take revenge. She interprets Nicostrate’s hus-
band’s infatuation with a courtesan as madness and cautions the troubled wife to 
endure his infidelity, for it will not last long. Similarly, Perictione I declares that 
a wife must put up with a husband who sleeps with other women.37 revenge on 
the part of the wife is demeaning to her; divorce will surely bring either another 
husband (who may have the same faults) or spinsterhood. 

The general tenor of the rest of the women’s advice urges the wife to accommo-
date her husband’s moods, to be sexually faithful, and to love her husband and 
children. The authors of the letters view this not as subservience, but rather as 
self-development, for it allows the wife to retain her own internal harmony, an 
important component of Pythagorean philosophy. The Neopythagoreans who 
lived after Perictione I reiterated her advice: 

a woman must live for her husband and according to law and in actuality, 
thinking no private thoughts of her own, but taking care of her marriage and 
guarding it. For everything depends on this. a woman must bear all that 
her husband bears, whether he be unlucky or does wrong out of ignorance, 
whether he be sick or drunk or sleep with other women. For this latter wrong-
doing is peculiar to men, but never to women. rather it brings vengeance upon 
her. Therefore, a woman must preserve the law and not emulate men. and she 
must endure her husband’s temper, stinginess, complaining, jealousy, abuse, 
and anything else peculiar to his nature. and she will deal with all of his char-
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acteristics in such a way as is congenial to him by being discreet. For a woman 
who is affectionate to her husband and treats him in an agreeable way is a 
harmonious woman.38

Parents

The Neopythagorean advice about relationships between the generations is similar 
to that attributed to Pythagoras himself. It is basically traditional Greek thought 
about caring for parents. That this advice is found frequently in letters to married 
women suggests that, despite marriage, they would continue to see their parents, 
though of course the treatment of parents includes parents by marriage. Peric-
tione I, in “on the Harmonious Woman,” declares that a woman must revere her 
parents and observes that they act in the interests of their grandchildren. Sarah 
Hrdy, in Mothers and Others: The Evolutionary Origins of Mutual Understanding, 
has recently pointed out the beneficial evolutionary effect of grandparents, espe-
cially of grandmothers.39 This insight was rare among the Greeks, who usually 
considered an older woman a liability.40 The Neopythagoreans evidently married 
within the community, and women were not secluded in their husband’s home 
but enjoyed access to their natal families.



C h a p t e r  f i v e

The Letters and Treatises of  
Neopythagorean Women in the East

The Greek version of the texts in chapters 5 and 6 is cited as published in Thesleff, 
Texts, followed by page and line numbers. references to Hercher are to the mon-
umental r. Hercher, Epistolographi Graeci.1 The letters of melissa, myia, and The-
ano II have also been published in alfons Städele, Die Briefe des Pythagoras und 
der Pythagoreer.2 Städele showed that the manuscripts present the letters in vary-
ing sequences. Thesleff arranged the texts alphabetically by the authors’ names. 
The texts are presented here chronologically by author, following Thesleff ’s dat-
ing.3 Since there is proof that the texts traveled beyond their place of origin, a 
chronological arrangement will reveal any influences of early authors on later 
ones. The translations cited in Waithe, Women Philosophers, are by Vicki Lynn 
Harper. any small changes in the Harper translation are indicated by italics.4 I 
have taken the liberty of substituting other english words for “sin” (hamartano, 
hamartia) because the word is anachronistic and misleading. Stobaeus is cited 
from C. Wachsmuth and o. Hense, Ioannis Stobaei: Anthologium.5 The refer-
ences introducing particular passages in the Commentaries refer to Thesleff ’s 
Texts and to the english translation. Further philosophical commentary on many 
of the letters in chapters 5 and 6 appears in chapter 7, below.

Theano I. “on Piety” 

Thesleff, Texts, 195, trans. Sarah B. Pomeroy

Introduction

Theano I was the wife of Pythagoras (see chap. 1), while Theano II was a Neopy-
thagorean, or several Neopythagoreans named Theano, whose works have been 
collected under the rubric Theano II. apparently the hypothesis that more than 
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one woman author bore the name Theano is due to the large number of extant 
texts by her; no one has detected any differences in style or content among them. 
Thesleff comments that the dates of the statements attributed to Theano I are in- 
determinate, and he dates some of these writings or apophthegms to the fourth 
to the third century BC.6 apophthegms from Theano I were quoted by 300 BC.7 
These bon mots could have been authentic quotations, as Diogenes Laertius re-
ports that Theano wrote a few things.8 Theano lived in the time of some highly 
literate Greek women, including the lyric poets and wise women; one priestess 
was said to have instructed Pythagoras and Cleobuline, daughter of the philoso-
pher Cleobulus, who composed riddles in verse.9 The Pythagorean women are 
not unique insofar as having their words quoted by later generations. although 
athenian women were a muted group, Spartan women of the classical period were 
encouraged to speak out and were quoted and their pithy sayings collected.10 The 
Spartans were renowned for their excellent memories: for example, they did not 
have a written law code because they all knew the laws by heart. Theano’s writings 
cover a wide range of subjects, including human morality, proper etiquette, daily 
conduct, and the numerical structure of the universe.11 The following fragment 
shows that in its emphasis on mathematics, Pythagoreanism is akin to Platonism. 

Transl ation

“I have learned that many Greeks think Pythagoras said everything is created 
from number. This statement itself raises a question. How can what does not 
exist think and reproduce? But he did not say everything is derived from num-
ber, but everything is generated according to number, that the primary order is 
in number. By being part of it [the primary order], a first and second and the rest 
that follow are the order for things that are counted.”

Commentary

Pythagoras had observed that women were especially pious: hence, perhaps, the 
title of Theano’s treatise. The extant fragment, however, deals with another key 
feature of Pythagorean doctrine. It was popularly believed that Pythagoras con-
sidered number the origin of everything that exists. W. emmanuel abraham, 
referring to aristotle’s Metaphysics, explains: “Things are ontic constructs, not 
number aggregates; as ontic creatures, they exist through relations of numbers 
and through conformity to those relations.”12 aristotle, however, who did not 
believe women were capable of philosophizing, apparently had not read Theano’s 
text or he ignored it, for he reported: 
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The so-called Pythagoreans, who were the first to take up mathematics, not 
only advanced this study, but also having been brought up in it they thought its 
principles were the principles of all things. Since of these principles numbers 
are by nature the first, and in numbers they seemed to see many resemblances 
to the things that exist and come into being—more than in fire and earth and 
water (such and such a modification of numbers being justice, another being soul 
and reason, another being opportunity—and similarly almost all other things 
being numerically expressible); since, again, they saw that the modifications 
and the ratios of the musical scales were expressible in numbers;—since, then, 
all other things seemed in their whole nature to be modelled on numbers, and 
numbers seemed to be the first things in the whole of nature, they supposed 
the elements of numbers to be the elements of all things, and the whole heaven 
to be a musical scale and a number.13

Thesleff, Texts, 195.13–14. “How can what does not exist”
Burkert remarks on the noteworthy idea that number does not exist and argues 
that equating “being and corporal being” suggests a Hellenistic date and dis-
agreement with aristotle.14 If Burkert’s hypothesis is correct, this passage should 
be attributed not to Theano I, wife of Pythagoras, but to some later Theano.

Theano I. apophthegms, trans. Sarah B. Pomeroy

Apophthegm: “If the soul is not immortal, then life is truly a feast for 
evildoers who die after behaving iniquitously.” 15

Commentary

This apophthegm seems to be directed against philosophers who doubted the ex-
istence of the afterlife, including Democritus (5th c. BC) and his atomist theory. 
Pythagoreans believed in the immortality of the soul and the transmigration of 
the soul after death to a destiny appropriate to the life that had been lived. Thus 
a person who had lived a disorderly and amoral life might be reborn as a pro-
miscuous beast. Here Theano considers the order of the world not as numerical 
concepts but rather in moral anthropocentric terms. 

Apophthegm: “There are things which it is fine to discuss; about these things 
it is shameful to remain silent. There are also things which it is shameful to 

discuss; about these things it is preferable to remain silent.” 16
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Commentary

Theano could also offer practical everyday advice.

Apophthegm: It is better to ride a horse without reins than to be an 
unreflective woman.17

Commentary

“horse”: In her letter below, Phintys of Sparta considers the possibility of a 
woman riding a horse.
“unreflective”: Theano also spoke of the necessity for a woman to be thoughtful. 
That the soul has no sex and that women may be as rational as men is a theme 
that is repeated in the writings of female Neopythagoreans. 

Apophthegm: Being asked what is love (eros), Theano said it is  
a condition of “an unoccupied soul.” 18

Commentary

In other words, passion and desire will not afflict those who are busy thinking 
virtuous thoughts. That eros could cause irrationality and personal loss of control 
was a traditional Greek idea. Sappho had written: “eros, loosener of limbs, whirls 
me,”19 and “I’m in love! I’m not in love! / I’m crazy! I’m not crazy!”20 This concept, 
however, did not prevent Theano from approving of sexual attraction within the 
marriage relationship (see chap. 1).

Perictione I. “on the Harmonious Woman”

Thesleff, Texts, 142–45, Stob. 4: 688–93, 631–32, trans. Flora r. Levin21

Introduction

Thesleff identifies the dialect as Ionic with a few Doricisms. He also finds that an 
author named Perictione uses a “fairly consistent Doric” in “on Wisdom” (Peri 
Sophias),22 and he therefore concludes that there were two traditions for authors 
named Perictione. “on the Harmonious Woman” was written in the east in the 
fourth to third century BC, and “on Wisdom” in the third to second century BC 
in the west.23 The earlier text was addressed to women, the later treatise was writ-
ten for both women and men. These authors are referred to in this book as Per-
ictione I and Perictione II. Thesleff dates Perictione I to the fourth to third cen-
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tury and believes the author was probably Plato’s mother.24 Upper-class athenian 
women married at puberty and could be mothers by the age of fifteen. Since Plato 
was born around 429 BC, if his mother lived as long as he did, she could well have 
written philosophical texts even as late as the second quarter of the fourth cen-
tury; this hypothesis is consistent with Thesleff ’s earlier date. Perictione would 
thus be the first athenian woman to have written not only an extant philosophi-
cal text but also any extant literature at all. She may have been influenced by 
philosophers in the Pythagorean diaspora in athens or by Plato himself, who 
visited Sicily and Tarentum, where he was friendly with the Pythagorean ruler 
archytas.25 Judging simply from their respective ages, it is likely that Perictione 
I wrote her essay before Plato wrote his dialogs. Some upper-class women in the 
classical period were literate. For example, in Xenophon, Oeconomicus (9.10), 
the wife of the wealthy Ischomachus keeps the household accounts.26 For female 
philosophers as predecessors we need look no further than aspasia, Diotima, 
Lastheneia, and axiothea in Plato’s circle and works. In quoting from Perictione 
at such great length, Stobaeus may be paying tribute to Plato’s mother. on the 
other hand, the name Perictione was an obvious one for a Neopythagorean to 
give to a daughter, since Plato had had links with Pythagoreanism and, like Py-
thagoras, had had female pupils (see chap. 1 and Theano II to rhodope, below). 
even if the identity of Perictione I is uncertain, it is at least clear that she is not 
the same woman as the later Perictione, who wrote “on Wisdom” (see chap. 6).27

The historical Perictione was born into a very wealthy family and then mar-
ried well, so her concerns about lavish adornment and expensive jewelry would 
reflect her personal experience as well as that of her elite audience. While criti-
cizing extravagant and seductive makeup and attire, she does believe harmoni-
ous women may bathe and wear adornments and attractive clothing in modera-
tion. She apparently was not one of the scruffy Pythagorean women portrayed in 
athenian comedy (see chap. 4). 

In this text Perictione I ranges over ethics, religion, dress, adultery, politics, 
household, and philosophy: these topics will recur in many of the texts written 
later by Neopythagorean women. She adapts Pythagorean theory to the actual 
lives of married women, for her treatise is not theoretical, but practical, with 
goals that could have been achieved by women in the fourth century and the 
Hellenistic period. Despite serious provocations, the harmonious woman will 
exercise self-control, will obey her parents, and will be at peace within herself. In 
such a condition she will be an integral part of the natural order of the universe 
and will be living the Pythagorean life. Harmodzo means “I fit together,” as a 
carpenter might join pieces; thus it came to mean “to accommodate.” Harmonia 
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refers to a joint between two parts of a whole and also connotes “temperament,” 
“music,” and “order.”28 In a harmonious person, reason and the passions are in 
total balance and attunement—like the stretched strings of a lyre. Such a person 
is neither “high-strung” nor “slack” or “loose.” In keeping with the musical meta-
phor, sophrosyne has been translated as “temperance,” but it also connotes chas-
tity and self-restraint. Traditionally, sophrosyne was a virtue of women and as 
such connoted inhibition, self-restraint, and chastity, but the Pythagoreans and 
Socratics extended the meaning to include both genders. For Pythagoras sophro-
syne was not confined to private life but also permeated all aspects of human exis-
tence (Iambl. VP 6.32, 27.132, 31.195). The Pythagoreans may have influenced Plato’s 
views on sophrosyne in the public sphere,29 and Xenophon’s views on sophrosyne in 
both the public and private spheres,30 and the views of these two Socratics, in turn, 
may have contributed to Neopythagorean theories. Several of the Neopythagorean 
letters refer directly to sophrosyne as a virtue in both women and men, especially 
in the context of marriage and education (see, e.g., Theano II to eurydice, below). 

The first three beneficiaries of a woman’s virtue (husband, children, and 
home) are traditional in Greek thought. The one good type of woman listed in 
Semonides’ Diatribe against Women (7th c. BC) causes her husband’s “property 
to grow and increase, and she grows old with a husband whom she loves and who 
loves her, the mother of a handsome and reputable family.”31 That a woman can 
win acclaim by governing is a more unusual idea, perhaps inspired by contempo-
rary macedonian queens or by earlier female monarchs, for example, artemisia 
I, or (less likely because of the chronology postulated just above) by the female 
guardians in Plato, Republic 5. It should be observed, in contrast, that Phintys, a 
member of the western group of Neopythagoreans, declared that women should 
not take part in government (see chap. 6).

The two fragments of this treatise are presented in the order in which they 
are printed in Thesleff, Texts. They are not recorded in a continuous order in 
Stobaeus (5th c. aD anthologist), where, in fact, Fragment II precedes Fragment 
I. Stobaeus quotes Fragment II in his chapter on duties toward parents (hoti chre 
tous goneis tes kathekouses times), and Fragment I in his chapter on household 
or estate management (Oikonomikos). Since Fragment I ends with a Pythagorean 
climax, there is a strong possibility that it constituted the last part of the treatise 
and that Fragment II came somewhat earlier in the treatise.

Transl ation

“We must deem the harmonious woman to be one who is well endowed with 
wisdom and self-restraint. For her soul must be very wise when it comes to virtue 
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so that she will be just and courageous [lit., “manly,” andreie] while being sensi-
ble and beautified with self-sufficiency, despising empty opinion. For from these 
qualities fair deeds accrue to a woman for herself as well as for her husband, chil-
dren, and home; and perchance even to the city, if in fact such a woman were to 
govern cities or people, as we see in the case of a legitimate monarchy. Surely, by 
controlling her desire and passion, a woman becomes devout and harmonious, 
resulting in her not becoming a prey to impious love affairs. rather, she will be 
full of love for her husband and children and her entire household. For all those 
women who have a desire for extramarital relations [lit., “alien beds”] themselves 
become enemies of all the freedmen and domestics in the house. Such a woman 
contrives both falsehood and deceits for her husband and tells lies against every-
one to him as well so that she alone seems to excel in goodwill and in mastery 
over the household, though she revels in idleness. For from all these activities 
comes the ruination that jointly afflicts the woman as well as her husband. and 
so let these precepts be pronounced before the women of today. 

“With regard to the sustenance and natural requirements of the body, it must 
be provided with a proper measure of clothing, bathing, anointing, hair-setting, 
and all those items of gold and precious stones that are used for adornment. For 
women who eat and drink all sorts of extravagant dishes and dress themselves 
sumptuously, wearing things that women are given to wearing, are decked out 
for seduction into all manner of vice, not only the bed but also the commission 
of other wrongful deeds. and so, a woman must merely satisfy her hunger and 
thirst, and if she is of the poorer class, her chill, if she has a cloak made of goat-
skin. To be consumers of goods from far-off lands or of items that cost a great 
amount of money or are highly esteemed is manifestly no small vice. and to wear 
dresses that are excessively styled and elaborately dyed with purple or some other 
color is a foolish indulgence in extravagance. For the body desires merely not to be 
cold or, for the sake of appearances, naked; but it needs nothing else. men’s opinion 
runs after inanities and oddities. Therefore a woman will neither cover herself with 
gold or the stone of India or of any other place, nor will she braid her hair with art-
ful device; nor will she anoint herself with arabian perfume; nor will she put white 
makeup on her face or rouge her cheeks or darken her brows and lashes or artfully 
dye her graying hair; nor will she bathe a lot. For by pursuing these things a woman 
seeks to make a spectacle of female incontinence. The beauty that comes from 
wisdom and not from these things brings pleasure to women who are well born. 

“Let a woman not think that noble birth and wealth and coming from a great 
city and having the esteem and love of illustrious and royal men are necessities. 
For if a woman is well off, she has nothing to complain about; if not, it doesn’t 
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do to yearn. a clever woman is not prevented from living without these benefits. 
even if allotments be great and marvelous, let not the soul strive for them, but 
let it walk far away from them. For they do more harm than good when some-
one drags a woman into trouble. Treachery, malice, and spite are associated with 
them, so that a woman so endowed could never be serene. 

“a woman must reverence the gods if she hopes for happiness, obeying the 
ancestral laws and institutions. and I name after [the gods], her parents, whom 
she must honor and revere. For parents are in all respects equivalent to the gods 
and they act in the interest of their grandchildren. a woman must live for her 
husband and according to law and in actuality, thinking no private thoughts of 
her own, but taking care of her marriage and guarding it. For everything de-
pends on this. a woman must bear all that her husband bears, whether he be 
unlucky or does wrong out of ignorance, whether he be sick or drunk or sleep 
with other women. For this latter wrongdoing is peculiar to men, but never to 
women. rather it brings vengeance upon her. Therefore, a woman must preserve 
the law and not emulate men. and she must endure her husband’s temper, stingi-
ness, complaining, jealousy, abuse, and anything else peculiar to his nature. and 
she will deal with all of his characteristics in such a way as is congenial to him by 
being discreet. For a woman who is affectionate to her husband and treats him in 
an agreeable way is a harmonious woman and one who loves her whole house-
hold and makes everyone in it well disposed. But when a woman has no love in 
her, she has no desire to look upon her home or children or slaves or their secu-
rity whatsoever, but yearns for them to go to perdition just as an enemy would; 
and she prays for her husband to die as she would a foe, hating everybody who 
pleases him, just so she can sleep with other men. 

“Thus, I think a woman is harmonious if she is full of sagacity and temper-
ance. For she will not only help her husband but also her relatives, slaves, and 
her whole household, in which reside all her possessions and her dear kin and 
friends. She will conduct their home with simplicity, speaking and hearing fair 
words and holding views on their common mode of living that are compatible, 
while acting in concert with those relatives and friends whom her husband ex-
tols. and if her husband thinks something is sweet, she will think so too; or if 
he thinks something bitter, she will agree with him. otherwise, she will be out of 
tune with her whole universe.”

Commentary 

Thesleff, Texts, 142.20. “courageous” [lit. “manly,” andreie]
In the works of radical Socratic philosophers, including Xenophon and Plato, 
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women may share masculine traits and virtues. See below on Theano II to 
 euboule (Thesleff, Texts, 196.17), chap. 6; below on Phintys; Plato, Resp., esp. bk. 
5; and Jeremy mcInerney, “Plutarch’s manly Women,” in Andreia: Studies in Man-
liness and Courage in Classical Antiquity, ed. ralph m. rosen and Ineke Sluiter 
(Leiden, 2003), 320–44, esp. 323–24.

Thesleff, Texts, 142.24–143.1. “a woman were to govern cities or people, as we 
see in the case of a legitimate monarchy.”

