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THE ENDURING
QUESTION: WAS
HATSHEPSUT THE
FIRST FEMALE
PHARAOH?

The  ancient  sands  of
Egypt  have  yielded
countless  stories  of
power,  divinity,  and
human  amb i t i on .
A m o n g  t h e  m o s t
captivating  narratives
is  that  of  the  female
rulers  who  dared  to
wear the double crown.
When  we  speak  o f
women who  ascended
to  the  throne  of  the
pharaohs,  one  name
d o m i n a t e s  t h e

c o n v e r s a t i o n :
H a t s h e p s u t .  H e r
impressive  mortuary
temple at Deir el-Bahri
and  her  successful
reign, lasting over two
d e c a d e s ,  h a v e
cemented her place in
history.  Yet,  a  critical
question  persists  for
historians, archaeology
en thus i as t s ,  and
curious  minds  alike:
Was Hatshepsut the
first  female
pharaoh?  The  short
answer is complex, and
the long answer takes
us  on  a  fascinating
j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h
l ineage,  po l i t i ca l
maneuvering,  and  the
very  definition  of
power in ancient Egypt.
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While  Hatshepsut  is
undoubtedly  the  most
famous and one of the
most  successful,  she
was not technically the
first woman to rule the
N i l e  V a l l e y .  T o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h i s
n u a n c e ,  w e  m u s t
e x p l o r e  h e r
predecessors  and  the
unique  circumstances
that allowed women to
grasp  the  re ins  o f
power  in  a  deep ly
patriarchal  society.

DEFINING THE
TERM "FEMALE
PHARAOH"

Before we can answer
whether  Hatshepsut
was  first,  we  must
define what it meant to
be  a  female  pharaoh.
The  title  of  "pharaoh"
w a s  i n h e r e n t l y
masculine,  linked  to
the  god  Horus.  For  a
woman  to  rule  as  a
sovereign  king,  she
h a d  t o  o v e r c o m e

immense  theological
and  political  barriers.
She  needed  to  be
depic ted  wi th  the
traditional  regalia  of
power,  including  the
false  beard,  the  kilt,
and the crook and flail.
This  wasn't  simply  a
matter  of  gender;  it
was a  performance of
divine kingship.
Severa l  women  in
Egyptian  history  held
p o w e r  i n  v a r i o u s
capacities,  but  not  all
of them were pharaohs
in the truest sense. We
can categorize them as
follows:

Regents:
Queens who
ruled on behalf
of a young son,
but did not take
the full title or
regalia of a
pharaoh. They
governed as
"king's mother"
or "god's wife."
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Usurpers or Co-
Regents:
Women who
claimed the
throne outright,
often taking on
full pharaonic
titles and
iconography.
This is the
category that
includes
Hatshepsut.
Ruling Queens:
A later, rarer
occurrence
where a woman
held the throne
as a last resort to
preserve a
dynasty.

With this distinction in
mind, we can see that
a "female pharaoh" is a
woman who ruled as a
king,  not  merely  as  a
regent. This framework
i s  e s s e n t i a l  f o r
e v a l u a t i n g
Hatshepsut's  place  in
the timeline.

EARLY FEMALE
RULERS: THE CASE
OF QUEEN
MERNEITH (1ST
DYNASTY)

L o n g  b e f o r e
Hatshepsut donned the
false beard, there was
Queen  Merneith.  Her
name means "Beloved
of Neith," and she lived
during the 1st Dynasty,
around  3000  BCE.
Merneith was the wife
of  King  Djet  and  the
mother  of  King  Den.
When  her  husband
died, her son Den was
likely too young to rule.
Merneith  took  on  the
role of regent, but her
case  is  particularly
interesting.
A r c h a e o l o g i c a l
evidence,  including  a
lavish tomb in Abydos
(the  burial  place  of
early  kings),  suggests
s h e  h e l d
unprecedented  power.
Her name was found in
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a royal  seal  alongside
the  names  of  other
k i n g s .  S o m e
Egyptologists  argue
that  she  may  have
been  the  first  female
pharaoh,  ruling  in  her
own right,  rather than
simply  as  a  regent.
However, the evidence
is  inconclusive.  While
she  was  buried  with
the trappings of a king,
i nc lud ing  a  l a rge
e n c l o s u r e  a n d
sacrificial  burials,  she
is  not  consistently
shown  with  the  full
pharaonic regalia (such
as the Horus name) in
the  way  Hatshepsut
was.  She  exists  in  a
historical  gray area—a
powerful  woman  who
likely ruled, but whose
exact  status  remains
debated .  Fo r  th i s
reason,  she  is  often
considered  a  regent
rather  than  a  ful ly
acknowledged pharaoh
b y  m a i n s t r e a m

consensus.

