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How did ancient Egyptian goddess cults influence women’s lived religious experiences?
Goddesses held powerful, central roles in Ancient Egyptian religion. Deities such as Isis, Hathor and Sekhmet provided women with images and role models of divine femininity, opportunities for participation in ritual worship and magic spells offering protection, fertility and healing. The prominence of these powerful goddesses in the Egyptian pantheon has often been interpreted as evidence of women holding strong religious positions in society. However, the relationship between divine representation and lived religious experience is not quite as straightforward. 
This discussion explores how goddess cults may have influenced women’s lives. It focuses on ‘lived religion’; the way in which religious belief was experienced through domestic ritual, local shrines, magic and festival participation, rather than through formal state institutions. It will explore whether the archaeological and textual evidence suggests that women’s most meaningful religious experiences occurred primarily within their homes and community and not in grand temple structures. 
Women in Egyptian Society
The research will be placed in the context of women’s social and religious position in Ancient Egypt. The relationship women had with Ma’at, the female goddess of order, truth and justice, can provide some helpful insight. Some scholars have suggested a link between Ma’at being female and the strong legal position women held in Ancient Egypt. He (2023) argues the importance and reverence given to Ma’at and her social justice allowed women to hold a significant level of legal standing in Egyptian society. Women were for example able to divorce their husbands and even practice law themselves. Nonetheless, the presence of powerful goddesses in Ancient Egypt does not necessarily correspond to social empowerment for women. 
The research will also examine the way in which women were represented in religious art. Women were frequently portrayed in Egyptian art, but usually in relation to their husbands or sons. There were exceptions to this, however; Nefertiti was notably portrayed alone in some images, without her husband, Akhenaten.  This could be interpreted as evidence that she was more powerful, or conversely, that she was serving a purpose to reinforce her husband’s power. It is difficult to know to what extent this religious iconography influenced Egyptian women, and their perception of female religious power. It is important, however, not to impose our western assumption about power and gender roles.  The absence of women’s prominence in Egyptian art does not necessarily mean that women did not hold important positions and did not participate in religion to the same extent as men. 
Goddess Ideology
Egyptian goddess characteristics, traits and myths might have appealed to women for a variety of reasons. Isis was a model wife and mother, who had magical healing and protective qualities. Hathor embodied childbirth and fertility, and women could have viewed her as a personal protector, praying to Hathor at important life stages, thus shaping their day-to-day experiences. Sekhmet and Mut may also have been worshipped for their healing powers and Bastet revered as a protector of home and family. Therefore, these deities embodied roles central to women’s daily lives: motherhood, sexuality, protection and healing. 
Temple participation 
Evidence suggests that women directly participated in temple ritual. Most priestly authority remained male, while women’s participation was often symbolic or musical, serving as chantresses, musicians and God’s Wife of Amun. Some of these roles would only have been available to elite women (such as priestesses and God’s wife of Amun) and others to all women (such as musicians). With official religious roles being largely male, this suggests that female divine power in Egyptian religion did not equate to balanced participation in religious activity or social and political power for women. 
There were notable differences between the religious practices of elite women who were given priestess titles, temple roles and had greater ritual responsibility and the experiences of non-elite women who practiced household worship and visited local shrines and festivals. Two cults where there is evidence of both elite and non-elite female religious worship are the cult of Hathor at Dendera and the Isis cult spread in the late period. Female roles within these cults were adapted over time; the cult of Hathor had female priestesses, but later cults became primarily headed by male priests. As previously mentioned however there were many specialist female religious roles within temples, and Lesko (1991) argues that women held elite religious positions throughout the ages. 
Alongside daily participation in localised temple cults, there would also have been opportunities for women to attend the religious festivals and show their devotion, and women may have prepared the food during these festivals, although direct evidence remains limited. Processions with statues of the gods carried through the streets, allowed women to encounter deities in person, providing a connection between the earthly and divine worlds.
Domestic Religion 
While temple participation offered structured, shared religious engagement for women, worship within the home enabled them to experience a more frequent and intimate relationship with the divine. We know less about these practices however, compared with temple ritual. 
One problem that archaeologists face is that these belief systems are not always given expression in material culture. And when they are (…) there is the problem that such actions are not always clearly separated from the other actions of everyday life: cult can be embedded within everyday functional activity, and thus difficult to distinguish from it archaeologically. (Renfrew and Bahn, 2000, p.408). 
Renfrew and Bahn summarise the challenge of the lack of evidence for domestic worship. Most of the household evidence that has been discovered so far, is from the workmen’s villages of Deir el-Medina and Amarna. Their location, away from the Nile floodplain left them better preserved than other ancient Egyptian settlements. These villages provide an insight into religious worship on a community scale; a community which would have consisted largely of women and children as the male workers often spent extended periods working on the royal tomb construction sites. 
The research will draw on evidence not only from the houses women lived in, but also the local shrines. Their homes will perhaps give us the most intimate insight into women’s lived religious experiences as that is where they would have likely spent most of their time. From within these village homes there have been many religious items recorded by archaeologists, such as furniture decorated with deities, miniature household shrines and shrines for family members, building a picture of a woman’s day to day religious engagement. 
In addition to finds from women’s homes, there is also evidence which suggests women may have visited local cult shrines for more specific reasons. Examples of this can be found at the shrine to Hathor at Mirgissa. Pinch (1993) describes figurines of women that were found with clear links to childbirth, which could have been left as fertility votives, and pieces of painted linen cloth at Deir el-Bahari were left for Hathor to possibly gain favour for marriage, or fertility. These artefacts suggest that women felt it was important to publicly show their devotion to the gods, using votive offerings to gain divine favour for fertility and marriage in communal environments, as well as at home. 
There are likely to be similarities in the household worship of both high ranking and poorer women, demonstrated by similar religious items recovered from houses owned by both the richer and poorer members of society. 
Methodological Challenges
The challenge across all ancient Egyptological study is having to rely on many sources which have an elite and male bias. Many more elite sources have survived due to their location in funerary tombs and temples compared to domestic items. Finding a source with a female voice is rare because most women were illiterate and did not therefore leave written accounts. A further challenge is considering how much we can rely on evidence predominantly from the workmen’s villages of Deir el-Medina and Amarna and whether the evidence from these two settlements is representative of the rest of Egyptian society during those periods. Finally, offerings found at temple sites are open to interpretation about whether they have been left by men or women, and the motives behind leaving such items are very hard to determine (Baines and Frood, 2011). 
Conclusion
This discussion has explored the ways in which goddess cults may have shaped women’s daily lives and questioned the extent to which archaeology can reveal lived religious experience. The evidence considered here points towards a complex relationship between religious ideology and everyday practice and suggests that there was not necessarily a direct link between the prominence of powerful goddesses and women’s social position in Ancient Egypt.  The research suggests that for many women, their religious experiences may have taken place in the domestic environment through ritual practice, votive activity and pleas to the goddesses for protection at local shrines. Even when absent from the male hierarchies in official temple settings, women may have had significant spiritual impact within the home and with their families. We know very little about how religion was learned in Egypt, many people were illiterate and few went to school, therefore women may also have played a significant role in transmitting religious knowledge through oral traditions and household practices. In summary my research will seek to examine more closely the way in which goddess cults served women symbolically and practically in their daily lives. 
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