In Plato’s Republic women and men of the guardian class are given the same 
education, and there is no gender difference in the psyche (soul). Therefore, theo-
retically the state may be governed by a Philosopher King or Queen. Perictione 
I would also have been aware of historical queens, including artemisia I and II, 
who ruled their kingdoms on the periphery of the Greek world. 

Thesleff, Texts, 143.5. “enemies of all the freedmen and domestics in the house.”
The loyalties of slaves and freedmen would be compromised since they would 

know of the adultery and be forced by their mistress to lie to their master.
Thesleff, Texts, 143.10. “a proper measure of . . . bathing,” 143.26; “bathe a lot.”
Before the great baths built by roman emperors for the general population, 

Greek men bathed at the gymnasium. Immersion baths for women were a luxury, 
requiring the services of slaves to fetch and empty the water and fuel to warm it, 
and demanding that the bather own a bathtub and enjoy sufficient leisure time to 
bathe and to relax afterwards. Thus, according to athenaeus (12.519e), the Syba-
rites had tubs that allowed them to stretch out. In contrast, Pythagoreans dis-
couraged conspicuous consumption as well as the sensual, sexual, and seductive 
feelings that bathing could arouse. 

There were precedents for luxurious bathing for the Neopythagorean women 
in both the west and the east. Immersion baths and hipbaths were excavated 
in magna Graecia from the late fourth century BC and on the Greek mainland 
from the fifth century BC.32 Luxurious baths have also been found in private 
dwellings in Ptolemaic egypt.33 In alexandria, the wealth and imagination of 
Ptolemaic women allowed them to invent extravagant ablutions like the fabulous 
asses’ milk baths of Cleopatra VII. 

Pythagoreans cared about cleanliness. Phintys stresses the importance of 
washing with water and wearing clean clothes (see chap. 6, below).

myia advises Phyllis to prevent the nurse from bathing the infant too often be-
cause of the enervating effect. See chap. 6, below, Thesleff, Texts, 123.31–32. These 
references to excessive bathing are additional evidence of the high economic sta-
tus of Neopythagorean women.
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Thesleff, Texts, 143.18–19. “dyed with purple” [lit. “dipped in dye from the 
shellfish”]

Purple dye was made from a vein in certain shellfish. The process was in-
vented by the Phoenicians: hence the dye was known as Tyrian purple. Like 
gold, gemstones, and perfume, mentioned later in this paragraph, purple was 
extremely expensive and thus a symbol of power, luxury, and even decadence. 
In the Greco-roman world purple was worn by people of high status, especially 
royalty, and by freeborn roman children (see Pliny HN 9.60–63). 

Thesleff, Texts, 144.9–10. “a woman must live for her husband and according 
to law and in actuality, thinking no private thoughts of her own, but taking care 
of her marriage [lit. “bed”] and guarding it.”

Plutarch (Con. Praec. 14 ) advises: a wife should have no feelings of her own, but 
share her husband’s seriousness and sport, his anxiety and his laughter. We note, 
however, that Perictione’s emphasis is on sexual fidelity, whereas Plutarch is inter-
ested in emotional harmony in marriage. In the fifth century BC Sophocles, Oedipus 
fr. 909 (Nauck, 2d ed = 545a in Tragicorum Graecorum Fragments, ed. Kannicht), 
had written: “It is pleasing too, if her husband has had some bad experience, for a wife 
to put on a sad face with him and to join in sharing his pains and pleasures. [lacuna] 
you and I—when you suffer, I will be content to suffer with you.” Both passages are 
clearly consistent with the status quo in the patriarchal Greek world, which endured, 
despite some significant changes in women’s status and education, in the Hellenistic 
period. Parallel passages like this one about a wife having no private thoughts can-
not be used to argue that Perictione I and Plutarch were contemporaries.

Thesleff, Texts, 144.12–14. “For this latter wrongdoing is peculiar to men, but 
never to women. . . . and not emulate men.”

Perictione I is the first woman writer in western literature to acknowledge the 
double standard, the view that sexual relations preceding or outside of marriage 
are permissible for men, but not for women. Women are taught to perpetuate 
the double standard: life is over for the woman who has committed adultery. 
The wife must make the choice to endure a husband’s unharmonious behavior 
in order to preserve harmony in their marriage. Nomos can refer to custom or 
to legislation: in patriarchal societies—where men make the rules—both custom 
and law conspire to approve chastity only for respectable women and to allow 
men to be sexually polygynous. Prostitution served as an institution that pre-
served the chastity of respectable women while allowing men sexual freedom.34 
Pythagoras, however, advocated a strict standard of monogamy for both married 
women and men and required men to stop consorting with women to whom 
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they were not married (see chap. 2). By curbing her own sexual desires and jeal-
ousy when her husband is a slave to lustful appetite, the wife displays more virtue 
than he does and shows herself to be a more faithful Pythagorean. 

Thesleff, Texts, 143.22–23. “stone of India . . . arabian perfume” 
Herodotus (3.107) wrote that arabia was the only country where frankin-

cense, myrrh, cassia, cinnamon, and ladanum (rock-rose resin) grew. even after 
alexander’s campaigns in the east, the idea that aromatics were found only in 
arabia survived.35

Thesleff, Texts, 145.5–6. “otherwise, she will be out of tune with her whole 
universe” (anarmonios). 

Perictione closes with a typical Pythagorean sphragis, a reference to [the lack 
of] harmony. 

Perictione I. “on the Harmonious Woman,” fr. 2.

Thesleff, Texts, 145–46, Stob. 4.25.50, pp. 631–32 

Introduction

Care for parents was traditional in Greek society and even codified at athens by 
the laws of Solon.36 at Sparta the same views prevailed, as is clear from the anec-
dote about younger men giving their seats to older people, but not to bachelors, 
because a bachelor would not produce children who would rise in turn for their 
elders (Plut. Sayings of Spartans 227.14, Lyc. 15.2). There were no established state 
or privately run charities to care for the elderly; indeed, a major incentive to 
produce children was that they would care for their parents when they grew old. 

Pythagoras had advised his disciples to respect and obey their parents (see 
chap. 2). The migrations of the Pythagoreans themselves, however, probably 
separated many from their extended kinship networks. Hence it was necessary 
to reaffirm the principle that adults should obey and care for their parents. For 
sons to care for parents was traditional. That a daughter was obliged to care for 
her parents too may be attributed to the social upheavals of the Peloponnesian 
War and subsequent migrations, during which there were fewer constraints on 
women than had been in force earlier, as well as to the high economic and social 
status of some women, which enabled them to care for their own parents.37 In 
fact, if this Perictione was Plato’s mother, she may have been inspired to write 
this section of the treatise owing to her own experience with her children. Peric-
tione had three sons, including Plato, and one daughter by ariston, and another 
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son when she remarried after ariston’s death. after the execution of Socrates, 
Plato left athens. He traveled to Sicily and magna Graecia three times and was 
held hostage by pirates. In these tumultuous times, we speculate that at least the 
elderly Perictione could turn to her daughter Potone, who had married and be-
come the mother of Speusippus. 

Transl ation

“We should neither speak ill of our parents nor do them harm, but obey those 
who generated us in both trivial and important matters, and in every state of the 
soul and body, in inner and external matters, both in peace and in war, in health 
and in sickness, and in wealth and poverty, in fame and obscurity, whether they 
are private individuals or public officials. It is necessary to keep in step and never 
desert them, but to obey them even to the point of madness. Such conduct is 
considered wise and honorable by pious people.

“If someone should have contempt for her parents, plotting any sort of evil in 
private, her wrongdoing is recorded by the gods whether she is living or dead. 
People will hate her, and with the impious in their place under the earth forever 
she will be harmed by evils in behalf of justices and of the gods below who are 
appointed to supervise these matters.

“Divine and beautiful is the sight of one’s parents, so too is the reverence and 
the care of them, as great as the sight of the sun and all the stars which heaven 
wears and twirls, and whatever else anyone may consider something greater to 
view. It seems to me not even the gods are angry when they see this occur. It is 
necessary to revere them when they are living and when they have departed and 
never to mutter against them even when they behave senselessly because of illness 
or deception, but rather exhort and teach and in no way hate them. There is no 
greater error and injustice among human beings than not to revere one’s parents.”

Theano II to euboule

Thesleff, Texts, 195–97, Hercher, 603, nr. 4, Theodoret, De Vita Pythagoras (1598), 
163–65, trans. Vicki Lynn Harper, in Waithe, Women Philosophers, 42–43 

Introduction

This letter was written in the attic koine. The advice is consistent with the teach-
ings of Pythagoras concerning childrearing (Iambl. VP 51, 201–4; myia to Phyl-
lis, chap. 6, below; and see chap. 2). It is also consistent with the views of other 
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 philosophical schools and with traditional Greek ideas about the malleability of 
children. What is missing here is the corporal punishment that parents often 
used to discipline children.38 Furthermore, the Pythagoreans are distinctive in 
their concern about spoiling their children with too much comfort and luxury. 
The conspicuous consumption and abundance of material goods the Greeks 
encountered in such places as Hellenistic alexandria was at variance with Py-
thagorean ideals. most Greeks in other places and in other time periods did not 
enjoy such a surfeit that they needed to worry about giving children too much 
food or too many baths or keeping them too warm. according to Theano II, 
children should be trained to be Pythagoreans, to be comfortable with austerity, 
and to exercise self-control and temperance. This letter also reflects the influence 
of the Spartan educational system on Pythagorean childrearing. Like Pythagoras 
himself, the historical Spartans, and the guardian class in Plato’s Republic (which 
reflects Spartan practice), the Neopythagorean women authors do not differenti-
ate between boys and girls in such a way as to give the girls an inferior education. 
The Spartan agoge was revived in the Hellenistic period. If Theano II was a mem-
ber of the group of Neopythagoreans living in alexandria (see chap. 3), she may 
have even met Cratesicleia who was the mother of the Spartan king Cleomenes 
(r. 235 BC). Cratesicleia’s and Cleomenes’ children were hostages of Ptolemy III 
euergetes and killed by Ptolemy IV (Plut. Cleom. 38, and see chap. 1). 

In athens mothers looked after daughters until they left their parents’ house 
to be married; but mothers raised sons only until the age of seven, when they 
entered the father’s milieu and were turned over to male tutors, pedagogues, and 
relatives. as in Sparta, the Pythagorean mother’s contribution to the education 
of her children of both sexes and her continuing responsibility for the adults 
that they become is emphasized. We would expect the role of the mother to be 
discussed in a letter from one woman to another, but it is interesting to note that 
the role of the father is not mentioned at all. 

Transl ation 

“I hear that you are raising your children in luxury. The mark of a good mother 
is not attention to the pleasure of her children, but education with a view to 
temperance. Look out lest you accomplish not the work of a loving mother, but 
that of a doting one. When pleasure and children are brought up together, it 
makes the children undisciplined. What is sweeter to the young than familiar 
pleasure? one must take care, my friend, lest the upbringing of one’s children 
become their downfall. Luxury perverts nature when children become lovers of 
pleasure in spirit and sensualists in body, mentally afraid of toil and physically 
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soft. a mother must also exercise her charges in the things they dread—even if 
this causes them some pain and distress—so that they shall not become the slaves 
of their feelings, greedy for pleasure and shrinking from pain; but rather, shall 
honor virtue above everything and be able both to abstain from pleasure and to 
withstand pain. 

“Don’t let them be sated with nourishment, nor gratified in their every plea-
sure. Such lack of restraint in childhood makes them unbridled; it lets them say 
anything and try everything; especially if you take alarm every time they cry out, 
and always take pride in their laughter—smiling indulgently even if they strike 
their nurse or taunt you—and if you insist on keeping them unnaturally cool in 
summer and warm in winter, giving them every luxury. Poor children have no 
experience of such things; yet they grow up readily enough. They grow no less, 
and become stronger by far. But you nurse your children like the scions of Sar-
danapalus, enfeebling their manly natures with pleasures. What would one make 
of a child who, if he does not eat sooner, clamors; who, whenever he eats, craves 
the delights of delicacies; who wilts in the heat and is felled by the cold; who, if 
someone finds fault with him, fights back; who, if someone does not cater to his 
every pleasure, is aggrieved; who, if he does not chew on something, is discon-
tent; who gets into mischief just for the fun of it, and stutters about without living 
in an articulate way? 

“Take care, my friend—conscious of the fact that children who live licentiously 
become slaves when they grow to manhood—to deprive them of such pleasures. 
make their nourishment austere rather than sumptuous; let them endure both 
hunger and thirst, both cold and heat, and even shame before their peers or their 
overseers. This is how they turn out to be brave in spirit no matter whether they 
are exalted or tormented. Hardships, my dear, serve as a hardening-up process 
for children, a process by which virtue is perfected. Those who have been dipped 
sufficiently in them bear the tempering bath of virtue as a natural thing. So look 
out, dear, lest, just as vines which have been improperly tended are deficient in 
fruit, your children produce the evil fruit of licentiousness and utter worthless-
ness, all because of luxury. Farewell.” 

Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 196.7–11. “a mother must also exercise her charges in the things 
they dread—even if this causes them some pain and distress . . . and to withstand 
pain.”
These lines evoke the Spartan agoge, which was revived in the late third century 
BC. Boys were hardened to endure heat and cold, were whipped, and competed 
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in contests displaying endurance of pain: Xen. Sp. Const. 2.2–9, see further Nigel 
m. Kennell, The Gymnasium of Virtue: Education and Culture in Ancient Sparta 
(Chapel Hill, NC, 1995). 

Thesleff, Texts, 196.14. “even if they strike their nurse”
Wealthy Greek children were served by slaves from the moment of birth. Like 

their parents, children might regularly hit slaves and otherwise treat them as 
subhuman. See Theano II to Callisto; below chap. 6; and see further Keith Brad-
ley, “Images of Childhood. The evidence of Plutarch,” in Plutarch’s “Advice to the 
Bride and Groom” and “A Consolation to His Wife,” ed. Sarah B. Pomeroy (New 
york, 1999), 183–198, esp.188.

Thesleff, Texts, 196.17. “their manly natures”
This phrase does not necessarily indicate that Theano II has been writing 

about the rearing of boy children exclusively. Greek masculine pronouns and 
nouns may apply to women (see chap. 2, above). The Spartan educational sys-
tem was quite detailed and specific concerning the rearing of Spartan girls: see 
further Sarah B. Pomeroy, Spartan Women (New york, 2002), chap. 1. as in 
Xen. Oec. 10.1, a woman may have a masculine intelligence (see further Sarah B. 
Pomeroy, Xenophon Oeconomicus: A Social and Historical Commentary [oxford, 
1994], 303). Perictione I, “on the Harmonious Woman” (this chapter, above), 
notes that a woman may be courageous [lit. “manly,” andreie].

Thesleff, Texts, 196.19–23. whenever he eats, craves the delights of delicacies; 
who, . . . if he does not chew on something, is discontent.”

Spartan boys were taught to eat moderately so that their girth would not in-
crease and to persevere with their responsibilities when hungry: Xen. Sp. Const. 
2.5–6.

Thesleff, Texts, 196.25. “children who live licentiously become slaves when 
they grow to manhood”

Consequently mothers have a grave responsibility: they can raise their chil-
dren to be virtual slaves or to be harmonious and temperate as adults. 

Thesleff, Texts, 196, 29–30. “tempering” (anateinomena e epiteinomena) 
The education of a child is analogous to the tempering of a lute string, being 
extended or stretched until it is finely tuned. For the application of harmony to 
human beings, see also Perictione I, “on the Harmonious Woman,” above, and 
Theano II to Callisto, below.

Thesleff, Texts, 196, 32–33. “just as vines which have been improperly tended 
are deficient in fruit—your children produce the evil fruit” 
Plutarch (De Educ. 3) also uses an analogy between agriculture and education.
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Theano II to euclides,  
the Doctor

Thesleff, Texts, 196–97, Hercher, 607.9, trans. Vicki Lynn Harper, in Waithe, 
Women Philosophers, 53
according to Thesleff this letter is written in an “affected” attic koine and “per-
haps intentionally ridiculous.”39

as in her letter about Cleon (see below), Theano II does not hesitate to write 
intimately about a man who is not her kinsman and (in the case of euclides) to 
communicate with him. This constitutes additional evidence that women in the 
Hellenistic period enjoyed more social freedom than, say, their counterparts in 
classical athens. See further Sarah B. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and 
Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity (New york, 1975, with a new Preface, 1995), 
chap. 7.

This letter is unique among the Neopythagorean letters in its specificity. It 
asks the perennial serious, but amusing, question we still ask in the form of: 
“Why do the children of a psychiatrist need to be treated by a psychiatrist?” 
Though there is nothing noticeably philosophical about the following letter, the 
Pythagoreans were very concerned about health: the lack of good health signaled 
a lack of spiritual and physical balance and harmony. Pythagoras himself made 
recommendations about diet, exercise, and self-control that were conducive to 
good health, and various medical theories were attributed to him and to other 
Pythagoreans.40 In its teasing tone, the letter suggests a message sent to a good 
friend to cheer him up. This letter is also further evidence that these Neopy-
thagorean texts were actually written by women, for who would bother to forge 
a letter like the following? 

Transl ation

“yesterday when someone had dislocated his leg and a messenger had gone to 
summon you (I myself was there, for the injured party was a friend of mine), 
the messenger came back quickly, declaring that the doctor himself was ailing 
and physically unwell. and I—I swear it!—cast away all thought of my friend’s 
pain, and thought only of the doctor’s. I prayed to Panacea and to apollo, the 
renowned archer, that nothing grievous should have happened to the doc-
tor! Now, in spite of my despondency, I inscribe this letter to you, anxious to 
learn how you are: lest, perhaps, your gastric orifice is in ill plight, or your liver 
has been damaged by fever, or some organic harm has befallen you. Thus—  
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disregarding the innumerable limbs of my friends—shall I fondly cling to your 
dear health, my good doctor.” 

Thesleff, Texts, 197.5. “Panacea” 
Panacea was a warrior daughter of asclepius, god of healing. apollo was as-

sociated with asclepius.

Theano II to eurydice

Thesleff, Texts, 197.3, Hercher, 606, nr. 7, trans. Sarah B. Pomeroy 

Introduction

In the two letters that follow and in her letter to Nicostrate (below) Theano II 
shows herself to be an expert on women’s issues, especially on counseling women 
married to unfaithful husbands. The advice she offers is in keeping with Pythag-
orean views advocating virtuous and harmonious conduct and suggests that the 
injured women are Pythagoreans, though they may simply have consulted The-
ano because of her expertise. The adulterous husbands are certainly not abiding 
by the conduct prescribed by Pythagoras.

analogies between music and human emotions are common in the Neopy-
thagorean texts. They indicate that, like other upper-class women in the Hel-
lenistic world, the Neopythagoreans were well educated in the musical arts.41 
Women and their families were proud of this accomplishment: they are por-
trayed in sculpture, including terra-cotta figurines and grave stelae, with musi- 
cal instruments, in particular stringed instruments such as lutes and citharas  
(fig. 10).42 Wind instruments—flutes and shepherd’s pipes—were considered in-
ferior and associated with lower-class women, such as hetairai. In the musical 
education of Neopythagoreans and other elite women, the emphasis was differ-
ent. as the numerous references to harmony as well as the writings of Ptolemaïs 
indicate (see below), the Neopythagoreans were steeped in musical theory, for 
that was traditional among Pythagoreans. other Hellenistic women were proud 
of their ability to play music, but, although poetry by Hellenistic women is ex-
tant, there is no written evidence that they understood, or cared to understand, 
the intricacies of esoteric musical theory.

Transl ation:  Theano to Eurydice

“What grief clutches your soul? are you disheartened for no other reason than 
that the man with whom you are united [sunoikeo] visits a hetaira and gets bodily 
pleasure with her? 
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But it ought not to engross you thus, o admirable among women, for don’t you 
see that when the ear is filled with pleasure from the melody of an instrument 
and song, when it is satiated with this it is well-pleased to hear a flute and shep-
herd’s pipe? What is the connection between the flute and musical chords and the 
amazing sound of an instrument of the most honeysweet quality? Consider that 
it is the same with you and with the hetaira with whom your husband is united 
[sunoikeo]. 