THE SOBEKNEFERU
PRECEDENT: THE
FIRST CLEARLY
ACKNOWLEDGED
FEMALE PHARAOH

Moving forward several
centuries  to  the  12th
Dynasty of  the Middle
Kingdom,  we  find  the
strongest candidate for
the title of "first female
p h a r a o h " :
Sobekneferu  (also
spelled  Neferusobek).
She was the daughter
of Pharaoh Amenemhat
III and the half-sister of
Amenemhat  IV.  When
Amenemhat  IV  died
without  a  clear  male
heir ,  Sobekneferu
stepped  in  to  fill  the
void.  Unlike  Merneith,
there  is  no  debate
about  Sobekneferu's
status.
S h e  r u l e d  f o r
approximately  four
years  (c.  1806–1802
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BCE).  In  official
records,  she  took  the
full  five-fold  titulary  of
a  pharaoh,  including
the  Horus  name  and
the Nebty name. She is
depicted  on  statues
and  reliefs  wearing
both  the  kilt  and  the
symbolic  regalia  of
kingship.  While  she
sometimes  appears
with feminine features,
she  also  adopts  the
masculine iconography
of  power.  The  Turin
King  List,  an  ancient
Egypt ian  papyrus
l i s t ing  pharaohs ,
records  her  re ign
explicitly  as  a  king.
T h i s  m a k e s
Sobekneferu  the  first
woman  for  whom  we
have unequivocal proof
that  she reigned as a
pharaoh.
Her  reign  was  short,
and  her  legacy  was
largely  lost  to  time
u n t i l  m o d e r n
a r c h a e o l o g y

rediscovered  her.  She
h a d  n o  o b v i o u s
successor, which led to
the  end  of  the  12th
Dynasty .  Yet ,  her
existence  created  a
powerful  precedent.
She  proved  that  a
woman  could  legally
and  theologically  hold
the  throne.  It  is  very
likely that Hatshepsut,
who came later in the
18th Dynasty, knew of
Sobekneferu.  The
st rong  argument ,
there fore ,  i s  that
Sobekneferu ,  not
Hatshepsut,  was  the
first  female  pharaoh.

Comparin
g the
Reigns:
Sobeknef
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eru vs
Hatsheps

ut
If  Sobekneferu  was
first, why is Hatshepsut
so much more famous?
The answer lies in the
scale  and  duration  of
their respective reigns.

Length of
Reign:
Sobekneferu
ruled for only
about 4 years.
Hatshepsut ruled
for nearly 22
years. This
longevity allowed
Hatshepsut to
complete
massive building
projects and
establish a stable
bureaucracy.
Building
Projects:
Sobekneferu

added to the
pyramid complex
of her father at
Hawara and did
some work at
Heracleopolis.
Hatshepsut, on
the other hand,
was one of the
great builders of
Egypt. Her
mortuary temple
at Deir el-Bahri is
a masterpiece of
architecture. She
also restored
temples
damaged by the
Hyksos invasion
and erected
obelisks at the
Karnak Temple
complex, one of
which still stands
today as the
tallest surviving
obelisk.
Trade and
Economy:
Hatshepsut
famously
launched a major
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expedition to the
Land of Punt
(likely modern-
day Somalia or
Eritrea), bringing
back myrrh
trees, gold,
incense, and
exotic animals.
This expedition
was recorded in
detail on the
walls of her
temple. There
are no records of
such large-scale
expeditions
under
Sobekneferu.
Military: While
Hatshepsut is
often portrayed
as a peaceful
ruler who built
rather than
conquered,
evidence
suggests she led
military
campaigns in
Nubia and Syria.
Her stepson,

Thutmose III,
became a great
warrior pharaoh.
Sobekneferu's
reign shows little
evidence of
major military
action, though
she likely
maintained
stability.

I n  e s s e n c e ,
Sobekneferu  opened
t h e  d o o r ,  b u t
Hatshepsut  walked
through it  and built  a
palace  on  the  other
side.

HATSHEPSUT'S
RISE: A
MASTERCLASS IN
POLITICAL
LEGITIMACY

To  fully  appreciate
H a t s h e p s u t ' s
achievement, we must
u n d e r s t a n d  h e r
context.  She  was  the
daughter of Thutmose I
and  his  Great  Royal
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Wife,  Ahmose.  She
mar r ied  her  ha l f -
brother,  Thutmose  II.
When  Thutmose  I I
d ied ,  h i s  son  by  a
s e c o n d a r y  w i f e ,
Thutmose  III,  was  a
young  child.  Initially,
Hatshepsut  served  as
regent—a role that had
been  filled  by  queens
before. But around the
seventh  year  of  her
regency,  she  made  a
b o l d  m o v e .  S h e
c r o w n e d  h e r s e l f
pharaoh,  adopting  the
full royal titulary.
H a t s h e p s u t ' s
p r o p a g a n d a  w a s
brilliant.  She  claimed
t h a t  h e r  f a t h e r ,
T h u t m o s e  I ,  h a d
intended  her  to  be
k i n g .  S h e  a l s o
propagated  a  story
that the god Amun had
visited  her  mother  in
d i s g u i s e  a n d
impregnated  her ,
making Hatshepsut the
divine  offspring  of  the

c h i e f  g o d .  T h i s
theological  claim  was
essential  to  legitimize
her rule. She erected a
g r e a t  o b e l i s k  a t
Karnak,  tel l ing  the
people that she did so
out  of  love  for  her
f a t h e r  A m u n ,
solidifying  her  divine
connection.  While  she
allowed Thutmose III to
retain  his  position  as
c o - k i n g ,  s h e  w a s
c lear ly  the  senior
partner for the majority
of her reign.
Her reign was a period
of  peace,  prosperity,
a n d  a r t i s t i c
renaissance.  She  is
often  considered  one
of  the  most  effective
pharaohs  of  the  New
Kingdom, regardless of
gender.

