Outline the position of women in the ancient Egyptian society. Beware that this position depends on their position in the social hierarchy. Present your ideas with particular examples.
In this assignment, I will be outlining the position of women in Ancient Egyptian society specifically mentioning women in the Amarna period (1393-1298 BC) whilst referring to the factors and causes of the change in position of women in the social hierarchy. Also, I will be discussing women in the Old Kingdom (2686–2181 BC) as well as women in the New Kingdom (1550–1069 BC).
Women in Amarna: legendary royals, forgotten elite, unknown populace (Zinn, 2016) by the scholar, Katharina Zinn- Senior Lecturer in Egyptian Archaeology and Heritage at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, explores the role of royal women such as Queen Tiye and Queen Nefertiti but also the position and rank of the royal wet nurses in Amarna. Zinn argues, in her book that “even the shattered evidence of the lower elite (tomb scenes) or traces of the non-elite (burials, items of private religion or skeletal remains) enable us finally to meet eye-to-eye with women in Amarna”. (UWTSD, 2017) In chapter two, of the book, The Royal Women of Amarna: Images of Beauty from Ancient Egypt (Arnold, Green, Allen, 1999) the scholar, Lyn Green- Lecturer at Scarborough College, the University of Toronto, focuses precisely on who the royal women of Amarna were and the societal implications that affected women’s status in Ancient Egypt. Green refers to the artefacts and sculptures that have been discovered are “to a large extent also the queen, queen mother, and other female members of the royal family and court” (Arnold, Green, Allen, 1999, p.8) and seen as being of significance and importance in the Amarna period.  The book, Dancing For Hathor: Women in Ancient Egypt (Brown-Graves,2010) by scholar, Carolyn Graves-Brown- Curator of the Egypt Centre, University of Wales Swansea since 1997, highlights that “whether rich or poor, all women were certainly disadvantaged in comparison to men of the same social class”. (Brown-Graves, 2010, p.8) Graves-Brown portrays women being inequal and of lower social rank in Ancient Egyptian society due to their biological sex which is different to women’s position in the Amarna period. 
Ancient Egyptian society was highly gendered and participation in certain aspects of society depended on your biological sex. For example, specific positions such as careers and religion were only available to women or men. We know this because of Ancient Egyptian art and literature consistently showing women and men being portrayed differently. Society was also structured from the King down to the lowest rank official. They mainly followed a binary gender system but your gender identity could correlate or differ from your biological sex. The Archaeologist and Egyptologist, Uroš Matić- based at Austrian Archaeological Institute's Cairo Branch, states in his paper, Gender in Ancient Egypt: Norms, Ambiguities, and Sensualities (Matić, 2016) “the gulf between the sexes was not as vast as in many other ancient (and modern) societies”. (Matić, 2016, p.174) This statement shows that exploring women’s position in Ancient Egyptian society is of importance and relevance.
The Amarna period was founded in the latter half of the eighteen dynasty century under the reign of Pharaoh Amenhotep III and lasted under twenty years till the ending reign of Pharaoh Horemhab (1393-1298 BC). “Amarna is the modern Arabic name for the site called Akhetaten- the Horizon of the [sun disc] Aten”. (Zinn, 2016, p.255) and Akhetaten became the new capital of Ancient Egypt when the empire was at the height of its wealth and expanding vastly. Interestingly, the location of Akhetaten had not been inhabited before the Amarna period and the new settlement was populated with between 20,000- 30,000 people. When the settlement was abandoned it “preserved Egypt in a microcosm” (Zinn, 2016, p.255) and by this it has allowed Archaeologists to have a knowledgeable glimpse of what life was like especially for women in the Amarna period. 
Firstly, Zinn argues that for royal women “religious changes might have transformed the position of women” (Zinn, 2016, p.255) in the Amarna period. She uses the example of Queen Nefertiti who was married to Pharaoh Akhenaten/Amenhotep IV to highlight the change in women’s position in the New Kingdom era. Together, the Pharaoh and Nefertiti created the Amarna religion, the first monotheistic religion in the world. By this it portrays Nefertiti as being “an intrinsic part of and responsible for aspects of the new religion, a quality that usually only the Pharaoh” (Zinn, 2016, p.259) would have had. This representation emphasises Nefertiti’s “extraordinary religious position which partly overlapped with the one of the king”. (UWTSD, 2017) For Nefertiti to be seen as reliable enough to perform religious acts that the Pharaoh would only do himself shows a change in the power balance between men and women and raises the question, if this reflected a change in society as well. The Pharaoh’s actions in Ancient Egyptian society were seen as how everybody should behave so for the Pharaoh to allow his wife to be in a role that he would normally do presents the idea that women had a high social position in the Ancient Egyptian social hierarchy due to the religious changes implemented by Pharaoh Akhenaten/Amenhotep IV and Queen Nefertiti. Therefore, it makes Zinn’s argument that religion altered royal women’s position in society in ancient Egypt a coherent one.   
