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Abstract 

 

The Amarna Letters, a cache of around 350 cuneiform tablets documenting relations 

between ancient Near East kings during the Late Bronze Age (1500 to 1200 BC), has been 

extensively studied by philologists who managed to piece together the chronology of the letters 

and provide translations. However, it took scholars considerable time to give the context of the 

letters by analyzing them from a historical and political perspective. Today, they have made 

significant advances in explaining the chronology, diplomacy, and Late Bronze Age Collapse 

concerning the Club of Great Powers, which is contemplated as the first documented instance of 

an international society. Ancient Near Eastern scholars have yet to make much progress in 

expanding scholarship past defining the fundamental ideologies of the system. If we bring 

women to the forefront of political analysis, we can better understand international relations in 

the Late Bronze Age. This paper analyzes women's roles and political agency within the 

institution of brotherhood (a practice that legitimizes relations between rulers through kinship 

connections) by utilizing international relations critical feminism and feminist poststructuralism 

theory. Three women, including Hatshepsut, Tadu-Hepa, and Puduḫepa, appear chronologically 

in the historical record through the various stages of the Club of Great Powers. The main 

components examined in this paper to uncover Hatshepsut, Tadu-Hepa, and Puduḫepa's roles and 

contributions are correspondences through letters and ideas on gender provided by artifacts. The 

resulting evidence provides a base to study the alternative discourses on gender these three 

women offered LBA society. When considering these aspects relating to their contributions and 

agency in politics from one of the first documented systems of international relations, it is 

apparent that political systems based on kinship required women's participation to function and 

flourish.



1 

Introduction 

After traveling for three months through the Syrian desert, a Babylonian envoy finally 

reached the capital of Thebes on the orders of King Kadashman-Enlil (1374-1360 BC).1 Their 

directive was to identify the king’s sister among the harem of Pharaoh Amenhotep III (1391-

1353 BC) and confirm her wellbeing so that a new marriage negotiation for Kadashman-Enlil’s 

daughter could move forward. 2 As the envoy was granted an audience with the Pharaoh, they 

faced his entire harem, not just the Babylonian king’s sister. The Pharaoh called forth one of his 

wives and declared her the missing sister. Rather than returning to Babylon satisfied, the 

delegates felt dubious of Amenhotep’s claim, as they had never seen the king’s sister and had no 

way of proving her identity. The result was an international dispute between Egypt and Babylon, 

with the Pharaoh chastising Kadashman-Enlil: “One…was an assherder… There was no one 

among the[m wh]o [knows her, wh]o was an intimate of your father, and w[ho could identify 

her].”3 Such petty disputes between Great Kings of the ancient Near East, often involving 

marriage negotiations, were not uncommon; in fact, it was an ingrained practice of diplomacy.  

The Late Bronze Age (LBA) was characterized by a remarkable phenomenon called the 

Club of Great Powers, an international society encompassing the kingdoms of Egypt, Mitanni, 

Hatti, Assyria, and Babylon. Egypt was undoubtedly the dominant power during this time (see 

figures 1, 2, and 3).4 Hatti would enter the LBA as the Hittite Empire, but its solidification as a 

 
1
 Amanda H. Podany, Brotherhood of Kings: How International Relations Shaped the Ancient  

Near East (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), xv. 

 
2
 Podany, Brotherhood of Kings, xiv. 

 
3
 EA1: William L. Moran, Tell el-Amarna Tablets; The Amarna Letters (Baltimore: The John  

Hopkins University Press, 1992), 1. The square brackets indicate where Moran had to fill in his transcription and 

translations based on his most educated guess because of the state of the cuneiform tablets, some severely broken up 

or eroded.  

 
4
 Trevor R. Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings of the Ancient Near East: The Royal Correspondence  
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substantial power would fluctuate.5 Mitanni also entered the system at the height of its power, 

capturing the Assyrian capital and expanding territory. However, Mitanni would not last, 

crumbling under pressure from Hatti and disappeared following the assassination of the Great 

King Tushratta in 1326 BC.6 Assyria used Mitanni’s collapse as leverage and began to establish 

itself as a great power to other Great Kings but mainly remained a vassal until 1350 BC.7 

Babylon’s situation appeared bleak before the LBA, with the famous Babylonian king 

Hammurabi’s line succumbing to Hittite rule in the late 1500s. In its weakened state, Babylon 

became prey to outsiders and was subsequently conquered by invaders called the Kassites, who 

established a dynasty and stayed in power until the 1200s.8  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
of the Late Bronze Age (London: Routledge, 2003), 23. 

 
5
 Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings, 31-32.  

 
6
 Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings, 39.  

 
7
 Ibid, 13. 

 
8
 Ibid, 17. 

 

Figure 1 Mario Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 

(Houndmills: Palgrave, 2001), x. Map of the major kingdoms of the Club of Great Powers in 

the year 1450 BC during the LBA. 
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These five kings and their domains were the descendants of the Ebla and Mari Ages 

(2400 and 1800 BC, respectively) and expanded on their predecessor's development of a kinship 

network of brotherhood.9 The result was a (mostly) peaceful, prosperous, and stable international 

 
9
 Alex Aissaoui, “The Amarna Diplomacy in IR Perspective – A System of States in the Making,”  

Estudos Internacionais 6, no. 2 (2018): 12, https://doi.org/10.5752/P.2317-773X.2018v6n2p9 

 

Figure 2 Mario Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 

(Houndmills: Palgrave, 2001), xi. Map of the major kingdoms of the Club of Great Powers 

in the year 1350 BC during the LBA. 

Figure 3 Mario Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 

(Houndmills: Palgrave, 2001), xi. Map of the major kingdoms of the Club of Great Powers 

in the year 1220 BC during the LBA. 

https://doi.org/10.5752/P.2317-773X.2018v6n2p9
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system that lasted for nearly 500 years until the Bronze Age Collapse beginning in 1200 BC, 

where only Assyria survived as a formidable power.10 The Club of Great Powers might seem too 

far in the distant past to be relevant. Yet, many of its diplomatic elements are familiar, including 

treaties, international law, trade, and marriage alliances.  

 The Ebla and Mari ages established an international community and system so the LBA 

could form an international society.11 The Club of Great Powers is the first instance in global 

history where we see the transition from an international system to an international society.12 

Actors moved past only considering the possible actions of city-states and started to recognize a 

shared set of rules and institutions with brotherhood at its core.13 The ancient Near East was 

hierarchical and composed of households functioning as socioeconomic units with a father at the 

head and in charge of an extended family, property, material wealth, and enslaved people. City-

states were also organized like households, with the king acting as the head. These city-states 

were not like the states we think of today. Instead, kings embodied their kingdoms and kept 

decision-making between themselves.14 Great Kings functioned as suzerains and established 

 
10

 Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings, 15.  

 
11

 Rodolfo Ragionieri, “The Amarna Age: An International Society in the Making.” in Amarna  

Diplomacy: The Beginnings of International Relations, ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook (Baltimore: 

The John Hopkins University Press, 2000), 42-46. Ragionieri defines an international system as being one where 

states interact in a way where they are considering the possible actions of other states. An international society is 

when states share common interests and values, actively seeing themselves as bound by a shared set of rules and 

working within shared institutions. Ragionieri believes the Amarna era and thus the Club of Great Powers was a 

society in the making, and I use this as an assumption of the international relations of the time.  

 
12

 Podany, Brotherhood of Kings, 10-11. 

 
13

 Ragionieri, “The Amarna Age,” 43.  