“your husband is thinking of you because of his disposition, nature, and rea-
son. But when he becomes satiated he unites [sunoikeo] with a hetaira casually. 
Thus those in whom there is a destructive taste have some desire for sustenance 
that is not good.”

Theano II to Callisto

Thesleff, Texts, 197–98, Hercher, 604.5, trans. Vicki Lynn Harper, in Waithe, 
Women Philosophers, 47–48

Figure 10. Grave stele of Nico from alexandria, ca. 250 BC. a slave offers a lyre 
to an upper-class woman. Cairo. egyptian museum, C. G. 9259. Courtesy of the 
Deutsches archäologisches Institut, Cairo.
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Introduction

This long letter was written in the attic koine.43 The letter or treatise of advice 
from an older, successful person to a younger person was traditional, normal, 
and common. older people do appear to have the habit of offering advice that 
has not been requested. Thus, for example, Plutarch, in the Advice to the Bride 
and Groom, characterizes himself as a mature husband with wisdom to impart 
to a new bridegroom. In Xenophon’s Oeconomicus a mature Ischomachus tells 
Socrates about his early days of marriage, providing an example and comparison 
to the thoughtless and wasteful Critobulus. one of the topics Ischomachus cov-
ers in detail is the management of slaves in order to keep them productive, coop-
erative, and loyal. Letters of advice from woman to woman, however, are found 
in Greek literature only among these Neopythagorean documents. In her open-
ing sentences Theano II asserts that household management is indeed women’s 
business.

a daughter usually learned household management from her mother as she 
grew up. Then, when she was married and moved into her husband’s house, her 
mother-in-law would instruct her. Demographic factors, including deaths in  
the older generation and marriage around the age of fifteen, could well leave 
the young bride in need of advice about managing a large household. Though 
she will have been familiar with slaves from the day she was born, she might be 
living far apart from her natal family, in an unfamiliar urban or rustic neighbor-
hood, and in a household with slaves of a different ethnicity and training from 
those she had known in her parents’ home. In Xenophon’s Oeconomicus the hus-
band himself tells his young bride how he wishes his household to be managed.44 
For a man, Ischomachus seems to have been unusually involved in the details of 
household organization.45

Theano II may have been familiar with Xenophon’s treatise. Their conclu-
sions are compatible, but some of their arguments, observations, and emphases 
differ. Xenophon’s treatise is far longer and deals with the economy of a large, 
wealthy estate, as well as with the relationship between husband and wife. In 
the Oeconomicus, Ischomachus wastes no time in pondering whether slaves are 
naturally different from free people. He chooses the most trustworthy of the 
slaves to  assume the responsibilities of the mistress and master when the latter 
are unavailable. Ischomachus’s goal in advocating that slaves be treated decently 
and rewarded for their good work is ultimately to increase the profitability of 
his estate. In contrast, Theano’s goal is to maintain a harmonious, trouble-free 
household. moreover, the woman in authority is to manage the slaves rationally, 
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not be influenced by her passions and emotions. Like other Neopythagoreans, 
Theano II uses an analogy to a stringed instrument: she advises Callisto to keep 
the slaves “in tune,” with neither too much tension nor too much slack. 

In this letter Theano II may also be reacting against popular theories, such 
as aristotle’s views on natural slavery. Like Xenophon, she considers slaves to be  
intact human beings, different from free people only in their civil status. Both 
point out that proper treatment of slaves will curb their desire to run away and 
will render them easier to exploit. aristotle, in contrast, had argued that slaves 
were inherently inferior to free males, for slaves (like children and women) lacked 
the rational element of the mind (logos: Pol. 1254b.1.2.13). Therefore, although 
aristotle views the slaves’ tasks as domestic, he can conceive of the master only 
as male (despotes, Pol. 1255b. 1.2.23). aristotle (Pol. 1255a.1.2.16–17) also discusses 
the use of force: is it an incitement to virtue and therefore good, or is it merely a 
demonstration of the power of the stronger over the weaker?

Transl ation

“To you younger women, just as soon as you are married, authority is granted by 
law to govern the household. But, to do well, instruction about household man-
agement is needed from older women, a continual source of advice. It is well to 
learn what you do not know ahead of time and to deem most proper the advice of 
older women; in these matters a young soul must be brought up from girlhood. 
The primary authority of women in the household is authority over the slaves. 
and the greatest thing, my dear, is good will on the slaves’ part. For this posses-
sion is not bought along with their bodies; rather, intelligent mistresses bring it 
about in time. Just usage is the cause of this—seeing to it that they are neither 
worn out by toil nor incapacitated by deprivation. 

“For they are human in nature. There are some women who suppose the prof-
itable to be what is most unprofitable: maltreatment of their slaves, overburden-
ing them with tasks to be done, and depriving them of the things they need. 
and then, having made much of an obol’s profit, they pay the price in enormous 
damages: ill-will and the worst treacheries. as for you, let there be ready at hand 
a measure of food that is proportionate to the amount of woolwork produced 
by a day’s work. With respect to the diet of your slaves, this will suffice. as for 
undisciplined behavior, one must assist to the utmost what is fitting for you, 
not what is advantageous to them. For it is necessary to estimate one’s slaves at 
their proper worth. on the one hand, cruelty will not bring gratitude to a soul; 
on the other hand, reasoning, no less than righteous indignation, is an effective 
means of control. But if there is too much unconquerable vice on the part of  
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the slaves, one must send them away to be sold. Let what is alien to the needs  
[of the house] as well be estranged from its mistress as well [lit. “Let what is alien 
to the need be estranged from the (female) proper judge as well”]. 

“Let proper judgment of this take precedence so that you will determine the 
true facts of wrongdoing in keeping with the justice of the condemnation, and 
the magnitude of wrongdoing in proportion to the proper punishment. But 
sometimes the mistress’ forgiveness and kindness towards those who have erred 
will release them from penalties. In this way, too, you will preserve a fitting and 
appropriate mode of life. There are some women, my dear, who because they are 
cruel—brutalized by jealousy or anger—even whip the bodies of their slaves as 
if they were inscribing the excess of their bitterness as a memorandum. In time, 
some of these [female slaves] are used up, utterly worked out; others procure 
safety by escaping; but some stop living, withdrawing into death with their own 
hands. In the end, the isolation of the mistress, bewailing her lack of domestic 
consideration, finds desolate repentance. But, my dear, likening yourself to musi-
cal instruments, know what sound they make when they are loosened too much, 
but that they are snapped asunder when stretched too tight. It is the same way 
for your slaves. Too much license creates dissonance in the matter of obedience, 
but the stretching of forceful necessity causes the dissolution of nature itself. one 
must meditate on this: ‘right measure is best in everything.’ Farewell.”

Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 197.31–32. “in these matters a young soul must be brought up from 
girlhood.” 
myia’s letter to Phyllis (below) concerning the employment of a wet nurse indi-
cates that children might well be accustomed to the services of a slave from the 
day of birth (see chap. 6, below).

Thesleff, Texts, 197.31. “The primary authority of women in the household is 
authority over the slaves [therapainon].” 

Servants might be free women forced by economic necessity to work outside 
their homes, but it is far more likely that they were slaves. (See commentary on 
myia’s letter to Phyllis, below, chap. 6.) moreover, the specific content of Theano’s 
letter leaves no doubt that the servants she is discussing are slaves. Female slaves, 
ranging from children to adults, were more likely to work indoors and thus be 
under the mistress’s authority. Their tasks included cleaning, carrying water and 
firewood, grinding grain, and other food preparation. They also provided per-
sonal care for their owner’s family, such as nursing, cleaning and folding cloth-
ing, assisting at the toilette, and sexual services for the men in the household. 
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They often produced all the clothing worn by their owners and slaves in the 
household, and in their spare time they were expected to spin. a comfortable 
urban Greek household usually employed many more female than male domes-
tics. male slaves would work outdoors, farming, gardening, doing yard work, de-
livering messages, and accompanying their master or his sons in their daily rou-
tines.46 Gender roles might be altered in times of need, especially at harvest time, 
when women could be deployed outdoors. We note that in Xenophon’s Oeco-
nomicus the husband is the supreme authority in the household, but he delegates 
command to his wife after he has trained her to manage affairs as he would. In 
contrast, Theano II assumes that the young wife will take up the reins in the 
household immediately. Both Xenophon and Theano II emphasize the impor-
tance of winning the good will of the slave. Xenophon offers material rewards, 
such as a share in the profits and better clothing, Theano II simply recommends 
not using corporal punishments for slaves, as in her letter to euboule (above), 
and she does not advise using such harsh measures for disciplining children. 

Thesleff, Texts, 198.5–6. “a measure of food that is proportionate to the amount 
of woolwork produced by a day’s work.”

The reference to woolwork as the means of calculating a slave’s food allow-
ance makes it clear that the domestic slaves are female. Papyrus accounts from 
Hellenistic egypt show that food rations were allocated according to the age, sex, 
and intensity of the job performed, while sometimes the quality of the food was 
gauged according to the status of the slave.47

Thesleff, Texts, 198.10. “reasoning [logismos], no less than righteous indigna-
tion, is an effective means of control.”

We may contrast aristotle’s view that women possessed the rational part of 
the soul, but it was dormant, while slaves did not possess it at all (see above). 

Thesleff, Texts, 198.17–21. “women, my dear, who because they are cruel—bru-
talized by jealousy or anger—even whip the bodies of their slaves as if they were 
inscribing the excess of their bitterness as a memorandum. In time, some of these 
[female slaves] are used up, utterly worked out; others procure safety by escaping; 
but some stop living, withdrawing into death with their own hands.”

Slaves constituted a large capital investment. The prudent owner would keep 
them healthy, well fed, and willing to work, guarding lest they become ill, ma-
levolent, unsalable, or in other ways prove to be an unprofitable investment. She 
would not punish them when she herself had lost self-control or was angry. The 
Pythagorean archytas of Tarentum also cautioned against punishing slaves in 
anger. Thus he said in response to the negligence of his steward: “I would have 
beaten you to death by now, if I were not angry.”48
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Thesleff, Texts, 198.23. “musical instruments” 
Ta organa may refer to organs of the human body or to musical instruments: 

LSJ, s.v. organon.
Thesleff, Texts, 198.23–27. “likening yourself to musical instruments, know 

what sound they make when they are loosened too much. . . . one must meditate 
on this: ‘right measure is best in everything.’ ”

Theano closes with a distinctively Pythagorean sphragis, the analogy between 
the harmonious human being and the well-tempered musical instrument. We 
may compare the sentiments with those expressed by Perictione I in her treatise 
“on the Harmonious Woman.”

Theano II to Nicostrate

Thesleff, Texts, 198, Hercher, 604.5, trans. Vicki Lynn Harper, in Waithe, Women 
Philosophers, 44–46

Introduction

This letter was written in the attic koine. much of Theano’s advice concerning 
coping with a philandering husband is similar to that given by Perictione I. The 
betrayed wife should not demean herself by being jealous or taking revenge. She 
should not lower herself to the level of her husband, who is enslaved by sexual 
passion and in thrall to a shameless woman. His madness accentuates, by con-
trast, the wife’s reasonable, noble demeanor. By their behavior such a husband 
and wife belie aristotle’s view (Pol. 1.5.6–7 [1260a]) that, though both women and 
men possess the deliberative part of the soul, only men can exercise it. In fact, 
even the courtesans are rational and calculating; though they enslave men, un-
like the men they themselves are not slaves to passion and sexual appetites (see 
below). Theano’s advice foreshadows the common statement of psychologists in 
the modern Western world: you cannot change other people; in coping with dif-
ficulties created by others, you must change yourself.

Hetairai advertised their financial success and ability to command high prices 
by displaying their lucre in the form of gold and precious stones. of course, they 
wore cosmetics. Wealthy respectable wives who were not Pythagoreans regularly 
wore jewelry and cosmetics, too, as we can see in apulian vase painting (fig. 
1, and see chaps. 1 and 2). Nevertheless, Pythagoras preferred that his female 
disciples distinguish themselves from all other women by eschewing precious 
jewelry and cosmetics.
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The men of Croton in the days of Pythagoras and the philandering husbands 
of Neopythagoreans did not err merely by occasionally hiring a porne (common 
prostitute). although Pythagoras did not approve of any infidelity, a few hours 
with a porne in a brothel would have constituted a brief “fling,” a one-time ex-
pense.49 rather, the licentious husbands were supporting or contributing to the 
support of the entire household of a concubine or hetaira, including children, 
slaves, clothing, the house and its furnishings, religious expenses, in short, all  
the needs of daily life.50 exclusive access to a desirable and expensive hetaira 
or concubine in the highly competitive Greek society increased a man’s amour  
propre. (among all the available suitors she had chosen him.) a woman in the 
sex trade was not modest, like a respectable wife; thus she served as a display of  
conspicuous consumption. Perhaps the household of the hetaira was less expen- 
sive than that of the husband and legitimate wife; perhaps not. In any case, the 
wife’s dowry had contributed to the economic foundation of the marital oikos,  
and her work and management skills assured its continuing prosperity, while the 
“kept” woman could no longer ply her trade and was dependent on one man for 
her livelihood.

In the Dialogues of the Courtesans, Lucian (born ca. aD 120) offers a realis-
tic dramatic sketch of the lives of classical and Hellenistic courtesans and their 
swains, one that complements the picture painted in the Neopythagorean letters. 
The courtesans in Lucian are usually mercenary, though they may accept some 
lovers because they are handsome or pleasing. If they bear a child they tend to 
rear a boy and either expose a girl baby or raise her to be a hetaira (DMeretr. 1.281, 
14.320). most of their clients are unmarried youths, and the women are con-
cerned that they will be deserted when their swains do marry (DMeretr.1.281–83). 
In one case a client is a married man; his wife said the courtesan had driven him 
crazy by means of drugs, but the only drug was his own jealousy of another lover 
(DMeretr. 8.301). The husband finally paid a talent (a huge price) for the cour-
tesan’s exclusive services for eight months. Competition among men for a desir-
able courtesan is a frequent theme, as well as competition among women for a 
wealthy lover.51 resort to witchcraft (including charms, spells, curses, and magi-
cal devices) to attract men is common (DMeretr. 1.281, 3.287–89). Courtesans are 
also available to wealthy female clients for lesbian relationships, although one 
courtesan terms these liaisons “unusual” (allokoton: DMeretr. 5.289). athenaeus 
(ca. aD 170–230) also portrays hetairai as witty, sophisticated, and entertaining.52 
most of the historical women who are featured in athenaeus and Lucian lived 
in the classical and early Hellenistic period and illustrate the authors’ belief that 
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human nature does not change over time.53 Thus the scenarios described in the 
letters are perennial in the lives of courtesans and do not indicate that the Neopy-
thagorean letters were written in Lucian’s day.

Interestingly enough, the wives do not complain about the expenses involved 
when their husbands support other women. Perhaps they may not have been 
fully aware of the extravagant sums involved, though Theano points out that the 
errant husband may perceive the diminution of his livelihood and of his reputa-
tion. rather, they bemoan their husband’s sexual infidelity and mental and emo-
tional servitude to another woman.

Transl ation

“Greetings. I hear repeatedly about your husband’s madness: he has a courtesan; 
also that you feel jealous anger toward him. my dear, I have known many men 
with the same malady. It is as if they are hunted down by these women and held 
fast; it is as if they have lost their minds. But you are dispirited by night and by 
day, you are sorely troubled and contrive things against him. Don’t you, at least, 
be that way, my dear. For the moral excellence of the wife is not surveillance of 
her husband but companionable accommodation; it is in the spirit of accommo-
dation to bear his folly. 

“If he associates with the courtesan with a view towards pleasure, he associates 
with his wife with a view towards the beneficial. It is beneficial not to compound 
evils with evils and not to augment folly with folly. Some faults, dear, are stirred 
up all the more when they are condemned, but cease when they are passed over 
in silence, much as they say fire quenches itself if left alone. Besides, though it 
seems that you wish to escape notice yourself, by condemning him, you will take 
away the veil that covers your own condition. 

“Then you will manifestly err. you are not convinced that love of one’s hus-
band resides in conduct that is noble and good. For this is the grace of marital 
association. recognize the fact that he goes to the courtesan in order to be frivo-
lous, but that he abides with you in order to share a common life; that he loves 
you on the basis of good judgment, but her on the basis of passion. The moment 
for this is brief. It almost coincides with its own satisfaction. In a trice it both 
arises and ceases. The time for a courtesan is of brief duration for any man who 
is not excessively corrupt. For what is emptier than desire whose benefit of enjoy-
ment is unrighteousness? eventually he will see that he is diminishing his life and 
slandering his good character.

“No one who understands persists in self-chosen harm. Thus, being sum-
moned by his just obligation towards you and perceiving the diminution of his 
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livelihood [he will take notice of you]. Unable to bear the outrage of moral con-
demnation, he will soon repent. my dear, this is how you must live: not defend-
ing yourself against courtesans, but distinguishing yourself from them by your 
orderly conduct towards your husband, by your careful attention to the house, 
by the calm way in which you deal with the servants, and by your tender love for 
your children. you must not be jealous of that woman (for it is good to extend 
your emulation only to women who are virtuous); rather, you must make your-
self fit for reconciliation. Good character brings regard even from enemies, dear, 
and esteem is the product of nobility and goodness alone. In this way it is even 
possible for the power of a woman to surpass that of a man. It is possible for her 
to grow in his esteem instead of having to serve one who is hostile to her. 

“If he has been properly prepared for it by you, he will be all the more ashamed; 
he will wish to be reconciled sooner and, because he is more warmly attached to 
you, he will love you more tenderly. Conscious of his injustice towards you, he 
will perceive your attention to his livelihood, and make trial of your affection 
towards himself. Just as bodily illnesses make their cessations sweeter, so also do 
differences between friends make their reconciliations more intimate. as for you, 
do resist the passionate resolutions of your suffering. Because he is not well, he 
invites you to share in his plight; because he himself misses the mark of decency, 
he invites you to fail in decorum; having damaged his own life he invites you to 
harm what is beneficial to you. Consequently you will seem to have conspired 
against him and, in reproving him, will appear to reprove yourself. 

“If you divorce yourself from him and move on, you will change your first 
husband only to try another and, if he has the same failings, you will resort to 
another (for the lack of a husband is not bearable for young women). or else you 
will abide alone without any husband like a spinster. Do you intend to be negli-
gent of the house and to destroy your husband? Then you will share the spoils of 
an anguished life. Do you intend to avenge yourself upon the courtesan? Being 
on her guard, she will circumvent you; but, if she actively wards you off, a woman 
who has no tendency to blush is formidable in battle. Is it good to fight with your 
husband day after day? To what advantage? The battles and reproaches will not 
stop his licentious behavior, but they will increase the dissension between you by 
their escalations. What, then? are you plotting something against him? Don’t do 
it, my dear. Tragedy teaches us to conquer jealousy, encompassing a systematic 
treatise on the actions by which medea was led to the commission of outrage. 
Just as it is necessary to keep one’s hands away from a disease of the eyes, so must 
you separate your pretension from your pain. By patiently enduring you will 
quench your suffering sooner.” 
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Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 198.33. “hunted down by these women”
Courtesans were free to pursue men and choose their sexual partners. re-

spectable wives, in contrast, were given in marriage to bridegrooms chosen by 
their parents.

Thesleff, Texts, 200.7–8. “if she actively wards you off, a woman who has no 
tendency to blush is formidable in battle.”

a virtuous wife would be ill-equipped to contend with a hetaira who has long 
given up her innocence (“blush”).