Additionally, Zinn’s argument is made even more comprehensible by Queen Nefertiti being “within the newly formed divine triad of Aten as the creator god, with Akhenaten as Shu and herself as Tefnut, the first generation of gods”. (Zinn, 2016, p.260) and being frequently depicted as a number of goddesses. Zinn’s presents this as being unusual and “another role beyond the usual queenly one is the equation with several goddesses: besides being equivalent to Hathor and Isis, she is also identified with Ma’at and Tefnut”. (Zinn, 2016, p.260) Once again this indicates the power and influence Nefertiti had as a women in religion but how her power and influence impacted society as well. By Nefertiti being shown to wear “the double feather crown” (Zinn, 2016, p.259) it “identifies Nefertiti… as Hathor and Isis” (Zinn, 2016, p.259) the depiction of her as Hathor and Isis is to be expected because Hathor was seen as the role model of femineity and both Hathor and Isis were “always connected with queenship in Ancient Egypt”. (Zinn, 2016, p.259) For Nefertiti to be identified as the goddess Ma’at who represented “truth, justice, harmony, and balance” (Ancient Encyclopedia, 2016) it is more interesting because as the Historian, Margaret Bunson- the author or co-author of numerous books, including the Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, states 
Ma'at was the model for human behaviour, in conformity with the will of the gods, the universal order evident in the heavens, cosmic balance upon the earth, and the mirror of celestial beauty. (Ancient Encyclopedia, 2016) 
This shows Nefertiti’s portrayal of being the goddess Ma’at directly affecting society not just through her religious role but through a social and moral position, being an example of moral goodness and just behaviour. This illustrates the idea, that women gained respect and value by being in religious positions but could also be social examples of how people should behave in Ancient Egyptian society. Zinn’s argument is further developed by the idea that moral positions impacted royal women in the Ancient Egyptian social hierarchy as well as religious roles. 
Consequently, the Pharaoh Akhenaten/Amenhotep IV building temples in Karnak at the start of his reign lays emphasis on Zinn’s statement that “as an icon” (Zinn,2016, p.260) Queen Nefertiti was “powerful”. (Zinn, 2016, p.260) Throughout the four temples in Karnak that the Pharaoh built, “Nefertiti is depicted more often than the king himself, either alone, with her oldest daughter or her husband”. (Zinn, 2016, p.259) Nefertiti being shown to have more presence than the Pharaoh suggests royal women having a very high position in the social hierarchy and supports the idea that during the eighteenth dynasty women had more prominence in chapel monuments and a higher profile in art and architecture. This point is further accentuated by Nefertiti featuring “prominently in the texts on the boundary stelae” (Zinn, 2016, p.260) and “certain areas of the town” (Zinn, 2016, p.260) being dedicated to her. On the stelae, both religious and political inscriptions are present justifying Zinn’s view that royal women were looked up to and admired in both the religious and political sphere in Ancient Egyptian society. Hence, presenting politics and religion as an influential components in changing women’s position in the social hierarchy of Ancient Egypt.  
Similarly, the scholar, Lyn Green, consolidates Zinn’s argument that in the Amarna period, religion was a factor in transforming royal women’s position in the social hierarchy. She states that “with the move to the new capital, Akhetaten/Amarna, came changes in the way the royal women were portrayed” (Green, 1999, p.9) and “this suggests a unique role… for the women of Amarna”. (Green, 1999, p.9) Green, uses Queen Nefertiti, as an example of the change in women’s position in the social hierarchy whilst referring to her as being “distinctive because of her prominence in representation of cult scenes” (Green,1999, p.10) and “in some parts of the Karnak temples of the Aten, the figure of the queen actually dominates the decoration”. (Green, 1999, p.10) This again makes Zinn’s argument even more rational, the Amarna period massively transformed royal women’s position in society thus shifting the social order. 