 
14

 Raymond Westbrook, “International Law in the Amarna Age.” in Amarna Diplomacy: The  

Beginnings of International Relations, ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 

University Press, 2000), 29-30. 
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significant realms of influence, while vassals were on a lower level of the hierarchy, referring to 

Great Kings as ‘”my lord” and themselves as “your servant.”15 

Brotherhood legitimized relationships between both Great Kings and vassals. Calling a 

fellow Great King ‘Brother’ not only established a recognition of equality, but it referred to a 

well-established relationship.16 The use of love between brothers in diplomatic correspondence 

was not unusual and was often a diplomatic tactic, although not consistently effective. The 

biggest motivator behind establishing kinship was trade disguised as lavish gift-giving. Great 

Kings never wanted to appear as if they were somehow poorer than another Great King. Still, it 

was expected for brothers to send gifts to one another in Mesopotamian society. These gifts were 

often coveted riches such as gold, silver, lapis lazuli, bronze, chariots, enslaved people, and 

servants.17  

Women were viewed in the LBA and by modern scholars as chess pieces in a political 

system with no agency or contribution. Their decision-making was left to their fathers and 

husbands, and they were not included in the ranks of brotherhood. This surface-level analysis 

refuses to acknowledge the true importance of women as genuine agents of politics. Four women 

have been selected for their roles as power players and as background agents in the Club of Great 

Powers throughout the LBA, including the Pharaoh Hatshepsut (1479-1458 BC), Princess Tadu-

Hepa (1351 BC) of Mitanni, and Queen Puduḫepa (1275-1210 BC) of Hatti.  

Exactly how they contributed to the Club of Great Powers and what roles they forged or 

fulfilled can be understood with two types of international relations feminist theories. The first is 

 
15

 EA 51: Moran, 122.  

 
16

 Mario Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 (Houndmills:  

Palgrave, 2001), 135-138. 

 
17

 Podany, Brotherhood of Kings, 244-245.  
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critical feminism, which wants to understand international relations in a way that is sensitive to 

gender. It asks, “what ideas about the appropriate relationships between women and 

men…inform the practices of particular actors or institutions…And what material (wealth) 

conditions and social forces contribute to the reproduction of those practices?”18 Critical 

feminism highlights the social construction of gender and the subsequent historic inequality but, 

more importantly, asks about the possibility of change.19 The second is feminist 

poststructuralism, which identifies that dominant actors determine knowledge through power and 

thus control the accepted discourses in politics. They maintain language is used by “certain 

actors, concepts and events [and]...placed in hierarchical pairs, [and] named binary oppositions… 

to create or perpetuate meaning.”20 In this case, a patriarchal international system creates gender 

hierarchy through language, excluding alternative discourses about women and gender.  

Critical feminism will look at LBA international affairs and ask about the ideas and 

practices “used to create, sustain, and legitimize patriarchy” that “inform the practices of…actors 

and individuals” while then asking how each woman took the social constructs dictating gender 

relations and changed them.21 Feminist poststructuralism follows up by looking at the language 

of the corresponding cuneiform letters to contrast the alternative discourses women are creating 

and explain why they were suppressed and erased from memory. 

 
18 Sandra Whitworth, Feminism and International Relations (Houndmills: MacMillan Press Ltd,  

1997), 24. 

 
19 Whitworth, Feminism and International Relations, 31. 

 
20

 Aishling McMorrow, “Poststructuralism,” in International Relations Theory, ed. Stephen  

McGlinchey, Rosie Walters, and Christian Scheinpflug (Bristol: E-International Relations, 2017), 57. 

 
21 Whitworth, Feminism and International Relations, 24. 
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Even today, women have struggled to find a voice and recognition for the contributions 

they make not only nationally but on the international stage. Our global system is ingrained with 

patriarchy, and the field of women and gender studies is incredibly new. To many, it seems 

irrelevant to consider ancient politics to advance our understanding of diplomacy. Indeed, it has 

barely been considered when broaching the subject of the Club of Great Powers and its impact 

on international relations.22 Using critical feminism and feminist poststructuralism theory reveals 

women’s significant contributions to diplomacy development, both consensually and without 

consent. With the aid of primarily the Amarna Letters, women’s participation as both 

subordinates and initiators solidifies their roles as the foundation of Late Bronze Age diplomacy, 

showing that women have always been crucial to international relations.  

 

Historiographic Review 

In the context of international relations scholarship, the Club of Great Powers is unknown 

as a historical period and unrecognized as the first well-documented global society. Ancient 

Greek city-states are often heralded as the creators of diplomacy, and their ideas are still debated 

today. Only a handful of scholars in the field of ancient Near Eastern study have attempted to 

delve deeper into the inner workings of brotherhood and how it shaped basic concepts of global 

affairs. Progress has been slow in expanding the boundaries of what theories can be applied to 

the Club of Great Powers and how it influences our understanding of modern international 

relations. A few works have attempted to include women in the conversation of ancient 

international relations, but clearly defining roles using feminist theories has not occurred for the 

 
22

 Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook, “Introduction: The Amarna System,” in Amarna  

Diplomacy: The Beginnings of International Relations, ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook (Baltimore: 

The John Hopkins University Press, 2000), 4.  
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Club of Great Powers. While it is important to recognize that significant groundwork has been 

laid in studying LBA politics, there is still room to tie the history of the ancient Near East, 

diplomacy, and gender together. If we ignore the contributions and roles of women in 

international society, we are missing an entirely unique perspective on the impacts of the legacy 

of diplomacy.  

The Amarna Letters were a groundbreaking discovery in 1887 and brought scholarly 

attention to a proper international political system operating during the LBA. It was not until 

William L. Moran published The Amarna Letters (1999), offering a complete translation of the 

cuneiform tablets from Akkadian to English, that they were made accessible to academia.23 

Many academics attribute the opportunity to write about LBA politics to Moran’s translations. 

Moran’s commentary on each letter, categorized using a system of EA# (for “El-Amarna”), 

urged other scholars to continue to interpret the language used by ancient kings. Primarily, a 

philological approach was used to further understand ancient Akkadian as a lingua franca of its 

time.24 Anson F. Rainey provided an updated transliteration and translation of the Amarna 

Letters with commentary in 2015.25 Rainey and Moran knew each other and worked together. 

However, their transcriptions and translations differ because Rainey's work is an impromptu 

attempt at doing his best to capture what exactly the scribes and kings intended to convey.26 His 

 
23

 Moran, The Amarna Letters, ix-x.  

 
24

 Cohen and Westbrook, “Introduction,” 1, 3.  

 
25

 Anson F. Rainey, The El-Amarna Correspondence. Volume 1: A New Edition of the Cuneiform  

Letters from the Site of El-Amarna Based on Collations of All Extant Tablets (Leiden: Brill, 2015).  

 
26 Rainey, The El-Amarna Correspondence, xi-xii.  
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interpretation can be compared to Moran's work for the best possible rendition of the letters in 

English. 

In contrast to philological approaches, Mario Liverani’s International Relations of the 

Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 BC,27pioneered more substantive attempts to frame the period 

through a political lens. His book influenced scholarship about the Club of Great Powers by 

separating diplomacy into broader themes concerning territory, war and alliances, and trade. 

Scholars looking to analyze the Club of Great Powers comprehensively have followed this 

example with their interpretations. His primary sources include the Amarna letters and cuneiform 

tablets, stele, and inscriptions from Egypt and Mesopotamia. He draws on previous works that 

contextualized society in the Bronze Age to argue his primitivist perspective on the inter-state 

relations of the Club of Great Powers.28 He gives little attention to individuals, leaving women 

especially out of the conversations, and chooses to focus on ideology instead.  