Thesleff, Texts, 200.12. “medea”
medea was notorious for the revenge she took on her husband, Jason, when he 

discarded her in favor of a new wife. In euripides’ Medea (431 BC), medea killed 
not only the wife but also the two children medea had borne to Jason. Her speech 
to the women of Corinth offers a valuable insight into the position of the Greek 
wife and the reasons why an unfaithful husband causes immeasurable pain:

my whole life was bound up in him, as he well knows;
yet my husband has proved to be the worst of
of all beings who breathe and have intelligence.
We women are the most miserable creatures.
First we have to buy a husband at a steep price,
then take a master for our bodies.
This second evil is worse than the first, but
the greatest struggle turns on whether we get a bad
husband or a good one. Divorce is not respectable
for a woman and she cannot deny her husband. . . . 
If we work things out well and the husband
lives with us without resisting his yoke,
life is enviable. otherwise it is better to die.
a man, when he is tired of being with those inside,
goes out and relieves his heart of boredom,
or turns to some friend or contemporary.
But we have to look to one person only.54

In the Hellenistic period, euripides was the most popular of the classical tragic 
poets. although there were variants of the medea myth, there can be no doubt 
that Theano II is referring to the story as told by euripides. representations of 
medea in the visual arts in the fourth century BC portray her murdering her 
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innocent children, a crime that was regarded as much more serious and more 
grievous to her husband and to herself than killing her husband’s new wife.55 The 
Stoic Chrysippus (second half of 3rd c. BC) used the example of medea to illus-
trate the conflict between reason and anger in the soul, and medea continued to 
be cited in discussions of human psychology by later philosophers.56

Thesleff, Texts, 200.13. “necessary to keep one’s hands away from a disease of 
the eyes”

Theano II shows her knowledge of disease and infection. The Pythagoreans 
were particularly interested in health (see above on Theano II to euclides). eye 
infections were common and are frequently discussed in the medical papyri 
from roman egypt. See further r. P. J. Jackson, “eye medicine in the roman 
empire,” in W. Haase, ed., ANRW 2.3, vol. 37.2.Philosophie, Wissenschaften, Tech-
nik (Berlin, 1995), 2228–52, esp. 2228–29.

Theano II to rhodope the Philosopher

Thesleff, Texts, 200, Hercher, 606.8, trans. Vicki Lynn Harper, in Waithe, Women 
Philosophers, 53

Introduction

This letter was written in an “affected” attic.57 The reference to Plato’s Parmenides 
makes it clear that the author lived after the mid-fourth century BC. as we have 
seen above, Perictione I personified the link between Platonism and Pythagore-
anism.

It is difficult to believe that this letter was not written by a woman philoso-
pher named Theano II to another female philosopher, who would understand 
the contents. That it is brief enough to be what we would classify as a “note” adds 
to the aura of authenticity. Why would a pseudonymous writer even bother to 
compose it? 

It is interesting to observe that Theano does not hesitate to write of her fond-
ness and admiration for a man who is evidently a stranger to her.

Transl ation

“are you dispirited? I myself am dispirited. are you distressed because I have not 
yet sent you Plato’s book, the one entitled “Ideas or Parmenides”? But I myself 
am grieved to the greatest extent, because no one has yet met with me to discuss 
Cleon. I will not send you the book until someone arrives to clarify matters con-
cerning this man. So exceedingly do I love the soul of the man—on the grounds 
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that it is the soul of a philosopher, of one zealous to do good, of one who fears the 
gods beneath the earth. and do not think the story is otherwise than it has been 
told. For I am half mortal and cannot bear to look directly on the star that makes 
day manifest [the sun].”

Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 200.20. “Cleon”
Iamblichus (VP, 267) lists a Cleon among the Pythagoreans from Tarentum. 
Theano may be referring to someone who was named for this man. of course, 
Cleon is a common name, occupying some two columns in Fraser and matthews 
(LGPN III.a, pp. 250–51), who cite Iamblichus, and FVSI, p. 446 for Cleon of 
Tarentum. Diogenes Laertius (10.84) also mentions a Cleon who was a contem-
porary of epicurus.

“Ideas or Parmenides”
Plato asserts in the Parmenides that the Ideas exist and are unchangeable.58 

Diogenes Laertius (3.58) gives the two names of the Parmenides. Thus the title 
in the Loeb Library edition is “Parmenides [or on Ideas: Logical] (Parmenides e 
peri ideon: logikos).59 Though it has been argued that the second title goes back to 
Plato himself, the scholarly consensus is that it is Hellenistic.60

Theano II. epistle to Timareta

Thesleff, Texts, 200.26, Waithe, Women Philosophers, 55, Poll. Onom. 10.21
This fragment is quoted by Pollux: “ ‘master of the house’ and ‘mistress of the 
house’—I found both these terms in the letter written by Theano the Pythago-
rean woman to Timareta.”

Theano II to Tim(ai)onides 

Thesleff, Texts, 200.30–35, Hercher 606, 8, trans. Vicki Lynn Harper, in Waithe, 
Women Philosophers, 55
This letter was written in the attic koine. In tradition and in all texts attributed to 
Theano I and II, the women named Theano are portrayed as wise, moderate, and 
harmonious. The letter below is an indication that such adulation was not univer-
sal. Theano II was the object of scandal. Like other Pythagorean women, however, 
she restrains herself from taking revenge by behaving as Timaionides did. Instead, 
she defends herself and humiliates Timaionides by publishing this letter. 
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Transl ation

“What fellowship is there for you and me? Why do you continually slander us? 
or do you not know that we praise you before everybody, even if you do the op-
posite? Then, again, do realize that even though we praise there is no one who 
believes, and even though you slander there is no one who listens. and I rejoice 
on this account: this is how the god sees it and the truth most certainly deter-
mines it to be.”

Ptolemaïs of Cyrene

Thesleff, Texts, 242–43, trans. andrew Barker, Greek Musical Writings, vol. 2, 
Harmonic and Acoustical Theory (Cambridge, 1989), 239–40 
Neopythagorean women writers often refer to harmony, concord, attunement, 
and the proper tension of the strings of a lyre or kithara as a means of describing 
human emotions and relationships. To be sure, as educated Pythagoreans, these 
women would have understood not only how to tune and play a stringed instru-
ment but also at least some of the musical theory underlying their practice. Ptol-
emaïs is particularly interesting in this context, for she writes of musical theory 
per se, rather than using musical concepts metaphorically.

The following passages by Ptolemaïs are quoted by Porphyry (232/33–ca. 305 
aD) in his commentary on Claudius Ptolemy’s Harmonics (In Ptolemaei Har-
monica Commentarium). Ptolemy (who is better known as an astronomer) wrote 
in alexandria during the first half of the second century aD. Porphyry quotes 
Ptolemaïs as an authority on canonic theory and remarks that the scholar Didy-
mus (1st c. BC) adopted some of Ptolemaïs’s views. Knowledge of the canonic 
theory indicates that Ptolemaïs had a firm grasp of mathematics. “Canonic” re-
fers to straightness: a stretched string may thus be understood as a straight line 
and music seen as an expression of mathematical ratios and intervals that can 
be measured. Ptolemaïs’s vocabulary shows that she was familiar with other sci-
ences that were studied in the Hellenistic period.61 For example, she uses such 
terms as parapegmata, a word used by astronomists to denote the movable pegs 
placed in a stone to indicate astronomical and meteorological events.

The treatise of Ptolemaïs deals with the philosophical issue of reason and per-
ception in Pythagorean harmonics and in the theories aristoxenus of Tarentum 
(4th c. BC) discussed in his Elements of Harmony.62 Her detailed discussion of 
aristoxenus indicates that she owned copies of his texts or perhaps read them in 
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the great library at alexandria; in any case, she must have had them unrolled in 
front of her while she wrote. The argument among commentators in this period 
may be viewed as the familiar conflict between mind and body fought in the 
arena of musical theory. Pythagorean musical theory was based on mathematical 
principles, while other theorists favored using empirical sensory data. although 
the title of her treatise seems to suggest otherwise, Ptolemaïs prefers the more 
moderate position of aristoxenus, who considered both hearing and reason as 
the basis of the science of harmonics.63

Porphyry, in his Commentary on Ptolemy’s Harmonics, describes Ptolemaïs’s 
work as an “introduction” (eisagoge). He quotes the following passages from her 
Pythagorean Doctrine of the Elements of Music. In his Commentary Porphyry 
states: “a canon measures the attunements among musical notes—those differ-
ences which are studied as numerical ratios; these measurements may be used to 
correct the senses’ perceptual deficiencies.” But Ptolemaïs of Cyrene also writes 
about this matter (i.e., the use of the kanon) in her Pythagorean Doctrine of the 
Elements of Music, as follows:64

The science of kanonike [canonics] of whom is it mainly characteristic? In gen-
eral, of the Pythagoreans; for what we now call harmonike [harmonics] they 
used to name kanonike. From what do we derive the term kanonike? Not, as 
some people think, by transference from the instrument called the kanon, but 
from straightness, on the grounds that it is through this science that reason 
[logos] discovers what is correct, and discovers the parapegmata [i.e. “mark-
ings on a ruler positioned next to a string,” see above] of what is well attuned.
 They also call kanonike the investigation that employs syrinxes [panpipes] 
and auloi [flutes] and the rest, though these are not strictly canonic; but they 
call them “canonic” too because the ratios and theorems fit them. Hence it is 
rather that the instrument was named “kanon” by derivation from the science 
of kanonike. a kanonikos, in general, is a harmonic theorist [harmonikos] who 
constructs ratios in connection with attunement [to hermosmenon]. Mousikoi 
and kanonikoi are different; for “mousikoi” is the name given to the harmonic 
theorists who begin from perceptions, while “kanonikoi” is that given to the 
Pythagorean harmonic theorists. But each of the two groups is in the generic 
sense mousikoi.

To this she adds, in the form of question and answers once again:

The theory that uses the kanon—of what does it consist? of the things pos-
tulated by the mousikoi and those adopted by the mathematikoi. The things 
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postulated by the mousikoi are all those adopted by the kanonikoi on the basis 
of perceptions, for instance that there are concordant and discordant intervals, 
and that the octave is compounded from the fourth and the fifth, and that the 
excess of a fifth over a fourth is a tone, and similar things. Those adopted by 
the mathematikoi are all those which the kanonikoi study theoretically in their 
own special way, only beginning from the starting points given by perception, 
for instance that the intervals are in ratios of numbers, and that a note consists 
of numbers of collisions, and other things of the same sort. Hence one might 
define the postulates of kanonike as lying both within the science concerned 
with music, and within that concerned with numbers and geometry.

after quoting Ptolemy, Porphyry continues:65

Pythagoras and his successors wish to accept perception as a guide for reason 
at the outset, to provide reason with a spark, as it were; but they treat reason, 
when it has set out from these beginnings, as working on its own in separa-
tion from perception. Hence if the system [systema] discovered by reason in 
its investigation no longer accords with perception, they do not retrace their 
steps, but level accusations, saying that perception is going astray, while reason 
by itself has discovered what is correct, and refutes perception.
 an opposite position to this is held by some of the mousikoi who follow 
aristoxenus, those who applied themselves to a theoretical science based in 
thought, while nevertheless setting out from expertise on instruments. For 
they treated perception as authoritative, and reason as attending on it, for use 
only when needed. according to these people, to be sure, it is only to be ex-
pected that the rational postulates of the kanon are not always concordant with 
the perceptions.

Porphyry then introduces his final and longest quotation from Ptolemaïs:66 
“Concerning these matters Ptolemaïs of Cyrene wrote briefly about these sub-
jects in her introductory treatise, and Didymus entered on them at great length 
in his On the Difference between the Aristoxenians and the Pythagoreans. We shall 
write out what each of them says, altering a few things for the sake of brevity. 
Ptolemaïs, then, writes as follows:”

What is the difference between those who are distinguished in the field of 
music? Some preferred reason by itself, some perception, some both together. 
reason was preferred by those of the Pythagoreans who were especially keen 
on disputing with the mousikoi, arguing that perception should be thrown out 
completely, and that reason should be brought in as an autonomous criterion 
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in itself. These people are wholly refuted by their practice of accepting some-
thing perceptible at the beginning, and then forgetting that they have done so. 
The instrumentalists [organikoi], on the other hand, preferred perception: they 
gave no thought at all, or only feeble thought, to theory.
 What is the distinction between those who prefer the combination of both? 
Some accepted both perception and reason in the same way, as being of equal 
power, while others accepted the one as the leader, the other as the follower. 
aristoxenus of Tarentum accepted both in the same way. For what is perceived 
cannot be constituted by itself apart from reason, and neither is reason strong 
enough to establish anything without taking its starting points from percep-
tion, and delivering the conclusion of its theorizing [theorema] in agreement 
with perception once again. In what way does he want perception to be in the 
lead of reason? In order [taxis], not in power [dynamis]. For when the percep-
tible thing, whatever it may be, has been reviewed by perception, then, he says, 
we must put reason in the lead, for the theoretical study of this precept. Who 
are those who treat both together alike? Pythagoras and his successors. For67 
they wish to accept perception as a guide for reason at the outset, to provide 
reason with a spark, as it were; but they treat reason, when it has set out from 
these beginnings, as working on its own in separation from perception. Hence 
if the system [systema] discovered by reason in its investigation no longer ac-
cords with perception, they do not retrace their steps, but level accusations, 
saying that perception is going astray, while reason by itself has discovered 
what is correct, and refutes perception. Who are in opposition to these? Some 
of the mousikoi who follow aristoxenus, those who applied themselves to a 
theoretical science based in thought, while nevertheless setting out from ex-
pertise on instruments. For they treated perception as authoritative, and rea-
son as attending on it, for use only when needed.
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The Letters and Treatises of  
Neopythagorean Women in the West

aesara on Human Nature 

Thesleff, Texts, s.v. aresas, pp. 48–50, Stob. 1.49.27, pp. 355–57, trans. Vicki Lynn 
Harper, in Waithe, Women Philosophers, 20 

Introduction

Stobaeus, the only source, identifies the author as aesara, a Pythagorean of 
Lucania. according to some biographical traditions, Pythagoras had a daugh-
ter named aisara; hence this name would be a likely one for a Neopythagorean 
woman. Thesleff places the author in the third century BC and identifies the 
dialect as Doric. He argues that the author is a man, aresas of Lucania (who is 
mentioned by Iamblichus (VP 266), noting his ties to the school of archytas, 
though he reports other scholarly views about the attribution.1 This aresas was 
a contemporary of Gorgias and therefore dates to the late fifth century BC.2 It is 
difficult to follow Thesleff ’s arguments because they are presented in the highly 
condensed style appropriate to an apparatus criticus. He seems to base his iden-
tification of the author as male on two emendations.3 Thesleff is not persuasive 
here: mary ellen Waithe with Vicki Harper,4 Sister Prudence allen,5 and Ian 
Plant6 take Stobaeus at face value and identify the author as aesara of Lucania, 
as I do.

a long fragment of the text is preserved. It is a philosophical treatise that of-
fers no clues about the author’s gender. as all Greek philosophers do, aesara uses 
masculine pronouns and words when writing about human beings in general 
and about concepts, like the soul, that apply to both women and men. Like Per-
ictione’s treatise On Wisdom, aesara’s text is written for both women and men.

aesara discusses natural law as it concerns individual morality, the family, 

*See the introductory paragraph of Chapter 5.
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and society.7 The tripartite soul, comprising mind, spirit, and desire, is Platonic, 
and common to both women and men.8 The sphere of mind is thought and judg-
ment; spirit encompasses courage and strength; and friendship, love, and kind-
ness correspond to the third of the soul that is desire. all three components need 
to be in balance and to work together in harmony. Understanding human nature 
is essential for understanding law and morality.9 as Harper and Waithe explain, 
law and justice are analogous to the spirited element of the soul. Finally, mind 
(noos) creates harmony between such dissimilar things as sweetness and serious-
ness and pleasure and virtue.

Transl ation

“Human nature seems to me to provide a standard of law and justice both for the 
home and for the city. By following the tracks within himself whoever seeks will 
make a discovery: law is in him and justice, which is the orderly arrangement 
of the soul. Being threefold, it is organized in accordance with triple functions: 
that which effects judgment and thoughtfulness is [the mind], that which ef-
fects strength and ability is [high spirit], and all that effects love and kindliness 
is desire. These are all so disposed relatively to one other, that the best part is in 
command, the most inferior is governed, and the one in between holds a middle 
place; it both governs and is governed. 

“The god thus contrived these things according to principle in both the out-
line and completion of the human dwelling place, because he intended man 
alone to become a recipient of law and justice, and none other of mortal animals. 
a composite unity of association could not come about from a single thing, nor 
indeed from several which are all alike. (For it is necessary, since the things to be 
done are different, that the parts of the soul also be different, just as in the case of 
the body [the organs of touch and] sight and hearing and taste and smell differ, 
for these do not all have the same affinity with everything.)

“Nor could such a unity come from several dissimilar things at random, but 
rather, from parts formed in accordance with the completion and organization 
and fitting together of the entire composite whole. Not only is the soul com-
posed from several dissimilar parts, these being fashioned in conformity with 
the whole and complete, but in addition these are not arranged haphazardly and 
at random, but in accordance with rational attention.

 “For if they had an equal share of power and honor, though being themselves 
unequal – some inferior, some better, some in between—the association of parts 
throughout the soul could not have been fitted together. or, even if they did have 
an unequal share, but the worse rather than the better had the greater share, 
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there would be great folly and disorder in the soul. and even if the better had the 
greater, and the worse the lesser, but each of these had not the proper proportion, 
there could not be unanimity and friendship and justice throughout the soul, 
since when one is arranged in accordance with the suitable proportion, this sort 
of arrangement I assert to be justice.

“and indeed a certain unanimity and agreement in sentiment accompanies 
such an arrangement. This sort would justly be called good order of the soul, 
whichever, due to the better part’s ruling and the inferior’s being ruled, should 
add the strength of virtue to itself. Friendship and love and kindliness, cognate 
and kindred, will sprout from these parts. For a closely-inspecting mind per-
suades, love desires, and high spirit is filled with strength; once seething with 
hatred, it becomes friendly to desire.

“mind having fitted the pleasant together with the painful, mingling also the 
tense and robust with the slight and relaxed portion of the soul, each part is dis-
tributed in accordance with its kindred and suitable concern for each thing: mind 
closely inspecting and tracking out things, high spirit adding impetuosity and 
strength to what is closely inspected, and desire, being akin to affection, adapts to 
the mind, preserving the pleasant as its own, and giving up the thoughtful to the 
thoughtful part of the soul. By virtue of these things the best life for man seems to  
me to be whenever the pleasant should be mixed with the earnest and pleasure 
with virtue. mind is able to fix these things to itself, becoming lovely through 
systematic education and virtue.”

Commentary 

Thesleff, Texts, 49.1. “both for the home and for the city.” 
Like Pythagoras himself, aesara sees the oikos not merely as a component of the 
city but as a realm equal to the city. although aesara does not mention that oikoi 
function under the authority of a woman (see below, on myia to Phyllis), the Hel-
lenistic reader will have understood that the sphere of women is here considered 
to be equal to men’s sphere.10

Thesleff, Texts, 49.9. “The god” 
Waithe, Women Philosophers, and Plante translate ho theos as “god,” but “the 

god” is not only a more accurate translation but also more appropriate to a poly-
theistic religion. 

Thesleff, Texts, 49.21–23. “For if they had an equal share of power and honor, 
though being themselves unequal—some inferior, some better, some in between—
the association of parts throughout the soul could not have been fitted together.”

Here too is a reflection of the Platonic doctrine that justice is the harmonious 
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and equal balance of the components of the tripartite soul and likewise of law 
and justice. Like Plato, aesara does not differentiate between the souls of women 
and men.

melissa to Cleareta 

Thesleff, Texts, 115–16, Hercher, 607, P. Haun. (3rd c. aD, no provenance, where 
the letter is paraphrased from Doric into the attic koine), trans. Sarah B. Pomeroy. 

according to Thesleff, melissa’s letter should be dated to the third century 
BC.11

Introduction

melissa’s letter is consistent with the views on women’s wisdom and virtues ex-
pressed by Perictione I, Theano II, and Phintys. melissa differs from Pythagoras 
in that she believes respectable women may wear some cosmetics, whereas Py-
thagoras banished them entirely.

melissa’s name, a common women’s name, means “honey bee.” In Greek 
thought, the woman who is like a bee is virtuous, industrious, clean, and a good 
housekeeper.12

Transl ation

“you appear to have the majority of virtues all by yourself. your enthusiastic wish 
to hear about women’s adornment offers good hope that you will perfect yourself 
as far as virtue is concerned. It is necessary for the woman who is chaste and free 
to live with her lawful husband, quiet, having made her face beautiful inexpen-
sively, wearing clean white simple clothing, but not overly costly or elaborate. She 
must avoid sheer, gold, or purple clothing. These are useful for hetairai ensnaring 
more men. Her character, not her dresses, is the adornment of a woman who is 
pleasing to her own husband, not to her neighbors. 