On the other hand, in the Gem Pa Aten temple, the second largest temple of Karnak, the scholar, Carolyn Graves-Brown refers to the positioning of Pharaoh Akhenaten/Amenhotep IV and Queen Nefertiti. The positioning of the Pharaoh and Nefertiti is of relevance because formal art in Ancient Egypt was symbolic and coded. It was not meant to represent reality but an ideal world, with everything being how it should be. By Ancient Egypt art being coded and symbolic, it makes the art culturally specific to that period and follows specific cultural conventions, (Harrow, 2020, p.2) allowing the art to be comprehensible to those of that society. Graves-Brown states, “When the king and queen are shown together, Nefertiti is in the subsidiary role behind him”. (Brown-Graves, 2010, p.156) This representation of the Pharaoh and Nefertiti shows the submission and passivity of Nefertiti and how society wanted women to behave and present themselves. It introduces the notion that even though royal women may have had a religious, political and moral roles in society it did not create equality between women and men in Ancient Egypt. Graves-Brown’s argument that “whether rich or poor, all women were certainly disadvantaged in comparison to men of the same social class”. (Brown-Graves, 2010, p.8) in Ancient Egyptian society is reinforced by Nefertiti being shown to be behind the Pharaoh. This establishes the view and opinion of Ancient Egyptian society not wanting women to be active and dominant in relationships with the other sex in the Amarna period. From this, it presents the concept that though royal women were regarded highly in religious, political and moral roles and contexts, society overall did not regard women with high social status and esteem in Ancient Egyptian societal hierarchy. This then puts into question, Zinn’s argument, that religion, politics and morality were aiding elements in altering the social position of royal women in the Amarna period.  
Although, Graves-Brown, then goes on to argue and highlight Queen Nefertiti having a lead role in protecting Ancient Egyptian society. In consequence, illustrating the view that maybe women and men were equal to some extent in Ancient Egyptian society by Nefertiti being shown to be a guard of Ancient Egypt culture and life. 
She states, 
Although queens are often considered passive, talatat blocks (stone blocks of standard size employed in the Amarna Period) from Amarna show Nefertiti smiting the female enemies of Egypt. This follows from the tradition of showing Queen Tiye as a female sphinx trampling the enemies of Egypt. (Brown-Graves, 2010, p.156) 
The talatat blocks show Nefertiti being praised and celebrated for taking an active and dominant role in defending Ancient Egypt as well as Queen Tiye which emphasises that there was a tradition were Queens of Ancient Egypt were shown to have and active role in helping protect Egypt from its enemies and contributing to the safety of Egypt. The talatat blocks from the Amarna period honour the fact that Nefertiti was active and played vital role in shielding Ancient Egypt from its enemies. This makes you question, Graves-Brown, previous argument that ideally women were only passive and submissive in society and that no matter who you were, men were always above you in the Ancient Egyptian social hierarchy.  Nefertiti is idolised and commended through the depiction of the talatat blocks for all of society to see. She is used as an example for other women to look up to her and see how women should act in society. This then weakens Graves-Brown previous argument and makes you question if she does or does not agree with the concept of women and men being equal in Ancient Egyptian social hierarchy and society. 
Furthermore, Green, expresses the idea that there were factors that altered royal women’s position in the social hierarchy and made Ancient Egyptian society to be more equal between women and men. Green uses the example of Queen Tiye to demonstrate her political role being valued and sought after in the Amarna period. Her political role was highly influential even after the death of her husband, Pharaoh Amenhotep III. “A letter written by Tushratta, the king of Mitanni (Syria), to Akhenaten” (Green,1999, p.30) refers to Tiye’s political position and importance, 
Tiye, your mother, knows all the words that I spoke with yo[ur] father. No one else knows them. You must ask Tiye, your mother, about them so she can tell you. (Green,1999, p.30) 
This shows Tiye’s opinion being of great value by the King of Mitanni asking the Pharaoh Akhenaten to consult his mother and ask for her advice which further implies that “even in foreign countries” (Green, 1999, p.30) she had the reputation of “the one who knows”. (Green,1999, p.30) Tiye’s mention in the letter of Amarna EA29 is of significance because it re-affirms Green’s and Zinn’s argument that politics was a cause in moving royal women’s position in the social hierarchy of Ancient Egypt. So, Green’s argument that seems to be reasonable and logical. 