In 2003, Trevor Bryce published Letters of Great Kings of the Ancient Near East,29 which 

took an approach to contextualize the history of the LBA by looking at each kingdom. He then 

thematically analyzed the letters as well as prominent international events. Bryce aimed to shed 

light on the well-known and not as-known stories and individuals participating in the system. He 

does this with the aid of a selected number of Amarna letters and secondary sources on the 

history of the Amarna age. His work gives a more personal account of the Club of Great Powers 

 
27

 Mario Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 (Houndmills:  

Palgrave, 2001). 

 
28

 Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 1. A primitivist perspective considers  

the LBA political system within the framework of its period, understanding if it was efficient for the needs of the 

people of its time. In contrast, a modernist perspective would compare past systems to our modern diplomacy 

standards to see if they were efficient and sophisticated. 

 
29

 Trevor R. Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings of the Ancient Near East: The Royal Correspondence  

of the Late Bronze Age (London: Routledge, 2003). 
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than Liverani’s. What is unique about Bryce’s take on the Amarna letters is his unintentional 

feminist focus. Many of the stories he tells and the examples he uses to define the system are 

taken from women of the LBA. While his work does not take the leap into a gendered study of 

the Amarna letters, his inadvertent inclusion of women alongside men acknowledges and 

normalizes women’s roles and contributions to international relations.  

Brotherhood of Great Kings: How International Relations Shaped the Ancient Near East 

by Amanda H. Podany (2012) is a case study of Bronze Age politics.30 She divides ancient Near 

East politics into the Ebla, Mari, and Late Bronze Ages by focusing on the interactions of a 

specific king for each. She shows how a desire to interact with other ancient peoples developed 

into an international community by utilizing the Bronze Age's correspondences, artifacts, and 

historical narratives.31 Podany includes women in her narrative, sprinkling their contributions 

like breadcrumbs throughout her work but never arguing an essential gendered political role 

within LBA brotherhood. She relegates women far more to the background than Bryce, but her 

inclusion is an improvement from Liverani’s example.  

Works that have directly brought IR theory into the discussion include Cohen and 

Westbrook’s Amarna Diplomacy (2000),32 a collection of essays written by professors of ancient 

Near Eastern history, international relations, and linguistics. The work reflects the conversations 

these scholars engaged in at the Bellagio conference of 1996. The goal was to investigate the 

 
30

  Amanda H. Podany, Brotherhood of Kings: How International Relations Shaped the Ancient  

Near East (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 

 
31

 Podany, Brotherhood of Kings, 10. 

 
32

 Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook, Amarna Diplomacy: The Beginnings of  

International Relations, ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University 

Press, 2000). 
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“validity…of controversial modern assumptions, concepts, and theories” and bring Amarna 

diplomacy into the social sciences and international relations conversations.33 The conference 

engaged the ancient diplomatic letters with modern IR works to understand diplomacy better. 

Cohen and Westbrook’s anthology has been pivotal for the previous works mentioned but is 

distinctly different due to its base in IR theory. A problematic viewpoint some contributors take 

in the collection is to hold the Club of Great Powers in comparison with modern standards. This 

disregards the fact that the LBA is the end of a starting point for international relations and not 

an isolated phenomenon from the rest of diplomatic history. Moreover, Liverani’s primitivist 

perspective is much more fruitful than the modernist perspective and is thus the assumed 

standpoint for this paper. Three essays from Amarna Diplomacy are pertinent to this paper when 

considering feminist theory and women’s political roles, including “Reciprocity, Equality, and 

Status-Anxiety in the Amarna Letters” by Kevin Avruch,34 “The Amarna Age: An International 

Society in the Making” by Rodolfo Ragionieri,35 and “Diplomacy and International Marriages” 

by Samuel A. Meier.36  

The only work to move past investigating diplomacy in the ancient Near East and not 

only engage women but define their political roles is Bernard Frank Batto’s Studies in Women at 

 
33

 Cohen and Westbrook, “Introduction,” 2, 5. 

 
34

 Kevin Avruch, “Reciprocity, Equality, and Status-Anxiety in the Amarna Letters,” in Amarna  

Diplomacy: The Beginnings of International Relations, ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook (Baltimore: 

The John Hopkins University Press, 2000). 

 
35

 Rodolfo Ragionieri, “The Amarna Age: An International Society in the Making,” in Amarna  

Diplomacy: The Beginnings of International Relations, ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook (Baltimore: 

The John Hopkins University Press, 2000). 

 
36

 Samuel A. Meier, “Diplomacy and International Marriages,” in Amarna Diplomacy: The  

Beginnings of International Relations, ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 

University Press, 2000). 
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Mari (1974).37 Batto intends to express women’s political and religious roles during the Mari 

age, preceding the Club of Great Powers, as a case study with the hopes that it will contribute to 

a broader history of women in Mesopotamia. He uses letters relating to Zimri-Lin (1775–1761 

BC), the ruler of Mari and the women of his household.38 It is important to note that his work is 

historical and does not engage with international theory. Batto’s work sets a precedent for how a 

political analysis of women’s roles and contributions can be accomplished. Since the Mari age 

directly influences the setup of the Club of Great Powers, it can reveal fluctuations and context 

for women’s relationship with politics.  

 Feminism in scholarship only started in the 1970s and did not enter the realm of IR until 

the 80s and 90s.39 Feminism took longer to break into political academia because traditional 

schools of thought were hostile towards it due to the preconceived belief that it was irrelevant to 

the study of diplomacy. Applying gender to international relations reveals quite a different 

system and gives a more holistic understanding of world politics because it explains how it 

impacts men and women as individuals.40 Feminism has now become an established school of 

thought with multiple offshoots, critical feminism and feminist poststructuralism being the most 

appropriate for this paper as they address knowledge and power. J. Ann Tickner, in her book 

Gendering World Politics (2001), is the first to lay out the status of IR feminism in a single 

work.41 She also gives an overview of the types of feminist theories emerging and the 

 
37

 Bernard Frank Batto, Studies in Women at Mari (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1974). 

 
38

 Batto, Studies in Women at Mari, 3-4.  

 
39

 J. Ann Tickner and Laura Sjoberg, “Feminism,” in International Relations Theories Discipline  

and Diversity, ed. Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, Steve Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 179-180. 

  
40

 Tickner and Sjoberg, “Feminism,” 180.  

 
41 See J. Ann Tickner, Gendering World Politics: Issues and Approaches in the Post-Cold War  

Era (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001).  
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conversations they are having with each other. Tickner expands on feminist theory with Laura 

Sjoberg in International Relations Theory (2016) in their joint essay “Feminism,” including 

critical feminism and feminist poststructuralism.42  

An important feminist theorist highlighted by Tickner and Sjoberg is Sandra Whitworth, 

whose work Feminism and International Relations (1997) expands on Robert Cox’s critical 

theory by asking crucial questions not answered by previous feminist theories.43 Tickner, 

Sjoberg, and Whitworth all reference the groundbreaking work of Cynthia Enloe, who’s book 

Nimo’s War, Emma’s War (2010) reveals women’s importance to a political phenomenon as 

significant as war.44 She’s also significantly contributed to critical feminist thought with her 

work Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (1989) by 

explaining how material conditions mix with constructed notions of gender in international 

politics.45 Tickner, Sjoberg, Whitworth, and Enloe’s promotion of feminist theories illustrate 

how theory testing can either dismantle or validate assumptions we have about the development 

of our international system. Hence, critical feminism and feminist poststructuralism can make 

strong cases for the cruciality of women’s participation in politics. Each woman selected for this 

paper exhibits the social construction of women’s roles and creates alternative discourses 

excluded by those in power.  

