[bookmark: _Hlk178699190]Race and Identity in Ancient Egypt: Cleopatra and the Modern Debate on Ancient Egyptian Ethnicity
The debate surrounding the race of the Ancient Egyptians was reignited in 2023 with the release of Netflix's docudrama Queen Cleopatra. The series, featuring a Black actor in the titular role, and comments from its producer and narrator, Jada Pinkett-Smith, sparked fierce criticism from Egyptologists and scholars worldwide. This controversy questioned modern portrayals of Cleopatra and reanimated long-standing disputes about race and identity in Ancient Egypt.
In this essay, I have selected an article explaining the nature of the controversy by the renowned American publication TIME magazine, followed by an oppositional article from the Greek publication Kathermerini. The final article, featured in Al Jazeera, offers a more balanced view and expands upon it to point out socio-political reasons behind the controversy. These articles reflect not only on the historical figure of Cleopatra but also on modern perceptions of race and identity.
Time magazine’s article Was Cleopatra Black? A New Netflix Series Is Reviving an Old Controversy[footnoteRef:2] by Armani Syed states that racial ‘classifications were created far too late to accurately apply to ancient civilizations’ and that reductive debates regarding Cleopatra’s ethnicity overshadow her legacy. In response, Egyptian archaeologist Zahi Hawass published a rebuttal, and Egyptian lawyer Mahmoud al-Semary initiated legal action against Netflix.  [2:  Armani Syed ‘Was Cleopatra Black? A New Netflix Series Is Reviving an Old Controversy
‘ TIME (10 April 2023) https://time.com/6273435/cleopatra-race-debate-netflix/ [Accessed 27 September 2024]] 

Syed argues that ‘Debates around Cleopatra’s racial identity are ahistorical because they reflect contemporary views about race rather than how people were understood in ancient times.’ Syed explains that racial classifications are a relatively modern concept and, therefore, not applicable to the people of the ancient world. Quotes from an associate professor of Classics at Denison University support her position. Using additional quotes from another professor emeritus of Classics, Syed writes that it is a standard error to believe the ancient Egyptians were Black. Yet, ‘there were ancient Egyptians we would today consider ‘Black’ in so far as they were non-Arab, non-Phoenician, Africans’ These conflicting claims create inconsistency within Syed’s argument, which weakens her case.
[bookmark: _Hlk179139826]Syed's assertion that there is little supporting evidence to show Cleopatra was Black contradicts the article’s main argument. By stating that Cleopatra could not have been Black, she risks undermining the article's central claim that contemporary discussions about race concerning ancient societies are reductive and moot.
[bookmark: _Hlk178700246][bookmark: _Hlk178700237][bookmark: _Hlk178700633][bookmark: _Hlk179139985]In opposition, Greek publication Kathimerini’s article Netflix’s Queen Cleopatra ‘completely rewrites history’[footnoteRef:3] by Athanasios Katsikidis interviews Egyptologist Zahi Hawass and relays his views that there is no possibility that Cleopatra was dark-skinned. Katsikidis states Hawass’s qualifications, emphasising his authority. After explaining Cleopatra was a descendant of the Macedonian Ptolemaic dynasty, Hawass expresses his opinion on why Cleopatra was portrayed in the Netflix docudrama by an actress with ‘black African heritage’: ‘There is a movement among blacks in America. They want to prove the black origins of Egyptian culture, and that is not true at all.’ Cleopatra’s Macedonian and Greek heritage proves she cannot be Black, which is confirmed by portrayals on coinage and statues. Hawass’s outrage is apparent in his emotive language: ‘Nothing can affect that civilization and that is why I say this little film will go down in the garbage of history.’ Using polemic language could undermine his argument as it appears to be emotional rather than rational and, therefore, could be perceived as biased. Conversely, those who agree with his standpoint may find such emotive language compelling. His statements reduce the argument about Cleopatra’s ethnicity to a socio-political movement among African Americans, suggesting it is a trend rather than a legitimate matter for scholarly debate. [3:  Athanasios Katsikidis ‘Queen Cleopatra ‘completely rewrites history’’ ekathimerini.com 30th June 2023 < https://www.ekathimerini.com/opinion/interviews/1214301/netflixs-queen-cleopatra-completely-rewrites-history/ > ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk178623072][bookmark: _Hlk178623063]Al Jazeera’s article, Cleopatra was Egyptian — whether Black or brown matters less[footnoteRef:4], is written by Islam Issa, offers a more balanced view, and supports the main argument of Armani Syed’s Time article. Issa is a history professor at Birmingham City University and a contributor to the Queen Cleopatra docudrama. Relaying Cleopatra’s known history, he explains that ‘the largely binary racial terms being used today are anachronistic and can hardly be applied to Cleopatra’s context.’ He explains that the population diversity across the region and a lack of evidence regarding Cleopatra’s female relatives infer she may have had a mixed heritage. Art depicting Cleopatra over the centuries is more reflective of the period in which it was made than historical fact, he explains. The controversy is unsurprising ‘during a moment when systemic racism is being called out like never before.’ Issa points out that the extreme reactions to Queen Cleopatra ‘say more about the historical moment in which we live’ than the Ancient Egyptians themselves.  [4:  Islam Issa ‘Cleopatra was Egyptian — whether Black or brown matters less ‘ Al Jazeera (1 May 2023) < https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2023/5/1/cleopatra-was-egyptian-whether-black-or-brown-matters > ] 

While Syed and Issa both critique the use of modern racial categories to define Cleopatra, Hawass dismisses these critiques entirely by framing the debate as part of a socio-political movement. Syed presents a compelling main argument by asserting that the debate is reductive, lacking sufficient evidence and irrelevant to modern racial classifications. However, contradictory statements later in the article undermine the strength of her argument. The article also does not identify the broader reasons for the existence of the debate. While Issa offers a more personal viewpoint as a contributor to the programme, he also provides context for the surrounding controversy.
In contrast, Hawass’s authoritative response relies heavily on dismissive language and lacks detailed engagement with the nuances of Cleopatra’s possible ethnic diversity. Syed’s contradictory points within her article and Hawass’s polemic retort support Issa’s central argument that ‘heightened responses to this two-minute trailer say more about the historical moment in which we live. Here, we see how engaging with history has helped us learn about ourselves and what matters to us.’ By highlighting this, he speaks to the broader socio-political movements concerned with historical representation and efforts to correct past erasures. It also highlights a current societal trend towards binary thinking in insisting Cleopatra must either be Black or not. This approach leaves little room for nuance or complexity, neglecting the historical reality that Cleopatra’s ethnicity may have been mixed, and ultimately, it does not alter her significance.
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