In addition to this, Zinn states that “female power during the Amarna Period was prepared by Tiye” (UWTSD,2017) and supports Green’s view of Tiye. She argues that “politically, she was dubbed as the counsellor of the wider Amarna period by modern scholars, especially due to her political and diplomatic roles”. (Zinn,2016, p.259) This outlines the position of royal women being one that involved political decisions and movements in the Amarna period. Tiye’s political role was treasured and regarded highly in Ancient Egypt as well as her being a driving force for the ideal Ancient Egyptian Queen. By this it strengthens Green’s and Zinn’s argument that politics adjusted royal women’s position in the social hierarchy and improved the equality between women and men in Ancient Egyptian society. 
However, to gain a full understanding and coherent view of women’s position in the Amarna period, you have to explore the lower social ranked women and their roles in the social hierarchy. Zinn argues that there is “sufficient data to trace the real women among the elite of Amarna” (Zinn,2016, p.260) especially those who were “connected with the royal household”. (Zinn,2016, p.260) She uses the example of a woman, Tey, who was Queen Nefertiti’s wet nurse to delve into how the social hierarchy affected the real women of Amarna. Interestingly, Zinn makes the point that “the titles of royal wet nurses” (Zinn,2016, p.260) only appear during the eighteenth century, does this show how Ancient Egyptian society was changing and being inclusive of all the classes? Tey is depicted in the tomb of Ay with “Nefertiti as a charge sitting on her lap”. (Zinn,2016, p.261) Zinn states that this portrayal of Tey and Nefertiti is key in displaying real women’s social rank in the social hierarchy because the tomb of Ay “was the largest and finest among the non-royal tombs” (Zinn,2016, p.261) which means Tey is then presented as being “one of the most influential women in personal matters”. (Zinn,2016, p.261) This allows you to form the idea that royal wet nurses did have a high and prestigious status in the Ancient Egyptian social hierarchy because of how Tey is represented in the tomb of Ay. Therefore, Zinn’s argument, that the social hierarchy of Ancient Egyptian society did extend to the lower classes and that there were opportunities for social ranks to progress is a plausible one. 
Not only does the scholar, Zinn, focus on the real women of Ancient Egypt so does Graves-Brown. She mentions the prominence of women textile workers in the Old Kingdom and how their jobs effected the social hierarchy in Ancient Egypt. In Ancient Egypt, textile production was very important in society by it being the second most valuable industry and “for much of Egyptian history, women were at the heart of this industry”. (Brown-Graves,2010, p.28) For women to be at the centre of this industry historically it highlights the importance women played in securing the production of textiles and supporting the Ancient Egyptian economy. By this you would expect the women textile workers to have a prominent social rank particularly because “during the Old Kingdom… rewards for such work seem to have been particularly marked” (Brown-Graves,2010, p.28) Graves-Browns explains these rewards as women being able to oversee the production of the manufactured cloth as well as having the title of “the house of weavers” (Brown-Graves,2010, p.29) which men held as well. This puts women and men on an equal level in the textile industry whilst some would argue women had more of a distinction then men in this particular sector of Ancient Egyptian society because some claim that “the depictions of women weavers receiving necklaces were a public recognition of their worth”. (Brown-Graves,2010, p.29) Also the use of the hieroglyph for weavers, “represents a sceptre” (Brown-Graves,2010, p.28) and “designates the weaver as ‘one who is adorned’ or rewarded”. (Brown-Graves,2010, p.28) By this scholars such as Graves-Brown say that this is evidence “suggests the high status of weavers in the Old Kingdom”. (Brown-Graves,2010, p.28) For that reason, Graves-Brown’s, argument is coherent because the women in the textile industry illustrates that lower class women could increase their social status and rank through their profession which shows that the social hierarchy of Ancient Egyptian society did extend to the lower classes. 
To conclude, I have really enjoyed outlining the position of women in the Ancient Egyptian societal hierarchy and researching the factors that have implemented a change in women’s position in Ancient Egypt in the Amarna and Old Kingdom periods.  Zinn and Green both make clear and concise arguments that religion, politics, morality are factors that influenced the social position of royal women in the Amarna period while women associated with the royal household particularly royal wet nurses gained social position in the social hierarchy of Ancient Egypt due to their jobs. Whereas, Graves-Brown’s, arguments draw attention to the royal women’s position in the social hierarchy of Amarna not being dramatically altered by them being involved in the religious, political and moral spheres because men and women were not equal in society. Instead, she presents the idea that in the Old Kingdom, the textile trade was a way for the lower class women to gain status and rank in the Ancient Egyptian social hierarchy. 
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