 
 
42 Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, Steve Smith, International Relations Theories Discipline and Diversity,  

ed. Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, Steve Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 

 
43 Tickner and Sjoberg, “Feminism,” 183. See Sandra Whitworth, Feminism and International  

Relations (Houndmills: MacMillian Press, 1997). 

 
44

 Tickner and Sjoberg, “Feminism,” 181. See Cynthia Enloe, Nimo’s War, Emma’s War (Berkley:  

University of California Press, 2010).  

 
45 Sandra Whitworth, Feminism and International Relations (Houndmills: MacMillian Press, 1997),  

27-28. See Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches, and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkley: 

University California Press, 2014).  
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 IR feminist scholarship has made remarkable advancements in understanding the 

relationship between gender and global politics. The issue is that our knowledge is relegated to 

contemporary history, only a meager percentage of our past. To know if feminist theory and our 

understanding of international politics hold up, we must go back to the beginning. However, it is 

not beneficial to compare the past to the present, nor is it worthwhile to not use IR theory simply 

because the Great Kings of the LBA did not know about it. Keeping in mind a primitivist 

perspective, using contemporary IR feminist theory can open new avenues into piecing together 

our distant past and what lessons we gain to apply to our present.  

Scholars of LBA politics have laid a significant amount of groundwork in our 

understanding of the political mechanisms of the Club of Great Powers. Ventures into feminist 

perspectives have been fleeting, with the most significant attempts simply being the recognition 

of women’s existence and their minimal effects on diplomacy. Only Batto went as far as to 

directly focus on royal women and define their political roles during the Mari age, and while he 

hoped more would be done with the subject, little else has been published since then. Ancient 

women’s studies have been relegated to analyzing women’s roles domestically but not 

heightened to the international arena between city-states. Works on feminist theory, such as 

those by Tickner, Sjoberg, and Enloe, remain within the modern realm, focused on developing 

the school of feminist thought. Building off past work of feminist IR scholars, critical feminism 

and feminist poststructuralism can add a new perspective and a deeper understanding of the 

politics of the LBA. A fundamental element of the Club of Great Powers diplomacy will be 

uncovered from the shadows through the theoretical testing of three influential LBA women.  
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Women’s Roles in the New Kingdom Egyptian Empire (1570-1069 BC) 

 Ancient Egyptian women were remarkably liberated compared to their contemporaries in 

the ancient Near Eastern world, and their roles reflect those differences. However, it is always 

crucial to remember that while Egyptian women could exercise considerably more personal 

freedoms, they still lived in a patriarchal society. When considering women’s legal status, 

however, Egyptian women were granted equal status in ancient Egypt’s judicial system and 

could participate in the process. Egyptian women could own or sell property, maintain a 

profession outside marriage, and participate in commerce. Women were seen as responsible for 

the happiness of the household, along with other domestic duties, and it was heavily stressed that 

couples should maintain a harmonious marriage (they were even legally protected against 

domestic violence).46 Ancient Egyptian society highly respected women, treating the birth of a 

daughter the same as a son by exercising equal consideration for their upbringings.47 

Women’s sexuality was fundamental to Egyptian religion and politics. Femininity was 

seen as an essential and complementary aspect of the divine. Egypt believed men were at the 

center of procreation, and it was the woman who aroused him and became a vessel for his 

children and, as a result, was not blamed if she could not conceive. This thought process around 

conception translated to significant religious functions, where women of the royal family could 

hold one of the highest offices of the priesthood, known as God’s Wife of Amun.48 Her purpose 

 
46 Joshua J. Mark, "The Gifts of Isis: Women's Status in Ancient Egypt." World History Encyclopedia. Last  

modified January 18, 2012. https://www.worldhistory.org/article/143/the-gifts-of-isis-womens-status-in-ancient-

egypt/. 

 
47 Shiyu Shen and Betty Wang, “The Study of Gender in the Ancient World: The Lives of Women in  

Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia,” The European Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, no. 5 (2020): 63, 

https://doi.org/10.2913/EJHSS-20-5-61-69 

 
48 Carolyn Graves-Brown, Dancing for Hathor: Women in Ancient Egypt (London: Bloomsbury  

Publishing Plc, 2010), 2. 

 

https://www.worldhistory.org/article/143/the-gifts-of-isis-womens-status-in-ancient-egypt/
https://www.worldhistory.org/article/143/the-gifts-of-isis-womens-status-in-ancient-egypt/
https://doi.org/10.2913/EJHSS-20-5-61-69


16 

was to arouse the chief god Amun sexually and spur him into rebirth to continue to facilitate the 

creation of the universe and keep the order of the cosmos, as well as promote the Pharaoh’s rule 

to the gods.49 Royal women could hold powerful priestess positions, such as God’s Wife of 

Amun. In contrast, there was not an equivalent position in Mesopotamia affording women 

considerable influence in administration. Egyptian women could engage in marketplace trade, 

and women weavers were highly regarded and could maintain some level of independence and 

status. However, at its heart, ancient Egypt was still patriarchal, and women were not legally or 

socially equal to men and were relegated to the domestic sphere.50 

Royal women followed the same patriarchal rule as the rest of Egyptian society, and their 

status was determined by their relationship with the Pharaoh, who was the center of Egypt. There 

was no word for the queen in Egypt; instead, Hatshepsut would have been referred to throughout 

her life before she transitioned to kingship as the “King’s Daughter” or the “King’s Great Royal 

Wife.” Being the “King’s Mother” was more influential than being the “King’s Great Royal 

Wife” because having your son on the throne was a significant accomplishment.51 While the 

Pharaoh held supremacy above everyone else, he still needed a queen to partake in the rituals and 

roles involving rebirth, protection, and sexual arousal.52 Since the Pharaoh was a god, he could 

take on many wives, and his primary wife was often associated with a goddess consort who 

represented Upper and Lower Egypt such as Hathor, Isis, or Maat through religious symbols.53 

 
49 Cooney, Women Who Would Be King, 38. 

 
50 Graves-Brown, Dancing for Hathor, 4. 

 
51 Graves-Brown, Dancing for Hathor, 129. 

 
52 Ibid, 130. 

 
53 Ibid, 131-132. 
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As seen with Hatshepsut, Egypt had a strong tradition of powerful queens who made incredible 

impacts to Egyptian governance and religion through their influence on the Pharaoh. 

It is crucial to keep in mind that Egyptian religion was not only distinct for its views on 

femininity, but the structure of the priesthood was markedly different from Mesopotamia. With 

the formation of city-states came the new role of the king, who could promise protection as 

warfare continued to progress. The king’s protective role usurped the priest’s power, making the 

king the chief priest for the city and the direct messenger to the gods. The Mesopotamian kings 

legitimized their rule through the gods and appointed priests.54 In Egypt, the Pharaohs could 

never separate themselves from the priestly class due to slower developments in material 

warfare. While the Pharaohs were seen as gods on Earth, they consistently needed to ally 

themselves with one of the many priesthoods of the gods, relying on them for their power base 

and to bestow their godly status on them through a ritual.55 

 

Her Majesty, The King – Pharaoh Hatshepsut (1479-1458 BC) 

Hatshepsut and Critical Feminism 

 Looking back on Egypt’s extensive tradition of formidable queens, one stands out as 

being a true ruler of Egypt. Hatshepsut, the first female Pharaoh, was an incredibly complex 

figure in the history of Egypt’s New Kingdom. Despite her nephew’s subsequent campaign to 

wipe her from history, she prevails as the only woman to rule as king during a time of prosperity 

and expansion.56 From 1479 to 1458 BC, She employed diplomacy throughout Egypt’s spheres 

 
54 Paul Muncy, “Cities: The Homes of the Gods,” HIST 1050: World History I (video lecture,  

Northeast Community College, Norfolk, NE, August 20, 2020).  

