
 
Female Engagement in Domains of Social Power 

in Ancient Egypt’s Dynasties 1–6: An 
interdisciplinary approach to women’s titles 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Thesis submitted for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 

by 
Susan. A. Kelly 

BAncHist, Macquarie University 
M Res – Egyptology, Macquarie University 

 
 

Volume One: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Department of Ancient History 
Faculty of Arts 

Macquarie University, Sydney 
 

2021 
 





ii 

Statement of Originality 

This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma in any university. To the 

best of my knowledge and belief, the thesis contains no material previously published or written 

by another person except where due reference is made in the thesis itself. 

Signed: Susan Kelly 

Dated: 1st October 2020 



 iii 

Acknowledgements 

The following thesis could not have come to fruition without the help of so many individuals. 

There is no possible way that I can individually thank everyone who has offered their insight, 

challenged my perceptions and offered encouragement. For all who have played a part in my 

university journey, past and present, I genuinely thank you. 

To my team of remarkable supervisors: Dr Alex Woods, Assoc. Professor Lea Beness, and Dr 

Anna-Karina Hermkens your distinct contributions were invaluable. I am honoured to have had 

the benefits of the wisdom and guidance of such a team of talented and powerful women. I 

appreciate your valuable time and energy that you expended on the many edits and rewrites, 

not only for the thesis but also for international conference presentations and the two articles. 

Collectively you have taught me the value of every single word. Assoc. Professor Yann Tristant, 

thank you so much for taking over the reins at the eleventh hour. You were the perfect candidate 

for the role, as you had remained up to speed with my work while not being a part of the official 

supervisory team. Thank you for the constant challenges on my content and to the way I think 

and interpret the world. 

To my unofficial support team, Dr Gae Callender, and Dr. Kim McCorquodale, both of you 

have rescued me from the brink on so many occasions. For your continued care, support, 

exchange of ideas and resources, for believing in me when I no longer believed in myself, for 

picking me up and dusting me off and encouraging me to continue I will be eternally grateful. 

Also, Dr Olivier Rochecouste who remained a constant level of support, a voice of reason and 

a great friend. Finally, I would never have sustained my Ph.D candidature, which was impacted 

by the personal tragedies of the loss of my beloved mother and my sister’s tragic diagnosis, had 

it not been for the unconditional love and support from my children, Alicia, Solomon and Erik. 

While many have played vital roles in the production of this work, any or all errors are the sole 

responsibility of the author. 

 

 

  



 iv 

Dedication 

For all my female relatives, 

especially my nana, my mum and my sister. 

 

  



 v 

Abstract 

Despite an exponential increase in women and gender studies in Egyptology over the last three 

decades, women’s engagement in the socio-political-economic structure of the early Egyptian 

state remains underrepresented in modern scholarship. Historically, the State has often been 

investigated via hierarchical models of the male elite’s autobiographical material, with 

prominence given to the study of official titles that act as barometers for the status and rank of 

the personnel. The dominant focus on male-centric state administration service has ignored 

women's participation in the State. This bias has resulted in an inadequate representation of 

women in both research and academic literature. The present research aims to address this 

imbalance by investigating records of female engagement in the early Egyptian state. This 

analysis was conducted on biographical details obtained primarily from women’s titles from a 

cross-section of the society, from Dynasty 1 to 6 (c. 3000–2181 BCE). Using an 

interdisciplinary research methodology that combines textual evaluation and statistical analyses 

of 777 women’s inscriptions, this dissertation engages with sociological theory to provide new 

interpretative models. The textual evaluation involved here deviates from a traditional title 

study in that female serekhs, cartouche and 129 titles are utilised to gauge the extent of women’s 

engagement and social power in the State. Underpinning this theoretical approach is a 

refashioning of Michael Mann’s theory of social power that defines resources as the medium 

through which power is exercised. In this research, social power is considered as the varying 

degrees of influence, prestige, rights and authority that is obtained through individual action 

and access to or control over symbolic, economic or productive resources of the State. Thus, by 

examining and classifying the women’s titles based on the action and central area of 

responsibility, this study evaluates the different ways in which women had access to social 

power in the political, economic and ideological domains in early Egypt. The dissertation offers 

new perspectives and models validated by quantifiable data that demonstrates to want extent 

women had varying degrees of social power in the ancient Egyptian state. The current research 

also contributes an unparalleled database of 1400 women’s details from the first six dynasties 

that can be utilised in future historiographic, comparative and gender studies to augment our 

knowledge about the early Egyptian state. 
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