“She should wear the red blush of modesty instead of rouge on her face, and 
honor, decorum, and chastity instead of gold and emerald. She must direct her 
love of beauty not toward expensive clothing but toward chastity, household 
management, and pleasing her own husband, by accomplishing what he wants. 
For to a woman of decorum the wishes of her husband are an unwritten law by 
which she must live her life.

“She must consider that the most beautiful and greatest dowry she has brought 
with her is orderliness. She should trust in the beauty and treasure of her soul, 
rather than in that of her face and possessions. Jealousy and sickness take away 
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the latter, but for the woman who has them the former are possessions until 
death.”

Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 115. “white simple clothing.” 
The original Pythagoreans also wore white: see chap. 1, above. 

Thesleff, Texts, 115.27–116.1. “It is necessary for the woman who is chaste and 
free . . . but not overly costly or elaborate.” 

In Advice to the Bride and Groom (29), Plutarch gives similar instructions 
concerning the moderate use of adornment and the need for a wife to deploy 
enough charms, both artificial and natural, to please her husband, without re-
sorting to the meretricious and ostentatious displays deployed by courtesans.

Thesleff, Texts, 116. “the red blush of modesty” 
Cf. Theano II to Nicostrate (chap. 5) who describes a hetaira as a woman who 

has no tendency to blush. 
Thesleff, Texts, 116.3–4. “She must avoid sheer, gold, or purple clothing. These 

are useful for hetairai ensnaring more men.” 
as the remarks of Theano I about not baring her arm in public and about 

nudity in the husband’s presence makes clear, Pythagorean women approved of 
seductive dress and behavior, but only in private and only to enhance their rela-
tionship with their husband.13 

Thesleff, Texts, 116.13. “For to a woman of decorum the wishes of her husband 
are an unwritten law by which she must live her life.” 

The unwritten law may be seen as higher and more immutable and universal 
than written laws (see, inter alia, Xen., Mem. 4.4.19).

Phintys of Sparta. “on the moderation of Women,”  
Fragment I

Thesleff, Texts, 151, Stob. 4.23.61, pp. 588–91, trans. Vicki Harper, in Waithe, 
Women Philosophers, 26–28

Introduction

There are several possibilities for the date, lineage, and even the name of Phintys. 
Thesleff suggests that she is the same as the Philtys, daughter of Theophris of 
Croton, mentioned in Iamblichus’s catalogue.14 He also suggests that her father 
was Callicratidas, who died in 406 BC at the battle of arginusae.15 This genealogy 
would place Phintys in the last quarter of the fifth century BC and beginning of 
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the fourth. Stobaeus (4.23.61, p. 588), however, who preserves her writings, states 
that Phintys is the daughter of Callicrates.16 The name Callicrates is attested in 
fourth–third century Tarentum, where a Callicrates was a mint official or some 
sort of administrator in 235–238 BC.17 Therefore it seems most likely that Phintys 
was a Neopythagorean in Tarentum in the third to second century BC, and of 
Spartan descent, like other Tarentines.18 The use of names from classical Sparta 
was characteristic of the Spartan revival in the Hellenistic period.19 Phintys writes 
in Doric. The title of her essay is Peri gynaikos sophrosynas. Sophrosyne is trans-
lated here as “moderation.” It may also be construed as “self-control,” a virtue tra-
ditionally ascribed to women in Greek thought (see chap. 3). Phintys goes on to 
define the virtues suitable to women and men, respectively, and the virtues that 
are appropriate to both. Both women and men should study philosophy in order 
to understand their specific virtues. Though much of her advice is conventional, 
her view that women should philosophize is found in other texts of Pythagorean 
women, and it was decidedly not the opinion of most Greeks. In fact, aristotle 
thought women were innately incapable of rational thinking (see chap. 5, above).

Phintys writes in hyperbole. Whereas other Neopythagorean women are con-
cerned about adultery of both husbands and wives, Phintys fulminates only about 
the consequences of adultery in women. She warns that it is worse than crimes 
that merit the death penalty, that it is an offence not only to the family, but to 
gods, ancestors, and country. True to Spartan tradition she thinks in absolutes—
no nuances, no extenuating circumstances—advocates stringent ethical stan-
dards, and contemplates the most drastic penalties for moral transgressions.

Transl ation

“a woman must be altogether good and orderly; without excellence [arête] she 
would never become so. The excellence appropriate to each thing makes superior 
that which is receptive of it: the excellence appropriate to the eyes makes the eyes 
so; that appropriate to hearing, the faculty of hearing; that appropriate to a horse, 
a horse; that appropriate to a man, a man. So too the excellence appropriate to a 
woman makes a woman excellent. The excellence most appropriate to a woman 
is moderation [sophrosyne]. For, on account of this virtue, she will be able to 
honor and love her husband. 

“Now, perhaps many think that it is not fitting for a woman to philoso-
phize, just as it is not fitting for her to ride horses or speak in public. But I think  
that some things are peculiar to a man, some to a woman, some are common to 
both, some belong more to a man than a woman, some more to a woman than a 
man. Peculiar to a man are serving in battle, political activity, and public speak-
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ing; peculiar to a woman are staying at home and indoors, and welcoming and 
serving her husband. But I say that courage [andreia] and justice and wisdom are 
common to both. excellences of the body are appropriate for both a man and a 
woman, likewise those of the soul. and just as it is beneficial for the body of each 
to be healthy, so too, it is beneficial for the soul to be healthy. The excellences of 
the body are health, strength, keenness of perception, and beauty. Some of these 
are more fitting for a man to cultivate and possess, some more for a woman. For 
courage and wisdom are more appropriate for a man, both because of the consti-
tution of his body and because of his strength of soul, while moderation is more 
appropriate for a woman.

“Therefore one must discover the nature of the woman who is trained in 
moderation, and make known the number and kinds of things which confer this 
good upon a woman. I say this comes from five things: first, from piety and rev-
erence concerning her marriage bed; second, from decency with respect to her 
body; third, from the processions of those from her own household; fourth, from 
not indulging in mystery rites and celebrations of Cybele; and fifth, from being 
devout and correct in her sacrifices to the divine. 

“of these, that which most of all causes and preserves moderation is being 
incorruptible in respect to her marriage, and not getting mixed up with a strange 
man. For, first, a woman who thus transgresses does an injustice to the gods of 
her race, providing not genuine, but spurious, allies to her house and family. She 
does an injustice to the natural gods by whom she swore, along with her ances-
tors and kin, to share in a common life and the lawful procreation of children. 
She also does an injustice to her fatherland, by not abiding among those who 
were duly appointed for her. Then she is wont to err over and above those for 
whom death, the greatest of penalties, is determined. on account of the mag-
nitude of injustice to do wrong and commit outrages for the sake of pleasure is 
unlawful and least deserving of mercy. The issue of all outrage is destruction.” 

Phintys of Sparta, “on the moderation of Women,” Fragment 2

Thesleff, Texts, 153, Stob. 4.23.61a, p. 591–93, Waithe, Women Philosophers, 30

Transl ation

“one must consider this too, that she will find no purifying remedy for this fault, 
so as to be chaste and loved by the gods when approaching their temples and al-
tars. For in the case of this injustice most of all, even the divine spirit is merciless. 
The noblest honor and the chief glory of a married woman is to bring witness of 
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her virtue with respect to her husband through her own children, if, haply, they 
should bear the stamp of likeness to the father who sired them. This sums up the 
subject of moderation with respect to marriage. 

“my thoughts on moderation with respect to bodily decency are as follows: 
The woman of moderation must be clad in white, simply and plainly dressed. She 
will be thus if, indeed, she does not wear transparent or embroidered robes, or 
those woven from silk, but, rather, garments that are decent and plain white. The 
main thing is that she be decent and avoid luxury and display; then she will not 
arouse ignominious envy in other women. as for gold and emeralds, she simply 
will not deck herself out in them, for then she would display characteristics of 
wealth and arrogance towards ordinary women. 

“But the well-regulated city, arranged throughout with a view to the whole, 
must be based on sympathy and unanimity. one must even debar from the city 
the craftsmen, who make such ornaments. The woman of moderation must em-
bellish her appearance not with imported and alien ornaments, but with the nat-
ural beauty of the body; washing clean with water, she must adorn herself with 
modesty rather than these. Thus she will bring honor to the man with whom she 
shares her life, and to herself.

“Next, women must make public processions from the house in order to sac-
rifice to the founder-god of the city on behalf of themselves and their husbands, 
and entire households. moreover, it is not when the evening star has risen, nor 
in darkness, that a woman must make her expeditions to attend the theatre or 
to purchase wares for the house, but rather, as market-time approaches, just so 
long as it is light. This she must do guided by one handmaid, or at the most, two.

“Next, she must offer prayers of sacrifice to the gods to the extent to which she 
is authorized to do so, but must refrain from secret rites at home, and celebra-
tions of Cybele. The common law prevents women from celebrating these rites, 
because among other things, such religious practices lead to drunkenness and 
derangement. But the mistress of the house, even presiding at home, must be 
temperate and untouched in the face of everything.”

Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 152.2, 6. “it is not fitting for her to ride horses” 
Since the archaic period Spartan women were familiar with horses and drove 
chariots. Figurines excavated in Sparta depict female divinities as riders. ag-
esilaus II used to play “pony on a stick” with his son and two daughters (Plut. 
Ages. 25.6, Sayings of Spartans, 213.70). This report is further indication that girls 
played at riding astride. In 220/219 BC the heroic wife of Panteus fled on a gal-
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loping horse (Plut. Cleom. 38). The Spartans Cynisca and euryleonis were the 
first women whose chariots were victorious at olympia.20 Sparta was not the only 
city where an equestrienne might be seen. In central rome, at the eastern end 
of the Forum, a statue honoring the heroine Cloelia riding a horse had been on 
display probably since the fourth century BC.21  Since riding and owning horses 
were also a means of displaying wealth, Phintys may have been advising women 
to be more modest.

Thesleff, Texts, 152.2, 6. “it is not fitting for her to . . . speak in public.” 
Spartan women played a role in politics by praising the brave and jeering at 

cowards and bachelors. When a member of the Gerousia (Council of elders) was 
elected, he was followed by throngs of young men who praised him and many 
women who sang of his excellence and congratulated him on his good fortune.22 
Phintys, however, does not approve of these practices of her countrywomen, 
which were unique in the Greek world.

Thesleff, Texts, 152.11. “courage” (andreia). 
See Perictione I, chap. 5, above. Compare Thesleff, Texts, 142.20. “courageous” 

[lit. “manly,” andreie] on courage as a virtue of women as well as of men. 
Thesleff, Texts, 152, 1.12–15. “excellences of the body are appropriate for both a 

man and a woman. . . . It is beneficial for the soul to be healthy.”
attention to the physical welfare of women as well as of men was part of the 

Spartan tradition, widely attested in literature including Xenophon, The Spartan 
Constitution, the poetry of alcman and aristophanes, Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus, 
as well as in sculpture.23 Pythagoras included a private morning walk and an 
afternoon walk with fellow disciples as part of the recommended daily regimen 
(Iambl. VP 96– 97).

Thesleff, Texts, 152–53, 25–28, 1–2. “and not getting mixed up with a strange 
man. . . . By not abiding among those who were duly appointed for her.”

Phintys here reflects the well-known Spartan xenophobia. Spartans were con- 
cerned not so much about adultery per se but rather about liaisons with a non-
Spartan. The Spartans practiced husband-doubling and wife-lending for the pur-
poses of reproduction, but the wives were permitted to have intercourse only 
with another Spartan, never with a foreigner.24

Thesleff, Texts, 153, fr. 2.16–19. “white, simply and plainly dressed. She will be 
thus if, indeed, she does not wear transparent or embroidered robes, or those 
woven from silk, but, rather, garments that are decent and plain white.”

Pythagoras himself had urged the women of Croton to dedicate their elabo-
rate clothing to Hera Lacinia, to dress simply, and to come to hear his homily 
without an entourage of slaves (see chap. 2). Such advice, echoed through the let-
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ters of women writers beginning with Perictione I, is a continuing reminder not 
only of the wealth of the Pythagoreans but also of their constant desire to avoid 
conspicuous consumption (see below).

Thesleff, Texts, 153.13–14. “they should bear the stamp of likeness to the father 
who sired them.”

This statement concerns the legitimacy of the child, but it is interesting also 
to discuss why Phintys does not note that, of course, the child may resemble the 
mother, or both parents, as well. Children belonged to the family (oikos) of their 
father and remained with him in case of divorce or with the father’s family in 
case of the father’s death.25 as a result of these legal arrangements and the more 
private lives of women, the child was seen more frequently with his or her father 
and paternal relatives than with the mother and maternal relatives. Therefore 
the observer was more likely to perceive resemblances (or the lack thereof ) on the 
father’s side. Nossis (ca. 300 BC) states that it is also good for a girl to resemble her 
mother.26

Thesleff, Texts, 153.27. “washing clean with water.” 
See chap. 5, Perictione I, on bathing.
Thesleff, Texts, 153.26–28. “The woman of moderation must embellish her ap-

pearance not with imported and alien ornament, but with the natural beauty of 
the body; washing clean with water, she must adorn herself with modesty rather 
than these.”

Pythagoras had advised women not to wear cosmetics. Doubtless he was in-
fluenced by the prohibition on the wearing of cosmetics attributed to Lycurgus. 
In Sparta cosmetics, perfumes, and other bodily adornments were banished, and 
the legendary beauty of Spartan women was a natural result of good health and 
exercise.27 With the exception of ovid, no male Greek or roman author approves 
of cosmetics. They are variously described as deceptive, condemned as a needless 
expense, associated with drugs and magic, and suitable only for prostitutes and 
other women seeking adulterous relationships.28 a treatise on cosmetics, how-
ever, is attributed to a Cleopatra who probably lived in the first century BC. Her 
work includes medical remedies as well as advice on improving one’s appearance 
with hair dyes, etc.29 Xenophon, who admired much about the Spartan way of 
life, preferred that his wife not wear cosmetics because they were deceptive.30 
Nevertheless, the visual arts in the Greek world as early as Bronze age frescoes 
from Cnossus and Thera indicate that most respectable women—even those of 
the highest rank, including priestesses—used cosmetics liberally, with no at-
tempt to render their appearance as natural. They dyed their eyebrows, applied 
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rouge made of alkanet, and exaggerated the pallor of their skin with white lead 
carbonate (which is nowadays known to be toxic).31 melissa and Perictione I also 
advise women against using cosmetics (see above and chap. 5).

Thesleff, Texts, 154.1–3. “Next, women must make public processions from the 
house in order to sacrifice to the founder-god of the city on behalf of themselves 
and their husbands, and entire households.”

Pythagoras believed women were especially pious. Here Phintys states that a 
woman is responsible for sacrificing not only on behalf of herself but also for her 
husband and entire oikos. Throughout antiquity, even when their public role was 
otherwise diminished, women always played an important role in religion. Their 
participation was essential to the religious well-being of the polis. The citizenry 
celebrated the cult of the founder each year. In Tarentum (known as Taras to the 
Greeks), Phintys celebrated the cult of Taras. Taras, originally a river, became 
anthropomorphized into Taras, son of Poseidon and a local nymph, Satyrion. 
according to other mythological traditions, Satyrion was a son of Poseidon.32 
Tarentum also had a human founder named Phalanthos, who was heroized. By 
the time of Phintys the cult of Taras overshadowed the cult of Phalanthos. See 
further Irad malkin, Myth and Territory in the Spartan Mediterranean (Cam-
bridge, 1994), 127, 129.

Thesleff, Texts, 154.5–6. “guided by one handmaid, or at the most, two.”
The female slaves would both carry packages and serve as chaperones and 

bodyguards; they were a means of advertising and preserving a woman’s respect-
ability. Slaves embodied a capital investment; thus, they were also used to dis-
play the owner’s wealth. Consistent with the lack of ostentation favored by the 
Pythagoreans and Neopythagoreans, the number of slaves visible in public was 
limited to one or two. Thus this recommendation echoes the earlier advice to 
avoid luxury and display in order not to arouse envy in other women. Such envy 
would cause a lack of harmony in society.

Thesleff, Texts, 154, 6–8. “Next, she must offer prayers of sacrifice to the gods 
to the extent to which she is authorized to do so, but must refrain from secret 
rites at home, and celebrations of Cybele. The common law prevents women 
from celebrating these rites, because among other things, such religious practices 
lead to drunkenness and derangement.”

among the asian cults and mystery religions that spread through the Greek 
world in the Hellenistic period, the cult of Cybele was one of the most popular.33 
Women were attracted to the cult and were particularly visible in the cult cer-
emonies. Critics railed against the frenzied orgiastic state, the uninhibited danc-
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ing, the wild tossing of the head, the percussive asian music, and the nocturnal 
setting of many of the cult ceremonies. In a word, the cult of Cybele was totally 
anathema to the Pythagorean ideal of decorum, moderation, and temperance. 

Perictione II. “on Wisdom”

Thesleff, Texts, 146, Stob. 3.1.120, pp. 85–87, trans. Vicki Harper in Waithe, Women 
Philosophers, 55–56

Introduction

Perictione II bears the same name as Plato’s mother. Her text has some affinities 
with Platonism, especially in its emphasis on geometry and arithmetic. She writes 
in an “affected” Doric and is therefore discussed in this chapter, whereas Perictione 
I, who writes in Ionic, is discussed in chapter 5.34 Thesleff points out similarities 
between this treatise and another On Wisdom attributed to archytas II, but these 
similarities are not close and are largely confined to one paragraph of archytas.35 

Perictione II recommends philosophizing as a goal for both women and men 
because it brings human beings closer to the divine. That the soul has no sex 
is also a Platonic concept and appropriate to a woman who bears the name of 
Plato’s mother and who is herself an example of a female philosopher.

Transl ation

“Humanity came into being and exists in order to contemplate the principle of 
the nature of the whole. The function of wisdom is to gain possession of this very 
thing, and to contemplate the purpose of the things that are. 

“Geometry, therefore, and arithmetic, and the other theoretical studies and 
sciences are also concerned with the things that are, but wisdom is concerned 
with all the genera of these. Wisdom is concerned with all that is, just as sight is 
concerned with all that is visible, and hearing with all that is audible. as for the 
attributes of things, some belong universally to all, some to most things, some to 
individual things as such. 

“It is appropriate to wisdom to be able to see and to contemplate those at-
tributes which belong universally to all things; those that belong to most things 
are the business of natural science, while separate sciences are concerned with 
the more individual and particular. on account of this, wisdom searches for the 
basic principles of all the things that are, natural science for the principles of 
natural things, while geometry and arithmetic and music are concerned with 
quantity and the harmonious. 
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“Therefore, whoever is able to analyze all the kinds of being by reference to 
one and the same basic principle, and, in turn, from this principle to synthesize 
and enumerate the different kinds, this person seems to be the wisest and most 
true, and, moreover, to have discovered a noble height from which he will be able 
to catch sight of the god and all the things separated from him [the god] in seried 
rank and order.”

Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 146.17. “the harmonious” (to emmeles) 
Thesleff, Texts, 146.18. “one and the same basic principle”
as we have seen, according to the Pythagoreans, harmonia is the principle of 

everything, including (as Perictione II states here) geometry, arithmetic, and the 
musical arts.36

myia to Phyllis

Thesleff, Texts, 123–24, Hercher, 608, trans. Vicki Harper, in Waithe, Women Phi-
losophers, 15–16

Introduction

The name myia appears in Iamblichus’s catalogue of Pythagorean women (VP 
267). myia was the name of one of the daughters of Pythagoras and Theano I. 
She became the wife of milo of Croton.37 This treatise was written in the third 
or second century BC by a woman named for the original myia, who was (like 
her mother Theano I) a paragon among women. Like Theano II, in her letter to 
euboule, this Neopythagorean myia gives advice on childrearing. myia means 
“carrion fly, bluebottle.”38 The name Phyllis refers to greenery and is common in 
bucolic literature (e.g., Verg., Ecl. 3.76, 78, 5.10, 7.14, 10.37). Thus the two women 
are naturally well matched.

myia was also the name of a Spartan poet who wrote hymns.39 Thesleff deter-
mined that this letter was written “in an inconsistent Doric.”40 He therefore clas-
sifies myia among the western authors and dates her to the third or second cen-
tury BC.41 Like Theano, in her letters to wives married to philandering husbands 
and in her writing on childcare, myia offers useful, practical advice. Her present 
subject is baby care and the choice of a wet nurse, but she ends by promising to 
give more advice when the child is older. 

myia directs her advice on the selection of a wet nurse to Phyllis alone, rather 
than to both the mother and the father. Though the mother was not going to 



112  Pythagorean Women

nurse her infant, mothers were in charge of young children. The sexual division 
of labor was thought to be natural. as Xenophon (Oec. 7.24–25) writes: “The god 
was aware that he had both implanted in the woman and assigned to her the 
nurture of newborn children, he had measured out to her a greater affection for 
newborn babies than he gave to the man.”42 Plato (Laws 7.806 a, e) also considers 
the nurturing of children a basic function of women. aristotle (Gen. an. 3.759b7) 
formulates the same thought negatively: “No male creatures customarily trouble 
themselves about children.”43

In a well-to-do household, wet nurses were considered a normal part of a 
baby’s retinue of caretakers. Wet nurses are discussed in papyrus letters found in 
egypt.44 according to Plutarch (Eroticus, 9) nurses are part of the natural hier-
archy: the nurse rules the child. Plutarch may have written a treatise titled “The 
Wetnurse.”45 His own wife, Timoxena, nursed some of her children herself, and 
employed a wet nurse for the others.46

In the first and second centuries aD, male moralists—for example Tacitus, 
Frontinus, Plutarch, and Pseudo-Plutarch—urged mothers to nurse their own 
babies, though they recognized that, despite the presence of breasts, nursing was 
not always possible (e.g., Ps. Plut. On the Education of Children, 2c, 3c, d). There-
fore it is important to observe that here, in the only extant ancient text on nursing 
by a woman to a woman, the possibility of the mother nursing her baby is not 
even raised. This was not yet the La Leche League era, when women supported 
and instructed nursing mothers in their efforts to feed their babies themselves. 
myia has no doubt that Phyllis will not nurse her baby herself but will employ a 
wet nurse.

Numerous reasons for a postpartum woman to prefer a wet nurse come to 
mind: the obvious one is that the new mother does not want the responsibility 
and inconvenience of nursing. Fifty percent of infants of all classes in antiquity 
died in their first year; the mother who employed a wet nurse would bond less 
with her baby than a mother who nursed her baby herself. moreover, in this era 
of high infant mortality the nonlactating new mother could become pregnant 
again more quickly. Furthermore, if she had given birth to a girl, she might pro-
duce a boy sooner. as we can see from myia’s letter, the woman who nursed was 
advised to avoid sexual contact with her husband. Therefore we may conjecture 
that the baby’s father would have supported his wife’s decision not to nurse. Wet 
nurses were ubiquitous conveniences for those who could afford them.

Soranus of ephesus, who was the leading gynecologist in rome during the 
reign of Hadrian (aD 117–138), also prefers that babies be fed mother’s milk, 
but he nevertheless gives much more extensive advice concerning the selection 
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of a wet nurse and her care of the baby. myia’s advice, though more concise, is 
consistent with that given by Soranus.47 The general belief that the nursing infant 
would imbibe the personal characteristics of the nurse along with her milk per-
meates the thinking of both myia and Soranus. The nurse must be orderly and 
temperate herself in order to transmit these virtues to the nursling. We therefore 
deduce that these virtues are not confined to the freeborn but may be found in 
lower-class women.

There was no Dr. Spock to change childcare in classical antiquity. The unifor-
mity of views on childrearing found in literature and in documents from classi-
cal athens to roman egypt and imperial rome makes it impossible to draw any 
conclusion based only on the content about when and where myia wrote her 
letter to Phyllis.

Transl ation 

“Greetings. Because you have become a mother of children, I offer you this ad-
vice. Choose a nurse who is well disposed and clean, one who is modest and not 
given to excessive sleep or drink. Such a woman will be best able to judge how 
to bring up your children in a manner appropriate to their free-born station— 
provided, of course, that she has enough milk to nourish a child, and is not easily 
overcome by her husband’s entreaties to share his bed. a nurse has a great part in 
this which is first and prefatory to a child’s whole life, i.e., nurturing with a view 
to raising a child well. For she will do all things well at the appropriate time. Let 
her offer the nipple and breast and nourishment, not on the spur of the moment, 
but according to due consideration. Thus will she guide the baby to health. She 
should not give in whenever she herself desires to sleep, but when the newborn 
desires to rest. She will be no small comfort to the child. Let her not be irascible 
or loquacious or indiscriminate in the taking of food, but orderly and temperate 
and, if at all possible, not foreign, but Greek. 

“It is best to put the newborn to sleep when it has been suitably filled with 
milk, for then rest is sweet to the young, and such nourishment is easy to digest. 
If there is any other nourishment, one must give food that is as plain as possible. 
Hold off altogether from wine, because of its strong effect, or add it sparingly in a 
mixture to the evening milk. Don’t continually give the child baths. a practice of 
infrequent baths, at a mild temperature, is better. In addition, the air should have 
a suitable balance of heat and cold, and the house should not be too drafty or too 
closed in. The water should be neither hard nor soft, and the bedclothes should 
be not rough but falling agreeably on the skin. In all these things nature yearns 
for what is fitting, not what is extravagant. These are the things it seems useful to 
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write to you for the present: my hopes based on nursing according to plan. With 
the help of the god, we shall provide feasible and fitting reminders concerning 
the child’s upbringing again at a later time.” 

Commentary

Thesleff, Texts, 123.12–13. “a mother of children” 
If Phyllis is already a mother and has not yet hired a wet nurse, she must have 
begun by nursing her babies herself. Thus the newborns would have received the 
colostrum that is now recognized to be especially beneficial. on the other hand, 
the opening sentence may merely be a device myia adopted to open her discus-
sion of wet-nursing.

Thesleff, Texts, 123.13–16. “Such a woman will be best able to judge how to 
bring up your children in a manner appropriate to their free-born station” 

The civic status of the wet nurse varied. She was ideally a slave in the infant’s 
household who had given birth and was still lactating. a lactating slave might be 
available within Phyllis’s household. a relative might lend a lactating slave when 
needed.48 otherwise a lactating slave could be rented from another owner or 
purchased for this purpose. a freedwoman or a freeborn woman, compelled by 
economic circumstances to wean her own baby and work outside her own home, 
might seek this job as a source of income.

The nurse’s own baby would usually be abruptly weaned from its own moth-
er’s milk. Perhaps the slave infant would be passed to another lactating slave in 
the household, who would nurse the infant along with her own baby. otherwise 
a crude cup with a spout would be used to give babies their nourishment. a wet 
nurse often continued to be a member of the household and to look after the 
child even after weaning. Hence it was important to choose a nurse whose char-
acteristics were consistent with the educational ideals of the parents. 

When the duties of the wet nurse continued even after the baby was weaned, 
she cared for the child until, in the case of a boy, he went to school. In the case 
of a girl, the nurse might become part of the dowry and accompany her to her 
husband’s home. a grateful nursling might manumit a faithful nurse.

Thesleff, Texts, 123.15. “and not given to excessive . . . drink.” See below on 
Thesleff, Texts, 123.29. 

Thesleff, Texts, 123.17–18. “is not easily overcome by her husband’s entreaties 
to share his bed.” 

Thus Soranus advises that the wet nurse be ”self-controlled” so as to abstain 
from coitus, “for coitus cools the affection toward [the] nursling by the diversion 
of sexual pleasure and moreover spoils and diminishes the milk or suppresses 
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it entirely by stimulating menstrual catharsis through the uterus or by bringing 
about conception.”49 Lactation does not inevitably cease in a pregnant woman, 
but it may, and eventually the wet nurse would have to be replaced. The celi-
bacy restriction is common in wet-nursing contracts from roman egypt.50 Such  
contracts stipulate a period of one to three years, most usually two—a long 
time for a husband and wife to abstain from intercourse. Both partners or the 
woman’s owner, however, would have been concerned about losing the income 
accruing from wet-nursing. That myia refers to the nurse’s male partner as her 
“husband” does not necessarily indicate her social status. even though slaves 
could not contract a legal marriage, they often informally referred to their com-
mitment to another person as a “marriage” and called their partner “husband” 
or “wife.” 

Thesleff, Texts, 123.20–22. “Let her offer the nipple and breast and nourish-
ment, not on the spur of the moment, but according to due consideration.” 

Similarly, Soranus (38 [107]) warns the nurse not to offer the breast at all times 
or just because the child cries (39 [108]). The Pythagorean character of this piece 
of advice appears in myia’s admonition that the nurse be thoughtful. 

Thesleff, Texts, 123.22. “She should not give in whenever she herself desires to 
sleep”

The nurse must adhere to the Pythagorean ideal of self-control, subordinating 
her natural appetites for sex, sleep, and wine, and thinking instead about what is 
good for the baby.

Thesleff, Texts, 123.25–26. “not foreign, but Greek.”
This criterion, in addition to the reference to “free-born station” in line 16, 

above, draws attention to the civic status of the wet nurse: freeborn, slave, or 
freedwoman. a barbarian was likely to be a slave, a Greek more likely to be a free 
working woman. Greek slaves, however, were also available from time to time. 
Greeks were thought to be the best baby-tenders because they were considered 
civilized and could speak to the baby in Greek without an accent. Thus Soranus 
recommends that the wet nurse “should be self-controlled, sympathetic, and not 
have a bad temper, a Greek, and neat.”51 Ps.-Plutarch insists that nurses be Greek, 
neither barbarians nor prisoners of war (Education of Children, 3d–e, 7a).

Thesleff, Texts, 123.29. “Hold off altogether from wine”
Soranus writes that at first the nurse should abstain from drink because the 

wine passes to the milk, and the nursling becomes sleepy.52 Soranus does allow 
the nurse to drink a little white wine later on as the baby grows older.53 Here 
we see that a nurse might be tempted to go further and mix some wine into the 
baby’s evening milk in order to ensure a restful night for herself.
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Thesleff, Texts, 123.31–32. “Don’t continually give the child baths. a practice of 
infrequent baths, at a mild temperature, is better.”

Soranus also cautions against frequent bathing of the newborn, who becomes 
weak and vulnerable to illness and head injury.54 Nurses, however, are tempted to 
bathe infants too often so that they will become sleepy.

Thesleff, Texts, 123.31–124.5. “balance of heat and cold, and the house should 
not be too drafty or too closed in. The water should be neither hard nor soft. . . . 
What is fitting, not what is extravagant.”

The rearing of a baby should be consistent with the Pythagorean doctrine of 
harmony, seeking balance and avoiding excess.55



C h a p t e r  s e v e n

The Neopythagorean Women  
as Philosophers

V i c k i  L y n n  H a r p e r

The extant works of Neopythagorean women comprise both treatises and letters 
of advice. How should one characterize these disparate works? There is good rea-
son to conclude that many of the letters, as well as treatises, count as philosophy. 
In this chapter I analyze a number of these writings as philosophical works, com-
parable to canonical texts by philosophers such as Plato and aristotle. I explain 
why these works should be classified as philosophy and in what respects it seems 
appropriate to apply the term Pythagorean to them. I do not directly address 
the question of whether these works are really written by women, though I do 
believe this to be plausible.1 

my commentary is selective in the following way: first, I do not comment on 
the works I regard as not having philosophical import. In this category I put the 
letters by Theano II to euclides, rhodope, and Tim(ai)monides. Second, some 
works clearly allude to Plato’s dialogs and may be more Platonic than Pythago-
rean. as an example, I comment briefly on similarities between aesara’s “on 
Human Nature” and Plato’s Republic, though I also point out two intriguing dif-
ferences between these texts. Perictione II (“on Wisdom”), part of which over-
laps with the fragments of “on Wisdom” attributed to archytas (Thesleff, Texts, 
43–45), would be another example in this category, and I do not discuss it here. I 
also see Platonic elements in Phyntis (“on the moderation of Women”), though 
this treatise’s specific applications of the norm of moderation to the social condi-
tions of women’s lives sets it apart from the other two; I comment on that aspect 
of Phyntis’s work later. Third, I comment briefly on Theano I’s “on Piety” insofar 
as it relates to interpretations of the role of number in Pythagorean philosophy. 
my main focus, however, is on the following group, where I comment in detail 
on some works, and only briefly on others, on the grounds of similarity with re-
spect to philosophical import: Perictione I (“on the Harmonious Woman”) and 
Theano II (letters to euboule, euridice, Callisto, and Nicostrate). I consider this 
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group to embody an original and distinctive contribution to Western philosophy. 
(melissa’s letter to Cleareta and myia’s to Phyllis offer advice on moderation and 
the care of infants that is consonant with the more subtle and philosophically 
reflective works by Perictione I and Theano II.) Finally, I comment on Ptolemaïs 
in the context of the general legacy of Pythagorean philosophy, relating my dis-
cussion to my main point about the philosophical import of the works I analyze 
in detail. 

aesara, “on Human Nature” 

Thesleff, Texts, 48–502 
This work reflects a familiarity with ideas and even some textual details of Plato’s 
Republic. Not only is there the analogy between justice in the soul of the individ-
ual and justice in the state, but the tripartite analysis of the soul (mind, high spirit, 
and desire) explicitly differentiates each part by its function (erga, pragmata). 
The just soul is characterized by proper hierarchical order (the better ruling  
the inferior), and there is unanimity (homonoia) and agreement (homophrosyna) 
among the parts as to which should rule; friendship (philia), love (eros), and 
kindliness (philophrosyna) grow among them. These points all correspond to 
Plato’s analysis of the soul in Republic, book 4, and his characterization of the just 
individual as one in whom the several parts each perform their own function 
(ta hautou pratton, 441 e). The just individual is also temperate (sophron). The 
virtue of temperance or moderation (sophrosyne) in the individual is specifically 
characterized by friendship (philia) and concord (symphonia) among the parts 
because they all agree that the reasoning part should rule (442 C–D). The aesara 
fragment parallels the ideas of the Republic passage, using similar, if not identical, 
language. In its second sentence it even echoes the analogy to hunting and the 
metaphor of “tracking down” justice that Plato uses in 432 B–D. However, there  
is a pleasing reversal about the order of discovery in aesara’s fragment: aesara 
analyzes justice in the soul as the model for justice in the state (and the house-
hold), while Plato first hunts for justice in the state as an instructive model for 
justice in the individual, on the grounds that justice “writ large” must be easier 
to discern (368 D–369 a, 434 e). aesara’s claim is that “by following the tracks 
within himself whoever seeks will make a discovery: law is in him and justice, 
which is the orderly arrangement of soul,” and this provides the model for dis-
cerning justice in larger, external contexts. according to aesara, one starts by 
reflecting upon what is most familiar from one’s own experience. (Is it too fanci-
ful possibly even to hear an echo of Heraclitus [DK 101]: “I searched myself ”?)
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The second twist is aesara’s introduction of the household into the analogy. 
Justice in the soul is analogous to both justice in the household and justice in the 
state. It is probably pointless to speculate as to how the analogy might progress, 
if pressed. Should the orderly household, as well as the just soul, provide a model 
for the orderly state? If so, how could the analogy go? If the wife is to be thought 
of as ruler of the household, who has the role of the high-spirited element? on 
the other hand, if we think of the husband as ruler of the household and the wife 
as his natural ally (as well as the locus of emotion?), then would courage be the 
distinctive virtue of wives? Usually, as in the selection from Phintys, it is mod-
eration that is thought to be most appropriate for women. It seems better not 
to press the analogies, but simply to think in terms of a well-functioning whole 
with concordant parts. Finally, is there an analogy between microcosm and mac-
rocosm such that the well-ordered soul reflects cosmic order? aesara’s fragment 
does not address this question.3 

 In contrast to the rather Platonic aesara fragment, the group of texts upon 
which I wish to focus can be analyzed as applications of a Pythagorean principle 
of harmonia to the social conditions of women’s lives. I shall elucidate this claim 
in what follows.

It is not surprising that these texts should be somewhat eclectic. None of them 
dates back to the time of Pythagoras himself,4 but they are consonant with a phil-
osophical viewpoint that is appropriately called Pythagorean. reliable evidence 
may be too scanty for confidence about Pythagoras and the earliest Pythagore-
ans, though even with respect to these, some points seem well supported.5 There 
is also good evidence to support information about developments in Pythagore-
anism in the fifth and early fourth centuries BC, including the work of Philolaus 
and archytas.6 Iamblichus reports a distinction between two kinds of Pythago-
reans, the akousmatikoi and the mathematikoi.7 although Iamblichus is a late 
source, his contention that there was such a division is corroborated by earlier 
sources, and it is plausible that this was true by the fifth century BC, well be-
fore Plato.8 according to Iamblichus, “the philosophy of the akousmatikoi com-
prises undemonstrated akousmata (precepts, things heard), without reasoning, 
that one should act in such a way.”9 examples of Pythagorean akousmata include 
such tokens as “do not overstep the balance beam” and “do not stir the fire with 
a knife.”10 of course, as Diogenes Laertius notes, one need not be overly literal; 
many of these akousmata seem to invite metaphorical interpretation.11 Though 
Iamblichus’s testimony may be unjustifiably deflationary, apparently the akous-
matikoi did not give a reasoned account connecting precepts to basic principles 
or to a distinctly Pythagorean worldview.
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In contrast to the akousmatikoi, the mathematikoi focus on number theory 
and mathematics.12 exactly what this means is, however, far from clear. The term 
could even apply to different groups and different projects. related issues con-
cern the connection between mathematics and Pythagorean views of the cosmos, 
as well as the relation between the analysis of musical concords in terms of ratios 
of whole numbers and normative, as well as descriptive, views of the cosmos.

In Metaphysics 986 a 22 aristotle reports on a table of opposites that includes 
limit and unlimited, odd and even, unity and plurality, right and left, male and 
female, rest and motion, straight and crooked, light and darkness, good and bad, 
square and oblong. This involves a normative contrast (good in one column, 
bad in the other) and also terminology that can be related to numbers and the 
representation of numbers by figures comprising patterns of dots that character-
ize odd numbers as square and even numbers as oblong.13 But it is not at all clear 
from this how or whether numbers might have an explanatory role to play in the 
analysis of cosmic order. 

In his groundbreaking work, which separated the historical Pythagoras from 
the fabricated persona attributed to him by later sources, Walter Burkert con-
cluded that the historical Pythagoras was not engaged in the projects of ratio-
nal cosmology or mathematics at all.14 other scholars argue that Burkert went 
too far and that it is plausible to believe that Pythagoras shared at least some of  
the interests of the philosophers who flourished in nearby miletus somewhat 
before and at roughly the same time that Pythagoras was growing up on Samos.15 
Without assuming that Pythagoras articulated a detailed cosmology, it does not 
seem unreasonable to hypothesize that he believed in the existence of an orderly 
cosmos and that he connected his religious and moral beliefs with the idea of cos-
mic order in some way. of course, it might have been a minimal understanding 
of cosmic order, one in which moral purpose was the main point of cosmology, 
rather than a rational cosmology in the spirit of anaximander or anaximenes. 
But even the akousmata support the idea that Pythagoras’s cosmos must exhibit 
some mathematical relationships.16

another connection with numbers concerns the Pythagorean idea of harmo-
nia. The four numbers that constitute the sacred tetractys (and add up to the 
perfect number ten) also serve to specify the ratios that define the basic concords 
of harmonia: the fourth (4:3), the fifth (3:2), and the octave (2:1).17 Akousmata not 
only characterize harmonia as the finest (kalliston) thing but also support the rela-
tion between musical concords and the tetractys: Iamblichus connects the tetractys 
to the Delphic oracle and characterizes it as the harmonia in which the sirens 
sing.18 Without claiming that early Pythagoreans were able to construct adequate 
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proofs for the correlation between musical concords and fixed ratios of whole 
numbers, it seems clear that harmonia is a central Pythagorean concept, with 
normative import, and that it is connected with number in a definitive way.