 
55 Paul Muncy, “The God-Kings of Egypt,” HIST 1050: World History I (video lecture, Northeast  
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56 Kara Cooney, When Women Ruled the World: Six Queens of Egypt (Washington, D.C.:  
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of influence, including south in Kush (a region also known as Nubia), west in Libya, and north in 

Canaan and Syria.57 Around the same time, the Club of Great Powers was transitioning from an 

international system to an international society in Mesopotamia.58 Unlike previous female rulers, 

she did not need to take the crook and the flail of the Pharaoh to stabilize a crisis. Critical 

feminism shows she instead understood the gender roles of the Egyptian patriarchy and 

strategically expanded the ideology of masculine role of the Pharaoh to make space for a woman 

ruler. She utilized the material conditions of Egypt, the institution of the priestly cults, and the 

patriarchal social forces to her advantage. As a result, she made two significant contributions to 

Egypt’s international relations, including her military campaigns in Nubia and her expedition to 

Punt. Her contributions maintained the Egyptian empire and paved the way for Amenhotep II to 

enter the Club of Great Powers as a hegemon. Feminist poststructuralism looks at the alternative 

discourse Hatshepsut created because of her newly established role as a female Pharaoh and what 

it meant for LBA international politics. It also reveals why her alternative discourse was 

suppressed from mainstream ancient Near Eastern IR. 

As previously noted, royal women were consigned to roles relating to their relationships 

with the Pharaoh or could be part of his harem as lower-ranking secondary wives and 

concubines. A woman could obtain the highest administrative rank if she became God’s Wife of 

Amun. Hatshepsut was the eldest daughter of Pharaoh Thutmose I’s primary wife, Ahmes. This 

distinction, and her position as King’s Daughter, later helped her become the Great Royal Wife 

 
National Geographic, 2018), 99.  
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of her half-brother Thutmose II. However, her first significant political role was given to her 

early in life when Thutmose I appointed her as God’s Wife of Amun. She gained experience by 

overseeing palaces and temples, employing a secretary to help manage her treasury, and 

participating in bureaucratic work.59 Hatshepsut’s sexuality and gender legitimized her religious 

role within the Cult of Amun as a supporter of the god and representative of the Pharaoh. The 

Egyptian cults at the center of Egyptian society created and subsequently sustained these 

gendered roles through a pantheon of mythos involving the gods, who were incredibly real to the 

Egyptians.60 Hatshepsut’s access to her own treasury represents the material wealth designated to 

the priestly elite and guaranteed their continuing influence and reinforcement of gendered 

religious and cultural practices.  

Hatshepsut was aware of the patriarchy of Egypt; in fact, her role as God’s Wife of Amun 

was to represent her father and the institution of patriarchy wherever she went. Crafting a new 

political role for herself was a tricky process. She was successful because she did not necessarily 

go against something as crucial to Egypt as tradition.61 She engaged with aspects important to 

critical feminists’ understanding of IR, including material conditions, institutions, and social 

forces to elevate herself into the most crucial actor in the ancient Near East—the Pharaoh. When 

her husband, Thutmose II, died three years into his rule, Hatshepsut (who only had a daughter 

with her husband) needed to link herself to his heir.62 Her position as a descendent of the founder 

 
59 Cooney, Woman Who Would Be King, 38. 

 
60 Cooney, When Women Ruled the World, 114.  

 
61 Cooney, When Women Ruled the World, 114.  

 
62 Ibid, 108. When Thutmose II died, he did not have an appointed heir. The priests selected an heir from  

among the many offspring he fathered with the secondary wives of his harem, landing on Thutmose III. The priests 

performed an elaborate ritual to legitimize Thutmose III as if the gods intentionally selected him from the harem and 

ordained divinity on him.  
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of the Eighteenth Dynasty (Ahmose I) and as a daughter to Thutmose I was crucial to 

maintaining the royal lineage and was her connection to the patrilineal tradition of succession.63 

She greatly appealed to the largest institution in Egypt, the Cult of Amun, because she was 

second in rank to the High Priest of Amun and had spent years engaging in political, economic, 

and religious matters concerning the priesthood.64 The first step toward pharaoh-hood was when 

she took on the role as co-regent to Thutmose II’s infant heir Thutmose III since it was not 

unheard of for a queen to act as regent, and became even more critical to the interests of the 

cult.65 Evidence of priestly and elite support for Hatshepsut as consort instead of Thutmose III’s 

mother (one of Thutmose II’s secondary wives) can be seen in their tombs, where Ineni, a court 

official, proclaims:  

His son stood in his place as king of the Two Lands, having become ruler upon the throne 

of the one who begat him. His sister the Divine Consort, Hatshepsut, settled the affairs of 

the Two Lands by reason of her plans. Egypt was made to labor with bowed head for her, 

the excellent seed of the god, which came forth from him. The bow-ropea of the South, 

the mooring-stake of the Southerners; the excellent stern-ropea of the Northland is she; 

the mistress of command, whose plans are excellent, who satisfies the Two Regions, 

when she speaks. Her majesty praised me, she loved me, she recognized my worth at the 

court, she presented me with things, she magnified me, she filled my house with silver 

and gold, with all beautiful stuffs of the royal house.66 

 

Ineni’s tomb reveals the second method Hatshepsut used to consolidate power and 

construct a new political role, the dimension of material conditions. While her familiarity and 

service with the priesthood initially drew them to support her, Hatshepsut needed a more 

 
63 Cooney, When Women Ruled the World,  109. 

 
64 Cooney, When Women Ruled the World, 38, 89. 
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permanent way to ensure they would support her when she began to transcend her assigned 

gender roles. The wealth Hatshepsut let flow to the elite and priestly classes far surpassed the 

eras of her predecessors, which Ineni praises her for by describing the riches he obtains.67 Not 

only did she contribute vast amounts of wealth, but she also continued the process of 

professionalization of the priestly class. Priests were already influential, but Hatshepsut brought 

them closer to the kingship and increased their power, which meant their support for her 

signified her legitimacy.68 She increased the temple’s administrative positions and economic 

holdings because she started an extensive building campaign. Her building campaign was 

unprecedented compared to the lackluster Second Intermediate Period (1650-1550 BC) or 

beginning of the Eighteenth Dynasty (1549-1479 BC).69 She had begun an incredible boosting 

and expansion in Egypt’s economic holdings and material wealth.70 

 Hatshepsut had the support of Egypt’s patriarchal religious institutions and the material 

conditions to continue to buy their loyalty. Her next step was to confront the ingrained gender 

inequality enforced through social forces and alter them in her favor. Confronting the possibility 

of becoming Pharaoh meant confronting the layered gendered meanings accompanying it. The 

Pharaoh’s title was nb ỉrt-ḫt or “Lord of Doing Things,” implying his role as the keeper of order 

and fulfilling the masculine role in creation. The Pharaoh was expected to go on campaigns, 

wear a false beard, and appear with the gods in reliefs.71 Hatshepsut knew all these 
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characteristics and slowly assumed them herself before officially proclaiming herself as Pharaoh. 

