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    I


     


    Those minds that wholly dote upon delight,


     


    Except they only joy in inward good;


     


    Still hope at last to hop upon the right,


     


    And so from sand they leap in loathsome mud.


     


    And sad must be their looks, their honour sour,


     


    That care for nothing in their power. [I / 493-6, 527-8][1]


     


    This statement, made by the chorus in Elizabeth Cary’s The Tragedy of Mariam, The Fair Queen of Jewry, expresses a commonplace of Stoicism. While the reader of a Senecan tragedy should not be surprised at coming across some elements of Stoic philosophy, it is curious that critical writing on Mariam appears to have neglected Renaissance neo-Stoicism as a clue to an understanding of the heroine’s self-articulation. Exclusively focussing on gender-related issues, most scholars have interpreted the drama in terms of the patriarchal policing of women’s discourse and self-censoring (Ballaster, Belsey, Ferguson, Kennedy, Quilligan), race and class as categories that may be employed to destabilize the hierarchical opposition of gender (Callaghan, Kennedy), Christian ethics as a means of translating wifely disobedience into heroism (Beilin), and also in relation to the author’s biography (Beilin, Cotton, Ferguson, Krontiris, Travitsky). I admit that, in order to make sense of Cary’s play, one cannot avoid addressing the question of gender. However, this paper presents an attempt at reading The Tragedy of Mariam as a document that deals with a set of problems that, albeit with different implications, concerned both men and women in early seventeenth-century England.


     


    For some time, neo-Stoicism offered an answer to at least one of those problems, namely,  the aristocratic dislocation resulting from the absolutist centralization of power. Having lost the privileges of feudal vassalage, which had allowed for a comparatively high degree of political independence, the aristocrat could only reclaim his self-determination by at least partly renouncing his political ambitions. Gordon Braden describes Stoicism as a continuation and systematic elaboration of the Cynic “post-political conception of the self” whose underlying objective was to maintain a sense of self-esteem that could dispense with the approval of one’s actions by others as well as the freedom of autonomous action itself (Braden 16). The Stoic adapts to the hostile external conditions of his existence by adopting an attitude of indifference:


     


    Surrendering the worlds goods, we find them false and learn how to want what we have instead of striving to have what we want … to revise our hopes to coincide with the given. The calculus leads progressively inward, redefining individual freedom as a state of mind; the Stoic’s inviolable privilege is simply his attitude toward the incontestable fate, which has its way with him. (Braden 17)


     


    According to Foucault, the Stoic experience of freedom arises from a sense of self-possession and –mastery that is achieved through a meticulous self-inspection and –correction (Foucault, Care, 58-68). In this process, while quenching his desire for all pleasures whose sources are beyond his control, the individual discovers himself as an object of pleasure. Taking delight in oneself means enjoyment without disturbance, without anxiety. Enjoying oneself with oneself also means taking pride in oneself, notwithstanding one’s social position. As a consequence, the Stoic subject’s harmony with the inner self has precedence over harmony with society. Ultimately, opting for harmony with the self, the subject may refuse to comply with the requirements of its social subjection.


     


    However, with regard to its primary focus on contentment in acceptance of the given, Stoicism indeed appears to be, as T.
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