For a well-articulated model of cosmic order one must wait for Philolaus. The 
term Pythagorean is also properly applied to Philolaus of Croton, and his ideas 
can be seen as at least in part a development of an earlier Pythagorean belief in 
the significance of cosmic order. In the case of Philolaus, it is clear that math-
ematics plays an important role in the explanation of cosmic order, and Huffman 
relates his ideas to harmonia in a unique way.19 The contrast with earlier Pythag-
orean philosophy can be highlighted by noting an important difference between 
the terminology of Philolaus and the table of opposites reported by aristotle in 
Metaphysics 986 a. The table of opposites includes the terms limit and unlimited, 
but Philolaus speaks in the plural of limiters and unlimiteds.20 The importance 
of this can be seen by reflecting that simply thinking in terms of the imposition 
of some limit on an unlimited range of possibility is not enough to account for 
a normative concept of order. Definite ratios may define beautiful musical con-
cords, but equally definite ratios of randomly selected pitches could define disso-
nances. Harmonia was assumed to exclude random dissonances all along, as the 
akousmata suggest. But the concept of limit presented in the table of opposites 
cannot account for this. Thus, Huffman suggests, Philolaus presents harmonia as 
a separate normative principle of order, one that also serves to solve the problem 
of Parmenides’ challenge to the intelligibility of the sensible world.21 (Huffman 
also shows that Philolaus develops an original view of the relation of number to 
harmonia and to cosmic order, but I do not pursue that here.) For the purpose 
at hand, I merely want to establish that harmonia is a fundamental Pythagorean 
concept and that it has normative force. The importance of cosmic order and its 
normative implications for a disciplined way of life is another basic Pythagorean 
idea, though it need not entail elaborate mathematical analysis or be driven by a 
specific project of rational cosmology.

In any case, aristotle’s testimony in the Metaphysics suggests that Pythago-
reans (or so-called Pythagoreans) may have connected number with things in 
more than one way.

In the first book of the Metaphysics, aristotle offers at least two interpretations 
of the relation between things and numbers in Pythagorean philosophy: things 
resemble numbers (985 b 28–33; DK 58 B4), and the elements of numbers are the 
elements of all the things that are (986 a 1–2; DK 58 B4). In the fourteenth book, 
he offers one or two more: things are numbers or are composed out of numbers 
(1090 a 32–35). The fragment from Theano I, “on Piety” (Thesleff, Texts, 195.10–
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17) can be related to aristotle’s critical presentation of Pythagorean views of the 
relation between numbers and things. It ridicules the idea that everything is cre-
ated from number, asserting instead that what Pythagoras said was “everything 
is generated according to number, that the primary order is in number.”22 The 
fragment is perhaps best understood as a polemical reply to aristotle’s criticism 
of the view that things are composed of numbers. 

The aspects of Pythagorean philosophy I wish to pursue here, however, are 
those that can be related to the letters and treatises that can be interpreted as ap-
plying a Pythagorean principle of harmonia to the social conditions of women’s 
lives. at first sight, the letters of advice may seem unphilosophical, not because 
of their literary format, but because a hasty reader might think they are merely 
prudential, or worse, that they are nothing more than dogmatic precepts for be-
havior, unsupported by reasons or principles. But if one thinks of harmonia as 
a normative concept and explores the idea that a commitment to a principle of 
harmonia has normative implications for the way one should live one’s life, these 
letters and treatises become philosophically quite interesting. The point is that 
actual social conditions do not conform to the ideal; there is a collision between 
ideal theory and the conditions for actual practice. 

The harmonious order of the cosmos is regarded as beautiful and good; it is 
the finest thing. It is something that one should try to emulate by the discipline 
of living an orderly life. Ideally, one’s every enterprise should be in tune with the 
order of the harmonious whole. Thus, an ethical implication of accepting the Py-
thagorean way of life would be that one ought to accept limitations for oneself in 
the interest of the harmonious order of the whole. Needless to say, there could be 
some strains of commitment to this principle. a belief in the immortality of the 
soul and reincarnation, as attested for the early Pythagoreans,23 may have miti-
gated some of the strain: one’s future lives provide an opportunity for long-term 
justice. But it is not at all clear that later Pythagoreans or Neopythagoreans had 
to accept the doctrine of reincarnation, nor is reincarnation mentioned in any 
of the works analyzed here. What is important, though, is that the Pythagorean 
belief in cosmic harmony does not require that any existing social order here 
and now be ideal. even in less than ideal social positions or settings, however, a 
concern for social stability and order should outweigh a desire for revolt. From 
a Pythagorean point of view, the disorder of anarchy would be the worst pos-
sible outcome.24 This is not to deny that some reform of existing social condi-
tions might be appropriate: Pythagoras’s undermining of the double standard 
for men and women is a striking example.25 Such reform was aimed at strength-
ening, rather than weakening, social bonds and marital commitment.26 But the 
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burden of bearing the constraints of a less than ideal social order falls on those 
in subordinate positions, those with less power than those to whom they are 
subordinated. although women were relatively well respected in Pythagorean 
communities, the Neopythagorean authors of the works I analyze in detail ad-
dress social conditions that are far from ideal; even well-born women suffer the 
strain of their subordination. This provides an opportunity for their readers to 
view commitment to the normative principle of harmonia from the perspective 
of those “below,” who are constrained by their social circumstances.

I now turn to my argument that the treatises and letters of advice by Neopy-
thagorean women count as philosophy and that they are comparable to canoni-
cal works of Greek philosophy in significant and specific ways. I draw some com-
parisons to Plato, but, for a variety of reasons, I wish to focus on similarities to 
aristotle, especially with respect to aristotle’s methodology in the Nicomachean 
Ethics. my overall aim in making these comparisons concerns the consistency of 
criteria for including specific texts or bodies of work in a canon of philosophical 
works or excluding them on the grounds that they do not count as philosophy. 
my point is that, if one classifies aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics as philosophy, 
consistency requires that one classify writings by Neopythagorean women as 
philosophy too. I am not claiming that the Neopythagorean women whose work 
I discuss below read aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.27 (I have argued that the text 
of Perictione I’s “The Harmonious Woman” shows a familiarity with Plato’s Re-
public.)28 If we assume that a Neopythagorean woman such as Theano II was not 
familiar with aristotle’s views about methodology in ethics, her contributions 
are all the more remarkable. at this point, in order to explain why I focus on 
a comparison of works by Neopythagorean women with aristotle, rather than 
Plato, it is necessary to state in exactly what respects I wish to compare them. 
Despite their most likely disparate worldviews, I see four points of similarity be-
tween works of Neopythagorean women (especially those by Perictione I and the 
Neopythagorean Theano II) and aristotle’s approach to ethics in the Nicoma-
chean Ethics.29 Similarities include (1) reflection upon human experience and its 
relevance to the application of philosophical insight to practice; (2) a concern 
with moral psychology as essential for ethical practicability; (3) an emphasis on 
the role of character and a practical concern for the development of character; 
and (4) the importance of flexibility and context in the application of principle 
to practice. 

In some of these respects, for example, the importance of moral psychology 
and the development of character, there are obvious parallels to Plato’s philoso-
phy as well, especially to a work such as the Republic, in which such topics are 
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discussed at length. otherwise, the writings by Neopythagorean women are par-
ticularly comparable to aristotle’s approach. I argue that this is so with respect to 
the emphasis on practicability and the importance of flexibility in the application 
of principle to practice. In my discussion of Ptolemaïs at the end of this chapter, 
I point out a further similarity between some basic Pythagorean presuppositions 
and aristotle’s philosophical stance. Whether or not they were familiar with ar-
istotle’s views, in emphasizing practicability and in adopting a methodology sim-
ilar to aristotle’s approach to ethics, Neopythagorean women were innovative 
with respect to Pythagorean philosophy, while remaining true to its basic tenets. 
Finally, there is the issue of aristotle’s comments on women. Indeed, aristotle 
expresses some sexist views on women.30 These views are consonant with those 
of many of his male contemporaries and may be inconsistent with aristotle’s 
own views elsewhere, as in Categories 3b 33–37, where he asserts that primary 
substances do not admit of degrees and that one human being cannot be more a 
human than another. But my comparisons concern aristotle’s general views on 
methodology and on ethical theory and its practicability, not his specific views 
on women or political and social structures. His general views on ethical theory, 
methodology, and practicability do not entail a sexist view of women. However, 
the fact that aristotle is writing from a position of privilege with respect to gen-
der (as well as social class) not only constitutes a significant difference between 
aristotle and the Neopythagorean women but also points to something that is 
truly original in their contribution to Greek philosophy generally. In this respect, 
there is an illuminating contrast.

There are at least two significant differences between aristotle and the Neopy-
thagorean women. First, the metaphysical assumptions that shape their distinct 
worldviews may be different: as far as we know, the Neopythagorean women may 
or may not believe in the immortality of the soul. But we do know that aristotle 
does not accept a doctrine of reincarnation and does not endorse the immortal-
ity of the soul in any personal sense.31 His normative view of the human good ad-
dresses the topic of eudaimonia, flourishing or doing well, in this life. Second—
and perhaps most interestingly—there is the fact that aristotle speaks from a 
position of class and gender privilege, while the Neopythagorean women speak 
from the standpoint of their subordinate social position as women. Though the 
Neopythagorean women who had the leisure to write philosophy were from an 
elite class, their actual experience as women gave them greater insight into the 
burdens of the less privileged. These women show a keen appreciation of the 
strains of commitment to a philosophy that places primary importance upon 
the Pythagorean principle of harmonia despite less than ideal social conditions.32 
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The writings of Neopythagorean women bring an original perspective and new 
insight to ancient Greek philosophy.

Practical reasoning: The application of Principle to Practice

The Neopythagorean women share a conviction that theoretical normative prin-
ciples should be applicable in practice. Practicability is a criterion of adequacy 
for ethical principles. as aristotle insists in the second book of the Nicomachean 
Ethics (1103 b), the point of his ethical inquiry is not theoretical knowledge of 
what virtue is, but to become good—otherwise inquiry would be useless.33 Simi-
larly, the Neopythagorean women writers are concerned to work out the norma-
tive implications of Pythagorean principles for the actual contexts of human life, 
including the realities of less than ideal social conditions. Pythagoras may have 
succeeded in persuading early Pythagorean men to give up their concubines, 
but social practice in the Hellenistic times of Neopythagorean women included 
a double standard for men and women and restricted social roles for women. 
From this perspective, I would like to examine works by Theano II and Peric-
tione I, with respect to the first two points of similarity to aristotle’s approach 
to ethics articulated above: reflection upon human experience as relevant for the 
application of philosophical insight to practice and a practical concern for moral 
psychology as it applies to actual human beings.

Both Theano II and Perictione I address the issue of the double standard and 
marital infidelity. I begin with Theano II’s Letter to Nicostrate, because of its 
particularly careful attention to moral psychology.

Theano’s letter, addressed to the wife of a philandering husband, is aimed at 
possibilities for reconciliation, healing, and the preservation of a beneficial and 
meaningful marital relationship. Without minimizing the pain and anger felt by 
Nicostrate, it appeals to the whole gamut of her tangled emotions in the best pos-
sible way. It suggests a genuine concern for the well-being of both husband and 
wife and pays shrewd attention to psychology as it focuses on practical ways to 
facilitate marital reconciliation and moral amendment.

The letter’s opening reference to the husband’s “madness” immediately sets 
the scene for a way of seeing the situation that offers hope for both husband and 
wife. The suggestion that he is not currently in his right mind leaves open the 
possibility that he is not a bad person when he is himself. Perhaps he is not incur-
ably wicked. It could be a temporary case of weakness because he was “hunted 
down” by that woman and now is “held fast” by the immediacy of his own unruly 
passion, a passion that, at a deeper level and in the long run, he does not really 
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desire to have. Thus immediate first-order desires can conflict with a more fun-
damental desire for goodness. Such frivolity is not consonant with what he really 
wants: a good life. This line of thought is also a balm to Nicostrate’s injured self-
esteem, which Theano proceeds to fortify: “If he associates with the courtesan 
with a view towards pleasure, he associates with his wife with a view towards the 
beneficial.” The wife is associated with goodness and reason (“he loves you on  
the basis of good judgment, but her on the basis of passion.”) This encourages 
the wife to adopt a positive self-image. Theano also endorses the view that “no 
one who understands persists in self-chosen harm.”34 This psychological princi- 
ple applies to both wife and husband. The letter emphasizes the point that at-
tempts at jealous retribution on the wife’s part would cause self-inflicted harm to 
herself, not to mention a malicious sense of satisfaction to the husband, as long 
as his current state of madness persists: “Because he is not well, he invites you 
to share in his plight.” This appeal acknowledges the reality of Nicostrate’s anger 
(Don’t give him that satisfaction!) but channels it in a constructive direction. 
How much better to act nobly, thus paving the way for his recovery, and—as an 
exemplar of “nobility and goodness”—to rise in his esteem as he returns to his 
right mind: “If he has been properly prepared for it by you, he will be all the more 
ashamed; he will wish to be reconciled sooner . . . he will love you more tenderly.” 
Theano not only cultivates Nicostrate’s sense of self-esteem and her desire to be 
a good person but also fortifies her sense of agency in a positive way. and from 
the tangled skein of Nicostrate’s emotions, she pulls out the thread of love. If 
Nicostrate loves her husband, she will want him to be well, and she will want 
to be esteemed and loved by him. Theano also highlights the idea that, far from 
gaining unmerited advantage, wrongdoers harm themselves and everything they 
love. The closing reminder of the tragic excesses of medea urges Nicostrate to 
view her own jealousy and anger with horror.

Theano’s advice to Nicostrate can also be compared to aristotle’s thoughts 
about disillusionment in the context of friendship: “But if we accept another per-
son as good, and he turns out to be an obvious villain, should we continue to love 
him?” (Eth. Nic. 1165 b). aristotle’s answer to this question is yes, as long as the 
person is not incurably wicked. We have an obligation to aid in the redemption 
of his character, as long as this is possible. In her letter to Nicostrate, Theano 
seems optimistic about the possibility of her husband’s reformation. Theano fo-
cuses on ways to mend the fabric of a relationship that may be basically sound.35 
It is not surprising that someone who is committed to a Pythagorean principle of 
harmonia would suggest possibilities for reconciliation in such a case. But what 
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about less promising cases? What if an errant friend or spouse does seem to be 
incurably wicked or incapable of reformation?

In the first fragment of “on the Harmonious Woman,” Perictione is not al-
ways optimistic about the possibility of mutuality in marital reconciliation:

a woman must bear everything on the part of her husband, even if he should 
be unfortunate, or fail on account of ignorance or illness or drink, or cohabit 
with other women. For this error is forgiven in the case of men; for women, 
never. rather, retribution is imposed. Therefore she must keep the law and 
not be envious. She must bear anger and stinginess, fault-finding, jealousy and 
abuse, and any other trait in his nature. (trans. VLH)

Perictione starkly acknowledges a double standard for men and women and the 
subordinate position of wives in relation to their husbands. Infidelity may be a 
fault (hamartia), but it is forgiven (epichoreetai) in the case of a man, but never 
for a woman.

Positive law or established convention (nomos) may not coincide with the 
ideal. Pythagoras advocated fidelity for both sexes alike, but here the double stan-
dard is a social reality, and any practical application of the principle of harmonia 
must acknowledge it. That nomos may diverge from the ideal is underscored by 
the evaluative language of fault: not just by the use of word hamartia but also by 
the terminology in the catalog of faults and abuse that a woman may have to bear 
on the part of her husband. For example, the word I have translated as “abuse” 
(kakegorie) connotes evil-speaking, calumny, or slander, as opposed to justified 
chastisement. The language acknowledges that the husband is at fault, that his 
character is flawed. Nevertheless, by nomos, the wife must bear it. The accom-
modation seems wholly one-sided; there is no suggestion that the husband might 
reform. The faults are a part of his nature now.36

Perictione’s text does, however, offer a thin ray of hope for the wife, even given 
the brute facts of her current situation. (even if she does believe in reincarna-
tion, she need not be consoled solely by the thought of better luck in future re-
incarnations.) There is a subtle suggestion that she can handle it; with discre-
tion she can manage the effects of her husband’s recalcitrant character: “Being 
discreet, she will deal with all of his characteristics in a way pleasing to him.” 
The participle from the verb sophroneo, here translated as “being discreet,” con-
notes moderation or self-control, a virtue thought to be especially appropriate 
to women among the Greeks.37 This is consonant with part of Theano’s advice 
to Nicostrate; rather than lashing out, reacting furiously to her husband’s error, 
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she should concentrate on the probity of her own conduct and character. But 
the Greek for the verbal expression translated above as “will deal with” comes 
from a verb (tithemi) that may connote active disposal or management. By her 
own agency, by the nobility of her own disposition, she can minimize the nega-
tive impact of her husband’s flaws. There is still a possibility for some kind of  
harmony—even love—even though all of the accommodation must be on her 
side. Thus, although social reality (which may be less than ideal) and circum-
stances may restrict the ways in which a woman can satisfy the normative prin-
ciple of harmonia, in limited ways this is not humanly impossible.

melissa’s Letter to Cleareta also acknowledges inequality between husband 
and wife: “For to a woman of decorum the wishes of her husband are an unwrit-
ten law by which she must live her life.”38 But melissa’s language is neutral as 
to the propriety and quality of the husband’s wishes. This is in contrast to the 
evaluative language used by Perictione, language that underlines the fact that her 
husband is morally flawed.

Perictione confronts another brute fact of human experience in fragment 2 
of “on the Harmonious Woman”: parents can be flawed too. Parents were tra-
ditionally accorded great respect in Greek society.39 But how far does parental 
reverence require us to go? “Thus, whether living or departed, it is necessary 
to revere them and never to murmur against them; even if they should act 
wrongly because of disease or deception, one should exhort and instruct, but 
in no way hate them. There could be no greater human error and injustice than 
to sin against one’s parents” (trans. VLH). Here Perictione focuses on our in-
ward emotional response: one should love one’s parents unconditionally, in no 
way hate them. But she leaves room for intervention too, by exhortation and 
instruction: “even if they should act wrongly because of disease or deception, 
one should exhort and instruct, but in no way hate them.”40 Unfortunately, some-
times (through illness, especially) parents become irrational and thus incapable 
of responding to reasonable instruction or exhortation. This is a fact of human 
experience. Perictione’s text asserts, “even in madness one must well-nigh obey 
them.” (Notice that this does not say, flat out, that one must.) aristotle seriously 
considers whether devotion to one’s parents can be excessive, foolish, or morally 
base in the seventh book of the Nicomachean Ethics (1148 a 22–b 5). What can we 
note in Perictione’s text that might indicate her probable response to this human 
dilemma? Perhaps the term I have translated as “exhortation” (paregorein) does 
not presuppose the rationality of the person to whom it is addressed. a second-
ary meaning of the word is “to console, comfort, soothe.” In such circumstances, 
piety may not require obedience, but rather, love and care.
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Perictione—and Phintys as well—are also notable for their attention to human 
psychology when they urge women to eschew luxury and ostentation. Phintys 
notes that an ostentatious display of luxury not only shows an arrogant disregard  
for other, less wealthy, women but also arouses their envy.41 It is bad for the os-
tentatious woman herself, and it insidiously undermines the character of other 
women as well. obviously, this does not promote social harmony, and it is not 
surprising that Pythagoras insisted on simplicity of dress and manner for early 
Pythagorean women. Perhaps Perictione goes overboard in her claims about 
the relation between extravagance and the feminine psyche: “Women who eat 
and drink every costly thing, who dress extravagantly and wear the things that 
women wear, are ready for the error of every vice, both with respect to the mar-
riage bed and the rest of wrongdoing.”42 But we might interpret this in terms of 
symptoms, rather than as a simple causal claim. The description could apply to 
a woman of unbridled desires, someone without regard for anyone else, or any-
thing that really matters. extravagance of dress and behavior could be a symp-
tom of arrogant disregard of all that is good and noble and fine.