Using the imagery of the Pharaoh eased tensions surrounding her status as a female ruler while 

not committing the taboo of breaking tradition. It is crucial to remember that Hatshepsut never 

rejected or hid her true gender; everyone knew she was a woman. She is creating a new layer of 

gendered space in the role of the Pharaoh to allow for female Pharaohs. She made the first step 

towards kingship with the graffito (see figure 4) installed by her architect Senenmut stating: 

The princess, great of praise, great of favor, and much beloved, the one to whom Re has 

given the real kingship among the Ennead, king’s daughter, king’s sister, divine wife and 

great king’s wife, the king of Upper (and Lower Egypt), Hatshepsut, may she live…72 

 

 
 
72 Labib Habachi, “Two Graffiti at Sehēl from the Reign of Queen Hatshepsut,” Journal of Near  

Eastern Studies 16, no. 2 (1957): 92. http://www.jstor.org/stable/542272. 

 

Figure 4 Graffito at Aswan showing Senmut facing Hatshepsut, who 

appears in the clothing of a queen. See Labib Habachi, Facsimile of the 

Graffito of Senmut in Aswan, 1957, in Hatshepsut: From Queen to Pharaoh, 

ed. Catharine H. Roehrig, Renée Dreyfus, and Cathleen A. Keller (New 

York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2005.), 87. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/542272
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Hatshepsut was still acting as Thutmose III’s regent when Senmut carved the previous 

text on a monument at Aswan and strategically portrayed her divine connection to kingship in 

text-only, making it inaccessible to most of Egypt’s illiterate subjects. Her transition from queen 

regent to Pharaoh was a slow process, and she needed to be careful not to push too hard too fast. 

Making textual references to herself as Pharaoh without the accompanying images was a tester 

for the few literate elites and the gods. However, the greatest trial would be making the portrayal 

in pictorial form to cement her status. 73 At her Karnak temple, not long after the Aswan 

inscription, Hatshepsut portrays herself on a relief (see figure 5) wearing a queen’s gown and the 

Pharaoh’s Atef crown, intermixing gendered images of the King’s Wife and the Pharaoh. This 

was her first official step in constructing the role of a female Pharaoh through traditional 

Egyptian art. She even uses a name reserved for Pharaohs in this inscription, Maatkare (The Soul 

of Re Is Truth).74 By adding the name Maatkare to her King’s Wife title, she gave herself the 

rights of a Pharaoh while still ruling as queen.  
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The priests of Amun backed her up during this transitional step when she proclaimed an 

oracle from Amun foresaw her future kingship.75 She molded the social constructs of the 

Pharaoh to benefit herself with the backing of the cult institution. She utilized the material 

conditions of Egypt to display her new role in temples and monuments. All that was left was for 

Hatshepsut to make her role official, and she was coronated around the seventh year of the reign 

 
75 Cooney, The Women Who Would Be King, 104. 

 

Figure 5 Hatshepsut offers wine to the deity Amun-Re while wearing the 

Atef crown of the Pharaoh and the dress of a queen. She is accompanied by 

the titles “King of Upper and Lower Egypt” and “Lady of the Two Lands,” 

signifying her as Pharaoh. See Henri Chevrier, Rapport sur les travaux de 

Karnak, 1934, in Hatshepsut: From Queen to Pharaoh, ed. Catharine H. 

Roehrig, Renée Dreyfus, and Cathleen A. Keller (New York: Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 2005.), 88. 
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of Thutmose III.76 Around her coronation, she subtly demoted Thutmose III and began to depict 

herself without him (although she never ruled independently).77 

 

The remarkable part of Hatshepsut’s construction of the woman king was the way she 

controlled how she was presented. She kept herself feminine (see figure 6) in the beginning by 

representing her breasts, feminine face, and clothing on royal statues to ease the transition of a 

 
76 Cooney, The Women Who Would Be King, 114.  

 
77 Ibid, 125, 131. 

 

Figure 6 Peter Jan Bomhof and Anneke de Kemp, Hatshepsut as Female 

King, in Hatshepsut: From Queen to Pharaoh, ed. Catharine H. Roehrig, 

Renée Dreyfus, and Cathleen A. Keller (New York: Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, 2005.), 171. Hatshepsut is showing her female features in this 

statue, including her breasts, a feminine face, and a dress.  
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woman taking on the most influential male hierarchic role in Egypt.78 She played around with 

femininity and masculinity, altering her image sometimes to appear androgynous or sexually 

ambiguous, with her statues appearing with more masculine shoulders, without a shirt, and with 

hints of breasts (see figure 7).79 Later in her reign, she opted for a masculine figure (see figure 8) 

by removing her breasts, broadening her shoulders, and sharpening her face to honor the 

patriarchal traditions she had been promoting her whole life.80 Some scholars describe 

Hatshepsut as hiding her femininity over time and giving in to masculine imagery to keep hold of 

her power and not threaten Thutmose III. However, Hatshepsut never stops using her feminine 

pronouns in inscriptions, sometimes mixing feminine and masculine pronouns, even when she is 

presenting as a man.81 Hatshepsut also incorporates goddesses associated with the King’s Wife 

into her temples and aligning herself with Amun’s more feminine qualities. She layered the 

meanings of female divinity within the understanding of creation as one who has the power to 

spur Amun into sexual rebirth and as his protector.82 She does not forfeit femininity as a show of 
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its inferiority but claims it as an essential aspect of the position of Pharaoh that makes room for a 

woman ruler.83 

 

When Thutmose III came of age, Hatshepsut adjusted to bring him back from obscurity 

by placing his image alongside hers to depict twin kings (see figure 9), explaining why it took 

 
83 Matic, “(De)queering Hatshepsut,” 816. Matic argues the importance of not applying  

terminology of the present to ancient Egyptian society. Labeling Hatshepsut as a lesbian or a transvestite only 

reiterates heteronormative language. There is no way for us to know what exactly how ancient Egyptians viewed 

gender and gender roles compared to how we view them today. It is fruitless to use modern ideas of gender when 

studying figures like Hatshepsut. We should instead focus on her agency and contributions.  

 

Figure 7 Hathsepsut has kept her feminine features, 

including her breasts, a delicate face, narrow shoulders, 

and a queen’s dress. This statue is currently at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art.  

 

Figure 8 Hatshepsut has largely gotten rid of her feminine 

features here, opting for a sharper face, Pharaoh’s clothing, 

and the white crown of Upper Egypt. This statue is currently 

at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  
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until 1822 for Egyptologists to learn of her existence.84 To commemorate her reign and further 

legitimize her rule, she also orchestrated a jubilee Pharaohs traditionally held when they reached 

their 30th year of rule by combining her husband’s and Thutmose III’s years of rule with her 

own.85 There is no evidence of any tensions between Hatshepsut and Thutmose III during their 

co-rule, showing how masterful Hatshepsut was at recognizing the ideology surrounding 

Egyptian political and religious roles and altering them to her advantage.86 Now that her role as 

female Pharaoh was finalized, she could significantly contribute to Egypt’s economy and culture 

as its ruler. 

 
84 Cooney, The Woman Who Would Be King, 159.  

 
85 Cooney, The Woman Who Would Be King, 159, 162.  

 
86 Cathleen A. Keller, Hatshepsut: from Queen to Pharaoh, ed. Catharine H. Roehrig, Renée  

Dreyfus, and Cathleen A. Keller (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2005), 96, 294.  

