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In Ptolemaic Egypt, immigrants were welcomed from Greece and overseas Ptolemaic powers including Thrace and Judea. The rulers were keen to exert their power over the local population, evidenced by the existing Egyptian scribal class retraining in the language of these new rulers.(1) One intense area of Greek settling was the Fayum region, where 16 per cent of the population were ‘Hellenes’, comprising of Egyptians in administration with a Greek education, and ethnic Greeks. (2,3,4) This shows cultural integration with families of mixed ancestry. Societal life was evidenced as ‘traditionally’ Greek through the male ancestral line, with large involvement in military/civilian occupations requiring a Greek education and identity.(5)
Women commonly had Egyptian and Greek (double) names, seemingly less common amongst men, and many Greek cults were headed by priestesses, notably the Alexandrian cults of Ptolemaic queens like Arsinoe II. In Ptolemaic Egypt gender was highlighted by the application of law. People could ‘choose’ between applying Demotic contracts or Greek law. Women especially, gained different rights from both, e.g. marriage arrangements may have been in Egyptian (offering more security to wives) but loans might have been in both languages. The Demotic contracts continued Egyptian traditions, so women did not need a guardian (6) whereas under Greek contracts, they quite often did.
Egypt became a Roman province in 30 BC and started to undergo changes. The population density was thoroughly mixed in terms of its ethnicity and cultural practices, but, under Augustus, many Greco-Egyptian people were subsumed under ‘Aegyptioi’, except residents of Alexandria and Greek poleis including Naukratis, Ptolemais and Antinoopolis. (7) Greek was the official language during this period (8) and women’s literacy in Greek was regarded as a highly prized skill. (9) However, literacy was less common to women of all social classes, even at a basic level. This had no real stigma (few men were able to write, even amongst Hellenized elites) but it was a disadvantage in arrangements with both state and private businesses. 
Women could own property but were expected to do so with male assistance, but many women conducted business of their own accord, in an independent role. The village of Socnopaiou Nesos (around 250 BC to 250 AD) is an interesting example of female ownership of property. Owners of adjoining properties in thirty property sales reveals more: 41 names are male and 16 are female. In the same village, of 60 identified camel owners, twelve are women. (10) There were seventeen slave owners, of which eleven were women, almost two-thirds. Papyri evidence reiterates female slave ownership, for example Tyrannis ‘of Asian descent’, purchased by a woman from Oxyrhynchus (now el Bahnasa) in AD 215. (11) As over one-third of the wills of the Roman Egypt period are those of women (12) this is testament to their ‘protection’ of property and enhances their identities as property owners. This select example I think marks a similar trend across Roman Egypt.
Initial Roman rule meant Demotic contracts started to disappear, and for the first time (13), Egyptian women lost their preferential status in contracts, risking contracts not being acknowledged by the government. They had to adopt Greek contracts. AD 212 was a turning point, as all free women became Roman citizens and subject to Roman law. (14) Guardianship was less frequent, affecting the largely Greek ‘tradition’ (Kyrios). Augustus established ius liberorum, meaning women could act independently (15) and receive inheritance rights otherwise given to her children, leading to ownership of her husband’s estate (for example). (16) Women had to apply to an official and prove they had borne three children, potentially a costly process, narrowing its availability. A document from 215 AD (17) notes the ‘examination’ of a slave by Aurelia Claudia (without ius liberorum) who could sign for herself but her husband, a citizen of Alexandria, was unable to, so another Alexandrian signed on his behalf. In the same text, the vendor, Aurelia Artemeis, did not need a guardian, but she could not sign either. The signature was gained through a male hypographeis (‘subscribers’). This was an undermining process for women; the number of women who were both legally and educationally empowered to act without male assistance was reduced. (18)
In conclusion, the continuation of Demotic contracts enabled great individual status/protection. When this diminished, Egyptian female status started to suffer, losing their preferential status in their own country. Augustus’ ius liberorum perhaps sought to redress this balance, reducing longstanding male guardianship, but it was seriously undermined by the criteria, as a select few (certainly those with wealth) gained from this. I think that a great strength came from property ownership, which extended beyond housing to animals and slaves. Moreover, their wills clearly indicated a respect for property and established them as self-sufficient individuals.
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