The role of Character and Character Development

The third point of significant comparison between the writings of Neopythago-
rean women and aristotle’s (and Plato’s) approach to ethics concerns their atten-
tion to the role of moral character and practical consideration of how character 
is to be developed. They share the belief that moral excellence concerns feelings 
and emotions as well as action. Though right action is important, it is not enough 
to act in accordance with stipulated rules; one should be disposed to act rightly 
because of one’s character. Virtuous character requires appropriate feelings, with 
respect to both appetite and emotion.43 This means that one should take pleasure 
in what is good and feel pain or disgust at what is bad. What one takes pleasure 
in is an indication of one’s character.44 a basic assumption is that it is possible to 
shape one’s desires and emotional responses through a process of appropriate ha-
bituation. aristotle and Neopythagorean women agree that one cannot begin the 
process of habituation soon enough, especially with respect to pleasure. Theano’s 
Letter to euboule is a good example to illustrate this.45

as Theano remarks near the beginning of her letter, “When pleasure and 
children are brought up together, it makes the children undisciplined. What is 
sweeter to the young than familiar pleasure?” This does not mean that one can 
altogether avoid bringing up children with pleasure. as aristotle notes, to some 
extent, this is the case with all of us: “again, pleasure has grown up with all of us 
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since infancy and is consequently a feeling difficult to eradicate, ingrained as it is 
in our lives. and, to a greater or lesser extent, we regulate our actions by pleasure 
and pain.”46 But it does mean that one must encourage restraint from an early 
age, in order to shape our desires aright. once again, the avoidance of luxury 
is a must. only in this way can we become truly free (eleutheros). Theano and 
aristotle agree that being free is not a matter of being able to do anything one 
happens to want. one can be enslaved even without being subjected to external 
constraint. Theano urges euboule to train and discipline her children “so that 
they shall not become slaves of their feelings, greedy for pleasure and shrinking 
from pain.” This chimes well with aristotle’s characterization of a life driven by 
the pursuit of pleasure as “utter slavishness.”47 Human beings have the capacity 
for self-reflection and deliberate choice; the marks of agency. We have a capac-
ity for second-order, as well as first-order, desires. That is, we can desire to have 
desires we do not yet possess or desire not to have some we do. In her letter to 
Nicostrate, Theano endorses the principle that “no one who understands persists 
in self-chosen harm.” Thus one would wish to have desires that are not harmful, 
and anyone who truly recognizes that some of his or her desires are harmful will 
be motivated to eradicate them. The trouble is, such recognition is not automatic. 
as Plato stresses in book 4 of the Republic, the development of firm convictions 
about what is truly to be sought or feared is no easy process; hence the rigor-
ous system of education decreed for future guardians. Theano counsels euboule 
not only to avoid luxury for her children but also to “exercise her charges in the 
things they dread—even if this causes them some pain and distress.” only in this 
way will euboule be able to cultivate true freedom, rather than slavery, for her 
children, so that they “shall honor virtue above everything and be able both to 
abstain from pleasure and to withstand pain.” The inner compulsion of uncon-
trollable desires constitutes slavery every bit as much as external constraint. True 
freedom lies in self-control. 

 Flexibility in Contextual ethics

The final point of comparison concerns the flexibility of a contextual approach 
to ethics. Theano’s letter to Callisto is consonant with the flexibility of aristotle’s 
doctrine of the mean as explained in book 2 of the Nicomachean Ethics.48 But  
I argue that there is also a significant difference because Theano is writing  
from a standpoint that gives her greater insight into the burdens of those who 
occupy the less privileged strata of society. She shows a sympathetic under-
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standing of the lives of servants and slaves that goes beyond anything in aris-
totle’s writings.

In her letter to Callisto, Theano recommends flexible guidelines for assessing 
human character and action, emphasizing “right measure” and proper judgment 
as appropriately proportionate to context. She cautions Callisto to “determine the 
true facts of wrongdoing in keeping with the justice of the condemnation” and to 
avoid excessive punishment. She reminds her that “reasoning no less than righ-
teous indignation is an effective means of control,” and she adds that sometimes 
it is appropriate to override strict justice in favor of kindness and forgiveness. 
Thus Theano shares with aristotle an appreciation of flexibility and context in 
the application of principle to practice. 

But subtleties of the text suggest an extra dimension, one that may reflect 
distinctively Pythagorean views. Theano’s musical analogy and her understand-
ing of “right measure” are illuminated by an appeal to the principle of harmo-
nia, which is central to Pythagorean thought. as we noted earlier, this principle 
 applies not just to music but also to the entire cosmos and everything in it. ac-
cording to Pythagoreans, a cosmos is an ordered world system, and all order is 
defined by the delineation of limit in the unlimited, or, definition of what was 
indefinite. (This may not be a sufficient condition for good order, but it is a nec-
essary one.) For example, the Pythagoreans noted that in a range of sound rising 
in pitch, the limits imposed by the musical intervals of the octave, the fifth, and 
the fourth are defined by the specific rations of 2:1, 4:3, and 3:2, respectively. That 
is, if the strings of a musical instrument are tightened to the same tension, then 
if one string is twice as long as another, the notes they sound will be precisely an 
octave apart. From measured (limited) intervals, harmonious music is produced. 

Pythagoreans often use analogies to music in discussing ethical concerns. all 
coherent structure, whether it is musical, ethical, social, or cosmological, is pre-
served by the delineation of differences. order is a relation among things which 
are distinct from one another; without the definition of different entities, there 
is only an indefinite, undifferentiated mass. What is indefinite is “unlimited” 
(apeiron), or “without boundary.” The word is probably formed from an alpha 
privative a, meaning “without,” plus peiras, “limit” or “boundary.” (an alternative 
etymology for the word suggests the root of the verb perao, “to traverse,” rather 
than the noun peiras.) But all differences are a part of the same coherent whole. 
Thus, according to the Pythagoreans, all nature is akin, even though there are 
differences within nature. 

early Pythagorean doctrines of reincarnation and the transmigration of souls 
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reflect the idea that “all things that come to be alive must be considered akin.”49 
The same soul that is incarnated as an animal in one life can reappear as a human 
being in another. For individual souls, hierarchy is not immutably fixed, and the 
manner in which one leads one’s current life can affect one’s future reincarna-
tions. In this respect, a sincere belief in the doctrine of reincarnation might very 
well have extended early Pythagoreans’ imaginative appreciation of other living 
creatures and people. We do not know whether or not Theano accepts the doc-
trine of reincarnation, but this could possibly be true for Theano, too, if she also 
accepts the doctrine. The thought that “I” could be a different kind of animal, or 
a human being of an opposite gender, or of a different social status should alter 
one’s perspective on social justice or the exploitation of animals.50 I pursue this 
theme in the following section.51

Subjects and objects 

on the eve of Callisto’s marriage, Theano’s letter to the prospective bride does 
not mention the bridegroom at all. Instead, it focuses on Callisto’s new job as 
mistress of the household, especially its attendant role of authority in relation 
to the household slaves. There is no doubt that these are slaves, for Theano does 
not mince words as she stresses the importance of “good will on the slaves’ part, 
for this possession is not bought along with their bodies.” Not only the reference  
to the buying of their bodies but also the use of an unambiguous word for slavery 
(douleia) makes this clear. In fact, here Theano even uses the singular collective 
term for slaves. The word does not even acknowledge that the group over whom 
Callisto must exercise her authority is made up of a number of individuals. In-
deed, the whole phrase “good will on the slaves’ part” strikes modern readers as 
an offensive oxymoron: at the very least, it is a category mistake to expect good 
will from a bunch of tools. So how can anyone claim that Theano’s letter shows 
any kind of sympathetic awareness of the slaves’ plights? 

In my analysis, Theano is attempting to influence Callisto’s attitude, to move 
her away from an attitude of commodification in which slaves are seen as objects 
or commodities to be used and bought and sold, to a sympathetic awareness of 
the slaves’ subjectivity and an acknowledgment that, despite their current social 
status, these are women significantly like herself. (Not to mention the Pythago-
rean possibility that in future reincarnations social positions may be reversed.) 
This does not mean Theano must be an abolitionist, far less an advocate of radi-
cal social revolution. as noted above, the Pythagorean doctrine of reincarnation 
provides a different perspective and even allows for long-term rectification of 
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injustice in ways that are not open to different worldviews. But it is precisely the 
thought that “I” could be someone or something else that should affect one’s atti-
tude toward others. I believe Theano’s terminology is intentional, in subtle ways, 
down to the last detail. The collective term for slave (douleia) is one of three dif-
ferent terms she uses to refer to the slaves under Callisto’s authority; she also uses 
the inclusive term oiketai, “household inmates,” which could apply to everyone 
living in the household, regardless of status, and the term therapainai (maid-
servants), a more neutral term than douleia, which could apply to freedwomen 
as well as slaves. In line 30 of Thesleff ’s text of the letter, when she says that the 
primary responsibility of the mistress is “authority over the maidservants,” the 
term used is the genitive of therapainai. No doubt the maidservants are slaves. 
But this particular term, while making social hierarchy explicit and emphasizing 
the authority of the mistress, does not refer to the slaves by a term that explicitly 
designates them, collectively, as slaves. The exact connotations of words can have 
extensive import and may influence attitude in subtle, or even unsubtle, ways. 
Surely it would be more difficult to achieve a sympathetic awareness of the slaves’ 
plight if one thought of them in terms of the collective designation for slaves, 
douleia. The letter opens with the inclusive term oiketai and, as I now argue, ends 
with a simile that, by the logical principle of transitivity, articulates a significant 
likeness between the mistress and the women who are her slaves. 

In most of the first part of the letter, Theano talks as if responsibility to one’s 
slaves is simply analogous to cost-effective maintenance of inanimate tools by 
keeping them in good working order; at most, the mistress of the household 
should control potentially recalcitrant slaves just as one would draft animals. 
This would be to treat them as objects, rather than as subjects, whose desires, 
needs, and interests are worthy of consideration in their own right. Theano does 
not question the justice of the slaves’ subordinate role, insisting that, if they 
display “unconquerable vice,” one must “send them away to be sold.” Nor does 
Theano question the idea that individuals should be subordinated to the welfare 
of the community. In this respect, she shares antiquity’s most prevalent attitude 
toward “enemies of the house.” as noted above, the relevant question here is not 
whether Theano is an abolitionist, but whether her letter to Callisto urges any 
kind of sympathetic acknowledgment of the slaves’ humanity and subjectivity; I 
think the answer is yes.

The tale of the brutal mistresses, which builds up to the crescendo and fi-
nale of the letter, deserves close study. There are several textual details that may 
bear on the answer to our question. at first there is a plurality of brutal mis-
tresses: the passage begins with “some women.” So when the reader comes to the 
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feminine plural article “some (females)” at the beginning of the next sentence, 
one expects to hear more about the mistresses. yet, without using any noun to 
mark the shift, the author has turned her attention from mistresses to slaves. 
Her shift of attention to the abused slaves is especially poignant here because it 
suggests an increasingly sympathetic awareness of the slaves’ feelings: “Some are 
used up, utterly worked out.” although this sentence could be compatible with 
a narrow concern for the cost-effectiveness of mere objects, the Greek verbs for 
“used up” (analisko) and “worked out” (diaponeo) here can also apply to people. 
When Theano writes, “others procure safety by escaping,” is this merely analo-
gous to noting that a valuable draft horse may bolt? or does it convey a sense of 
the slaves’ desperate desire for safety? and finally, when Theano writes, “but some 
stop living, withdrawing into death by their own hands,” could she be suggesting 
that suicide, as an individual and deliberate act, is distinctively human, thereby ac-
knowledging the slaves’ humanity? I think there is an intentional progression here.

at this point in the text, the discussion returns to the mistresses, but with a 
subtle shift in focus. Not only is the term mistress now in the singular, but gram-
matically, the subject of the sentence is not the mistress herself but the isolation 
of the mistress. The syntactical construction no longer presents the mistress di-
rectly to us as a subject. It is as if Theano is arguing that, by denying the subjectiv-
ity of her servants, the brutal mistress has erased her own. 

The finale is the simile to musical instruments: “Likening yourself to musical 
instruments, know what sounds they make when they are loosened too much, 
but that they are snapped asunder when stretched too tight. It is the same way for 
your servants (therapainai).” But, if I am like something in some respect, and if 
my servant is like the same thing in the same respect, it follows that I am like my 
servant in that respect. (Since resemblance is a symmetrical relationship, if my 
servant resembles a lyre in being breakable under too much tension, then a lyre 
resembles my servant in this respect. Thus, by the logical principle of transitivity, 
since I resemble a lyre in this respect, and a lyre resembles my servant in the same 
respect, it follows that I resemble my servant: we are both vulnerable; both of us 
can be strained past the breaking point.) The analogy suggests a significant like-
ness between the mistress and her servants. The subordination of the servants’ 
role is mirrored in the subordination of the social role of the mistress, for the 
mistress of a household is subordinate to its master; both servant and mistress 
are instrumental to the maintenance of social order. Both must stay in tune; but in 
both cases the ultimate concern is that, if the string is stretched too tightly, it will 
snap. If the strings are broken, it is difficult to see just what kind of harmony—the 
desired social end—is possible. Thus, although Theano does not reject the institu-
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tion of slavery as such or question the subordination of women, the nuances of the 
text suggest a sympathetic awareness of the slaves’ humanity and subjectivity, 
inviting Callisto to compare the women who are her slaves to herself. 

experiential Knowledge: reason and Perception in 
Neopythagorean epistemology 

In my discussion of writings by Neopythagorean women, I have drawn several 
comparisons to the philosophy of aristotle, especially to aristotle’s approach to 
ethics and practical reasoning. of course the idea that, from a practical point 
of view, the application of moral principles would require experiential knowl-
edge is not so surprising. This is not the same thing at all as claiming that ethics 
must be based upon philosophical anthropology or that moral philosophy must 
be grounded in human nature and an understanding of the specifically human 
good. In the Nicomachean Ethics, aristotle makes this stronger claim: in arguing 
against Plato’s conception of an absolute Good and his metaphysical theory of 
Forms, aristotle stresses the idea that he is seeking the human good, that the 
point of moral philosophy is not to gain theoretical knowledge, and that, unlike 
areas of inquiry such as mathematics, there can be no exact science of ethics.52 
But even in the case of theoretical knowledge within the province of an exact sci-
ence, experience and perception are not irrelevant for aristotle. The deductive 
structure and universal premises of an exact science may be modeled after an ax-
iomatic system such as geometry,53 but for aristotle, experience and perception 
are still relevant in two important ways: they have an essential inductive role to 
play in the acquisition of the first premises of a science,54 and science should not 
only be consistent with our experience but also explain what we see.55 Given the 
importance of experience and perception in aristotelian philosophy, could my 
comparisons of Neopythagorean writings to aristotle be seriously misleading? 
In epistemological debates about the foundations of knowledge, aren’t the Py-
thagoreans among the champions of reason, as opposed to perception? I would 
like to address this point in the context of a discussion of the extant fragments of 
Ptolemaïs’s “The Pythagorean Doctrine of the elements of music.”

reason and Perception: Ptolemaïs on the role of Perception in 
“The Pythagorean Doctrine of the elements of music”

many of our Neopythagorean female writers have invoked the Pythagorean 
principle of harmonia by musical analogies and vivid imagery (e.g., Theano’s 
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unforgettable image, in the Letter to Callisto, of broken strings that have been 
stretched too tight). as Pomeroy notes in chapter 5, above, it is particularly in-
teresting to consider Ptolemaïs because she is not speaking metaphorically,  
but rather addressing the topic of music theory directly. She is not merely a  
“cultivated woman” but a musicologist with a detailed understanding of har-
monic  theory and mathematics.56 Her specific topic, in quotations preserved by 
Porphyry, concerns the issue of the role of reason (logos) and perception (aes-
thesis) in harmonic theory.57 (“What is the difference between those who are  
distinguished in the field of music? Some prefer reason by itself, some percep-
tion, some both together.”)58 In these passages, Ptolemaïs distinguishes among 
several groups (and subgroups) that take a stand on this issue: those that favor 
reason, whom she identifies as Pythagoreans; those that favor perception,  
whom she calls “instrumentalists” (organikoi); and finally, those like aristoxenus,  
who accepts both perception and reason as equal in power (dynamis). Ptol-
emaïs herself seems to favor the position of aristoxenus.59 It is interesting to note  
that aristoxenus of Tarentum, a Peripatetic philosopher who studied with ar-
istotle and Theophrastus, first studied with Xenophilus, a Pythagorean pupil of 
Philolaus.60 Ptolemaïs distinguishes between two groups of Pythagoreans. In the 
second selection (9.11 in Barker, Greek Musical Writings, vol. 2; the text is also 
included in chapter 5 of this volume), Ptolemaïs characterizes “Pythagoras and 
his successors” in the following way:

Pythagoras and his successors wish to accept perception as a guide for reason 
at the outset, to provide reason with a spark, as it were; but they treat reason, 
when it has set out from these beginnings, as working on its own in separation 
from perception. Hence if the system [systema] discovered by reason in its in-
vestigation no longer accords with perception, they do not retrace their steps, 
but level accusations, saying that perception is going astray, while reason itself 
has discovered what is correct, and refutes perception.

Notice that this is different from the way she characterizes the subgroup of Py-
thagoreans, of whom she is particularly critical, in the third selection (9.12 in 
Barker’s Greek Musical Writings, vol. 2; the text is also included in chapter 5 of 
this volume):

reason was preferred by those of the Pythagoreans who were especially keen 
in disputing with the mousikoi, arguing that perception should be thrown out 
completely, and that reason should be brought in as an autonomous criterion 
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in itself. These people are wholly refuted by their practice of accepting some-
thing perceptible at the beginning, and then forgetting that they have done so.

I would characterize the difference in the following way: the second group for-
gets altogether that perception is a starting point and that the systematic ac-
counts they discover by reason should have explanatory import for what we do 
or do not perceive.

To say that reason is authoritative when there is a discrepancy between theory 
and perception is not the same as saying that theory has nothing to do with 
what we perceive and so is irrelevant to our experience. The Pythagoreans (un-
like the eleatics, whom aristotle criticizes in Physics 2.2) believe there really is 
a cosmos, an orderly world system, and that mathematical analysis can help us 
to understand this order. Sometimes this entails having to explain what we don’t 
see. a wonderful example is the reported postulation by Philolaus and other Py-
thagoreans of the existence of counter-earth as a tenth planet moving around 
the central fire.61 according to the theory of the tetractys, the number of planets 
should equal the sacred number ten. our experiential observations account for 
only nine (counting the circle of the fixed stars as one of these, along with the 
earth, moon, sun, mercury, Venus, mars, Jupiter, and Saturn). So, although there 
must be a tenth (reason tells us so), we need to explain why we don’t see it: it is 
always on the opposite side of the central fire.

Ptolemaïs characterizes the subgroup of Pythagoreans she discusses in the 
third extract as departing from the position of Pythagoras and his true succes-
sors. Perception and experience have a relevant place in Pythagorean epistemol-
ogy; theory has import for how we are to explain our experience. 

If this is so, why might Ptolemaïs nevertheless go a step farther and prefer the 
Peripatetic theory of aristoxenus? Perhaps because, in the Pythagorean theory 
of harmonics, there are theoretical limitations that make it impossible to build a 
systematic account of perception in music. I do not discuss in any detail the spe-
cific conflicts between perception and Pythagorean theory,62 but it is notable that 
the Pythagorean approach to harmonics works in terms of ratios of whole num-
bers in defining the different concords such as octave, fifth, and fourth. What 
Pythagorean theory cannot handle is anything that cannot be explained in terms 
of ratios of whole numbers because the account would involve irrational num-
bers. But if musical sound presupposes a continuum, we do face this problem. 
aristoxenus’s theory could circumvent this problem by a new and innovative 
approach that better reconciles theory with musical perception and experience,63

Pythagoras is not aristoxenus, but, as Ptolemaïs clarifies for us, perception 
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does have a role to play in Pythagorean theory. my analysis of the Neopythago-
rean fragments is consistent with the role of perception and experience in Py-
thagorean epistemology. But, in addition to their overall fidelity to Pythagorean 
principles, Neopythagorean women writers were innovative as well. While ad-
hering to the basic tenets of Pythagorean theory, the writings of Neopythago-
rean women develop the philosophy with new theory, especially with respect to 
methodology, as well as providing original insights and practical applications to 
Greek philosophy generally. 
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