Figure 9 Egyptian Museum, Inscription of Hatshepsut and Thutmose III, 

in Hatshepsut: From Queen to Pharaoh, ed. Catharine H. Roehrig, 

Renée Dreyfus, and Cathleen A. Keller (New York: Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 2005.), 99. Hatshepsut (right) wears traditional 

Pharaoh’s clothing including wearing the blue crown or Khepresh and a 

kilt alongside Thutmose III (left) who wears the red crown or Deshret of 

lower Egypt.  
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Hatshepsut forged her own political role within the governance of Egypt, applying 

Pharaonic symbols and regalia to herself to ideologically transform into a man without 

physically changing her gender to establish herself as the first female Pharaoh. However, she did 

more than construct a political role through material conditions, institutions, and social forces. 

Hatshepsut actively used her influence to continue stabilizing Egypt and increase its wealth, 

preparing Thutmose III for rulership so that Egypt could enter the Club of Great Powers during 

Amenhotep I’s reign as the hegemon of the region. She made this contribution through strategic 

actions, including military campaigning in the north and south and sending a trading expedition 

to the kingdom of Punt. Applying critical feminism underscores how Hatshepsut continued to 

use material conditions, institutions, and social forces beyond constructing a new form of the 

Pharaoh to achieve two of her most significant contributions to the New Kingdom of Egypt. 

Hatshepsut’s Contributions to Late Bronze Age Politics 

A stereotype placed by modern scholars of Hatshepsut as a woman king is that she was a 

pacifist and spent her rule ignoring the vast potential of the Egyptian army.87 The claim of 

Hatshepsut’s peaceful intentions is absurd and based on the misogynistic notion that female 

rulers are pacifists and are held back by a delicate nature unfit for warfare. Hatshepsut’s 

upbringing under Thutmose I had given her firsthand experience with her father’s imperialist 

 
87 Filip Taterka, “Military Expeditions of King Hatshepsut,” in Current Research in Egyptology  

2016: Proceedings of the Seventh Annual Symposium, vol. 17, ed. Julia M. Chyla, Joanna Dêbowska-Ludwin, 
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policies and campaigns into Nubia, familiarizing her with the inner workings of the Egyptian 

military.88 She developed an understanding of its functions and capacity, creating connections 

with military elites to add to her entourage of supporters. She also knew an essential role of the 

Pharaoh was to bring maat (cosmic order) to Egypt, meaning the Pharaoh needed to defend 

Egypt from internal and external enemies to establish order in the cosmos.89 Hatshepsut further 

strengthens Egyptian stability, and thus maat, through her military campaigns in the north and 

south to continue her conqueror father’s legacy and to fully prepare Thutmose III for pharaoh-

hood.   

Past scholarship regarding the Egyptian Empire, such as Ellen Morris’s book Ancient 

Egyptian Imperialism, glosses over Hatshepsut when considering empire building during the 

Eighteenth Dynasty, crediting Thutmose III instead.90 While she did not consolidate the empire 

established by her father, Thutmose I, she maintained its realms of influence. She ensured 

Thutmose III would have a solid platform to expand Egypt’s borders during his sole rule. She 

promoted stability in a time that could have quickly fallen into crisis after her husband, 

Thutmose II, died after only three years of rule without officially appointing an heir.  
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Despite being a geographically close trading partner, the Egyptians often referred to Nubia as 

“Wretched Kush,” because they viewed them as competitors (see figure 10).91 For centuries, the 

two kingdoms aggravated each other, and Egypt sent small campaigns into the region of Nubia. 

During the Eighteenth Dynasty, Egypt started to push farther South, with Thutmose I 

(Hatshepsut’s father) storming the Kush capital of Kerma and slaying a Kushite chief.92 A 

 
91 W. Vivian Davies, “Egypt and Nubia: Conflict with the Kingdom of Kush,” in Hatshepsut: From  

Queen to Pharaoh, ed. Catharine H. Roehrig, Renée Dreyfus, and Cathleen A. Keller (New York: Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 2005), 49. Nubia refers to the ancient region South of Egypt in North Africa. The Kush is in the 

Southern portion of the region of Nubia where modern-day Sudan is located. Kush would flourish as the Kingdom 

of Kush between 1069-350 BC and would eventually become the Pharaohs of Egypt in the 25th dynasty.  

 
92 Davies, “Egypt and Nubia,” 51.  

 

Figure 10 Green shaded area is map of the Egyptian Empire during Hatshepsut’s Reign. 

Kush is south of Egypt, and Punt is believed to be south and east of Egypt. Joshua J. 

Mark, “Punt,” World History Encyclopedia. https://www.worldhistory.org#organization, 

December 14, 2022. https://www.worldhistory.org/punt/. 
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system of colonization was set up through the annexation of Wawat, the northern part of Nubia, 

from the of Kush, where imperial centers of bureaucracy run by both Egyptians and colonized 

Kushites eventually extended into all of Kush at varying levels of control.93  

Once Hatshepsut assumed the role of Pharaoh, she needed to uphold the institution of 

Egyptian imperialism to prove her ability to fulfill her duty of exercising maat not just within 

Egypt but in its surrounding territories. While little material evidence remains of Hatshepsut and 

her interactions with colonial Nubia, she had at least two viceroys. The first was Penre, 

appointed at the beginning of her reign until year 10 of her rule, and then Inebny or Enebni (also 

referred to as Amenemnekhu).94 Both carried out bureaucratic duties in one of the established 

colonial centers.95 A statue of Inebny in Nubia reads:  

Made as a favor of the Good Goddess, Mistress of the Two Lands, Makere (Hatshepsut), 

living and abiding like Re…An “offering-which-the-king-give”…for the ka of the only 

excellent one, the favored of his god, the beloved of his lord, because of his excellence; the 

follower of his lord on his journeys in the South Country and the North Country, the king’s 

son, chief of archers, master of royal weapons, Enebni, triumphant before the great ennead of 

gods.96  

 

The title “king’s son” referred to viceroys for the Egyptian Pharaoh and did not mean the 

Pharaoh’s offspring. Inebny exalts Hatshepsut and uses her Pharaonic name, re-emphasizing the 

acceptance of her status as a female Pharaoh while also referring to her as the feminine gender. 
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She appointed officials who supported her throughout Egypt’s imperial borders to uphold maat, 

especially in the “South Country,” or Nubia, where Inebny was stationed. Not only did 

Hatshepsut control the imperial bureaucratic system, but she actively campaigned in the “South 

Country and the North Country,” or Nubia and Syria, respectively. 

 Hatshepsut outlines her military contributions by stating, “My soldiers, who had had no 

supplies, became the possessors of richness since my appearing as king.” She implies she 

professionalized the Egyptian army rather than maintaining a system of calling up soldiers only 

when conflict arose, furthering the Egyptian institution of imperialism by providing the material 

wealth to bolster it.97 Her ability to supply bronze weapons (which were incredibly expensive) to 

form a cohesive military force was likely a game changer for Egypt and impacted Thutmose III 

in a way where after her death he led the Egyptian army 16 campaigns and was dubbed the 

Egyptian Napoleon.98 

Now she needed to interact with the social force of the patriarchy that constituted the 

Pharaoh as a divine protector by applying imagery of the sphinx to the individual and textual 

boasts of might on temples and stelae. Images of Hatshepsut as a protector and engaging in 

warfare are rare, but she is not unique in that aspect, as 12th dynasty kings engaging in warfare 

were also rare.99 Several colossal statues of Hatshepsut as a Sphinx (see figure 11), which was 

the religious manifestation of protection, were found around her temple to emphasize further her 

might as the Pharaoh. At the base of her Sphinx statues, she fluctuates between using male and 
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female pronouns, re-iterating how she plays with the social forces influencing the representations 

of the Pharaoh to appeal to both the elites and her subjects by having a woman in the most 

powerful position in the ancient Near East.100  

 

 

Hatshepsut was not only using patriarchal religious imagery to prove her military might. 

