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The study of women’s voices in antiquity, specifically, in Ancient Egypt, presents several unique challenges due to the scarcity of direct records left by women themselves. However, personal letters serve as a vital surviving resource, offering valuable insight into the lives of everyday women whose voices are often overlooked in antiquity. Other types of literature offer broad perspectives on Ancient Egyptian society, but these personal letters were written for a specific person in mind which allows their history and experiences to be understood on a deeper level. These letters that were written on papyri have been preserved throughout the hundreds of years since they were first written. There are a few collections at the Turin Museum, The Louvre, and a collection in Berlin, and at Boulak. Additionally, the papyri that are focused on in the source provided by Bagnall and Cribiore (2006) focus on the Oxyrhynchus collection, providing evidence of women's roles in private as well as public spheres and their emotional depth, which sheds light on their agency and participation in social, economic, and familial affairs.
Ancient Egypt was a multilingual society, and between the Ptolemaic and Early Roman periods, a significant linguistic shift occurred. The transition from the dominance of the Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic language of the gods to the increasing use of Coptic Greek and Demotic script raises important questions regarding language accessibility. Bagnall (2006), Edwards (2005), and Allen (2013) have all noted that there were at least six major dialects in the Coptic writing in Ancient Egypt. According to Allen (2013), both the Coptic and Demotic scripts existed at the same time and represented the same language, just written differently. In Bagnall (2006 p. 58) and Allen (2013) they both discus the hieratic script that scribes used, specifically stating that it was based on the Greek alphabet with additions from a prior Egyptian script to include consonants that were not found in Greek. Additionally, Bagnall (2006) references the influx of Greek speakers after Alexander the Great had died, as well settlers from all over the eastern Mediterranean. All of these immigrants would have been speaking Greek as a common language due to the “large numbers” of Greek speakers (there is no indication of what “large numbers” equates to). This linguistic transformation not only influenced communication but also prompts inquiries into who was writing these letters. According to Bagnall (2006, p. 57), the authors of the letters from the Oxyrhynchus collection belonged to the upper social and economic strata of this society, leading to broader discussions about gender roles, education, and power dynamics in Ancient Egyptian society.
Having established the significance of personal letters as a vital resource for understanding women’s voices in Ancient Egypt, this review will now examine the broader scholarly discourse surrounding this topic. The following section will explore key themes identified throughout the scholarship. This study seeks to contextualize the social and cultural frameworks that shaped women’s experiences and the ways in which they may have exercised agency in their personal lives.
Bagnall (2006), Vivante (1999), Edwards (2005), and Roth (2020) generally agree that women in Ancient Egypt held roles beyond the household, extending into the political and economic spheres. Vivante (1999) in particular emphasizes the domestic responsibilities of women, including weaving, child-rearing, household management, and beer making, while also acknowledging their legal rights, such as independent decision-making regarding property, as well as land ownership and marriage. This perspective is widely supported by Roth (2020), who highlights the agency women exercised in managing both familial and economic affairs. Edwards (2005) primarily focuses on how women were not seen as subordinate to men, referencing translated papyri from the Louvre collections (Edwards, 2005, p. 853).
When it comes to gender roles, another key area of agreement among scholars concerns marriage in Ancient Egypt. Roth (2020, p. 92) and Edwards (2005, p. 845) indicate that there was no formal legal contract binding a man and a woman in marriage. Instead, it was both a social and civil contract with no religious aspect to it. Edwards (2005) furthers the discussion by pointing to a number of different papyri written in Demotic script, arguing that Herodotus and Diodorus were correct in their writings about women in Egypt and how women took care of trading while men played a more subordinate role in society (Edwards, 2005, pp. 852-853). This distinction has significant implications for discussions on women's legal autonomy, particularly regarding property rights and inheritance.
The role of scribes during the Ptolemaic period has also been examined in detail. Baines (1983) argues that professional scribes were primarily responsible for legal documentation, distinguishing them from subordinate scribes who may have had different functions in everyday life. He suggests that women were likely not literate themselves, reinforcing the idea that writing was a male-dominated profession. However, Bagnall and Cribiore (2006) state in the first section of their book that the letters they compiled “can be identified as having been written by women…during the period of arrival of Alexander the Great to the end of the relevant Coptic documentary evidence…” (Bagnall and Cribiore, 2006, p. 1). This contradicts what Baines (1983, p. 583) states, but he also does not provide a timeline for women’s literacy. Additionally, all scholars addressing this period acknowledge Egypt’s multilingual nature, as this linguistic diversity is fundamental to understanding women's roles and the legitimacy of literacy among women. Baines (1983) and Tovar (2016) specifically explore the shift from Ancient Egyptian to Coptic Greek during the transition from the Ptolemaic to the Roman Imperial period, analyzing how this change influenced the work and function of scribes in society.
The Egyptian language has a long-standing history that went through immense change throughout the entire existence of the Ancient Egyptians time. Allen (2013 p. 2-4) gives an overall linguistic history of language evolution and how in brief periods of language shifting there are very subtle differences between one language into another one. Bagnall (2006, p. 58) talks about how both Greek and Egyptian would have been spoken between 300 BC – 800 AD which furthers making Egypt a multilingual society. There are no sources yet that have directly stated that Ancient Egyptian women were literate, but the existence of papyri with personal letters exist and that they are indicated to have been written by women. However, Reyes (2015) does mention how during the rule of Pharaoh Horemheb women’s rights were almost as equal as men’s rights which would lead to the strong plausibility that women did have some access to education and therefore learned how to read and write. 
Social class distinctions among women are another significant theme in scholarship. Reyes (2015), Roth (2020), Szpakowska (2012), and Galczynski (2023) all touch on different social statues of women which include including prostitutes, singers, musicians, lower-class laborers, middle-class women, and royal figures such as queens or female pharaohs. Galczynski (2023, pp. 153-162) discusses the perception of tattoos among women and how they have been seen as marking lower-class women. They examine how the finding of tattoos on physical remains influences modern interpretations of social status and gendered assumptions in historical studies. Szpakowska (2012) and Baines (1983, p. 574) note that in elite statuses, scribes could often be found, or at least those who were writing the legal and official documents for the state. Roth (2020, p. 88) talks about the representation of women in art and speaks on how lower-class women differ from upper-class or elite women based on their skin tone and how they are posed; representation in art can dictate social status.
While scholars generally agree on many aspects of women's roles in Ancient Egypt, some discrepancies remain, particularly regarding women’s legal status in relation to men. For example, Edwards (2005) and O’Neill (2005) assert that women held legal rights comparable to those of men, while others, such as Roth (2020), introduce a degree of skepticism. Roth’s (2020, p. 91) use of phrases such as “in theory” suggests that while women may have had legal rights on paper, their actual social and legal standing may have been more constrained in practice. 
Ultimately, the study of personal letters and broader scholarly discourse on women in Ancient Egypt reveals an ever-evolving understanding of their lives. By continuing to analyze these sources in the context of linguistic, social, and legal frameworks, scholars can uncover the complexities of gender, power, and literacy in antiquity. This research also highlights how different historical periods, social classes, and linguistic shifts influenced the roles and rights of women. While much has been uncovered, further exploration of additional personal correspondences and legal documents may provide an even clearer picture of women’s agency in Ancient Egyptian society. 