THE ERASURE OF
HATSHEPSUT: A
DELIBERATE ACT
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OF DAMNATIO
MEMORIAE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
intriguing  aspects  of
Hatshepsut's  story  is
what  happened  after
her  death.  At  some
point  during  the  later
reign  of  Thutmose  III
(or  possibly  his  son
A m e n h o t e p  I I ) ,  a
systematic  campaign
was  undertaken  to
erase Hatshepsut from
history.  Her  images
were  chiseled  off
temple  wa l l s ,  her
c a r t o u c h e s  w e r e
de faced ,  and  he r
statues were smashed
or buried.
T h i s  " D a m n a t i o
M e m o r i a e "
(condemnat ion  of
memory )  was  no t
necessarily  a  personal
vendetta  against  a
w o m a n .  I t  w a s  a
political  act  to  ensure
the  legitimacy  of  the
male line. Thutmose III

had  been  kept  in  the
background  for  two
decades. To solidify his
own  rule  and  that  of
h i s  s o n ,  i t  w a s
necessary  to  rewrite
history,  pretending
that  Hatshepsut  had
never  been  king.  The
i r o n y  i s  t h a t  t h i s
attempt  at  erasure  is
what has made her so
famous  today.  When
a r c h a e o l o g i s t s
u n c o v e r e d  h e r
cartouches, they found
them in deep relief or
in obscure places that
were  missed  by  the
defacers.

OTHER
CONTENDERS AND
LATER FEMALE
RULERS

While  Merneith  and
Sobekneferu  are  the
t w o  p r i m a r y
contenders for the title
of  "first,"  we must also
ment ion  others  to
complete the picture.
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Nitocris (6th
Dynasty):
Mentioned by the
Greek historian
Herodotus, she is
a legendary
figure. She is
listed in the Turin
Canon, but
evidence for her
historical
existence as a
pharaoh is scant
and highly
debated. Most
modern scholars
consider her a
myth or a
misinterpretation
.
Twosret (19th
Dynasty): She
was the last
pharaoh of the
19th Dynasty.
She was the wife
of Seti II and
regent for the
young Siptah.
After Siptah's
death, she ruled
as pharaoh in her

own right for a
short time (c.
1191–1189 BCE).
Her reign was
tumultuous and
ended in civil
war.
Cleopatra VII
(Ptolemaic
Period): The
famous
Cleopatra was a
Macedonian
Greek pharaoh of
the Ptolemaic
dynasty. She was
a skilled diplomat
and politician,
but she was a
foreign ruler in a
period when
Egypt had been
under Greek
control for 300
years. She does
not qualify as a
native female
pharaoh.

Each  of  these  women
f a c e d  t h e  s a m e
fundamental  problem:
how to be seen as the
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living embodiment of a
male  god  while  being
biologically female.

WOMEN IN A
PATRIARCHAL
SYSTEM: THE
UNIQUE EGYPTIAN
CONTEXT

I t  i s  impor tan t  to
understand  that  while
ancient  Egypt  was  a
patriarchal  society,
w o m e n  h a d
significantly  more
rights  than  in  many
other  ancient  cultures
(such  as  Greece  or
M e s o p o t a m i a ) .
Egyptian women could
own  property,  initiate
divorce, and engage in
business.  The  concept
of Maat (order, justice,
truth)  was  central  to
Egyptian  kingship.  In
times  of  crisis,  when
the  male  l ine  was
broken, a woman could
step  in  to  preserve
Maat  and  prevent
chaos.  This  unique

cultural  context  made
it  possible  for  female
pharaohs to exist, even
if  they  were  seen  as
exceptions.
The  female  pharaohs
were  often  depicted
with  masculine  bodies
and  regalia.  This  was
not  a  denial  of  their
gender ;  i t  was  an
artistic  convention  to
s h o w  t h a t  t h e y
embodied  the  office  of
the king. Hatshepsut is
f a m o u s l y  s h o w n
wearing a kilt, a crown,
and  a  false  beard.  In
private,  she  l ikely
dressed  as  a  woman.
The public  image was
about  the  office,  not
the  person.

CONCLUSION: SO,
WHO WAS FIRST?

When  we  ask,  Was
Hatshepsut  the  first
female pharaoh?, the
m o s t  a c c u r a t e
historical  answer