Based on her Temple of Millions of Years at Deir el-Bahari, and two separate graffiti, it is 

estimated that Hatshepsut conducted at least three military campaigns during her reign. Rather 

than isolating Thutmose III as a potential rival, she actively included him to promote his royal 

training, including having him participate in the military, where he accompanied the army on 

excursions.101 The first of Hatshepsut’s military engagements is alluded to on the Lower 

 
100 Cathleen A. Keller, “The Statuary of Hatshepsut,” in Hatshepsut: From Queen to Pharaoh, ed.  

Catharine H. Roehrig, Renée Dreyfus, and Cathleen A. Keller (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2005), 

164-166. 

 
101 Taterka, “Military Expeditions of King Hatshepsut,” 95. 

 

Figure 11 Sphinx of Hatshepsut ca. 1479-1458 BC. Reno Laithienne, "Sphinx 

of Hatshepsut," World History Encyclopedia. Last modified October 03, 2020. 
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Porticoes of her Temple of Millions of Years, where she starts by describing her father’s great 

conquest and connects it to her own campaign where she says, “I will cause to sail south…the 

chief of [vile] Kush [whom th]ey [brought?] as a live captive…a slaughter was made among 

them, the number (of dead) being unknown; their hands were cut off.”102 Hatshepsut wages war 

again in Nubia during her 12th regnal year, where she describes how she overthrew the Kush on 

a graffito at Tangur in Nubia. This was an expedition she directly participated in and reflected a 

historical event rather than a stylistic declaration to prove the Pharaoh’s capabilities.103 In her 

20th regnal year, a Nubian graffito in Tombos describes Thutmose III, sent by Hatshepsut, 

suppressing a possible Nubian insurrection.104  

 Despite the animosity Egypt felt for the Kingdom of Kush, they felt mystified about a 

kingdom referred to only as Punt, which was located somewhere farther south than Kush and to 

the east (see figure 9). For nearly two centuries, the trade routes to Punt were closed and 

subsequently blocked Egypt from receiving valuable aromatic resins for temple rituals.105 In 

Creasman’s article, Hatshepsut and the Politics of Punt, he argues the political importance of the 

trade expedition for legitimizing her rulership. Hatshepsut’s expedition was, in fact, crucial to 

presenting a material representation of the gods’ approval of her pharaoh-hood. However, it was 

also how she maintained her spending to boost Egypt’s prestige.106 Her expedition to Punt was 
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crucially connected to the material wealth necessary for constructing her new gendered political 

role and her contributions to Egypt leading into the Club of Great Powers era. 

For its abundance of invaluable wealth not found in Egypt, Punt was referred to as “God’s 

Land.”107 Being too far outside of Egypt’s realm of influence made military conquest out of the 

question, but evidence of trade between the two dates to the fifth dynasty (2465-2325 BC) based 

on inscriptions from the Palermo Stone.108 As the first New Kingdom Pharaoh to make a vast 

and successful maritime trade expedition to Punt, Hatshepsut spurred later successors, including 

Ramesses II and III, to continue trade relations. Egyptian ships in Punt also seem to have 

encouraged trade with Arabian peoples for resins. The material wealth she gains from contact 

with Punt includes myrrh, frankincense, exotic woods like ebony, and precious metals.109 A trip 

to Punt could take up to 12 months and required a sizeable wealth to organize, which she did 

around her 8th year of ruling, with the expedition completed in her 9th year.110 Bringing exotic 

goods back to Egypt, especially for religious purposes, was one way she could financially 

support the cults of the priesthood and prove to them that they were backing the right person. It 

is after the successful Punt expedition that Hatshepsut makes a move to depict herself before 

Thutmose III in reliefs.111 

Besides using Punt to continue to secure the priesthood’s loyalty, Hatshepsut utilized the 

institution of the cults to justify an expensive and lengthy trip. Through an oracle of the god 
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Amun, Hatshepsut asks if her men should undertake the journey to Punt and receives the reply, 

“search out the ways to Punt. Open the roads to the terrace of myrrh. Led the army to sea and on 

land…to bring the miracles of God’s country to this god, who created her beauty.”112 Hatshepsut 

shows the elite classes that they must make the journey because Amun-Re has instructed her to 

“send to the Myrrh terraces, to explore his ways [for him], to learn his circuit, to open his 

highways.”113 The success of trade with Punt only verified the gods’ approval of her rulership. It 

gave validity to her previous depictions of Amun as her heavenly father and his wishes for her to 

be Pharaoh. In the reliefs depicting the journey to Punt, Hatshepsut laden the text with references 

and praises to the gods, especially Hathor and Amun-Re, to add a layer of religious divinity to 

the interaction between the two kingdoms.114  

Finally, as established earlier, the Egyptian patriarchy is the social force contributing to 

reproducing standard Pharaonic practices. It is expected of the Pharaoh to make significant 

accomplishments, such as military campaigns, expanding maat over Egyptian territory and 

neighbors, and continuing massive building projects. The patriarchal ideas of the Pharaoh 

motivated Hatshepsut to continue imperialist policies, but it also informed her what ways were 

most appropriate when depicting her accomplishments as Pharaoh. As seen in later diplomacy of 

the Club of Great Powers, the Pharaoh is the son of the sun god and thus supreme to all others. 

The Pharaoh is always superior to those around him, utilizing the size of imagery, the application 

of masculine religious symbols, and language to prove this to his subjects.  
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Hatshepsut establishes her patriarchal superiority through the Punt reliefs in her Temple of 

Millions of Years. She twists the mutual trade arrangement with the chief of Punt into an 

occurrence where Punt is instead paying tribute. This was a customary practice enacted by 

Pharaohs before and after her. The reliefs describe the “reception of the tribute of the chief of 

Punt, by the king’s messenger…” and “The coming of the chief of Punt bearing tribute at the 

side of the sea before the king’s [messenger]…”115 he even manipulates the events of the trade 

by depicting the chief of Punt and his wife presenting their gifts to her, even though Hatshepsut 

and the chief of Punt never met in this way (see figure 12). The reliefs falsely proclaim, 

“[Kis]sing the earth of [Hatshepsut]…by the chiefs of Punt…doing obeisance with bowed head, 

bearing their tribute to the place of her majesty is.”116 Because Egyptian art and religion are 

intertwined, the images of Punt in her temple solidify Hatshepsut’s claim of patriarchal elevation 

above non-Egyptians and her Egyptian subjects, while ensuring the event is “magically” repeated 

over and over again.117 
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Hatshepsut was a master at manipulating Egypt’s established ideas about the appropriate 

relationships between male and female roles. While she is not creating a new gender, Hatshepsut 

expands the patriarchal idea of the Pharaoh to make space for women to take on the role and 

become the most powerful actor in the ancient Near East, and not during a time of upheaval or 

crisis. She deeply understood how patriarchy informed the institutions of the priesthood because 

of her position as the second most powerful priest. She cleverly gained their acceptance for her 

ascension to the throne and legitimized her rule by dramatically increasing Egypt’s material 

conditions through her building projects and expedition to Punt. She further exploited the social 

forces defining the masculine roles of the Pharaoh by utilizing masculine imagery to depict 

herself to her subjects, and the professionalization of the army aided her in proving she could 

spread maat and maintain order. While her expansion of the gendered role of the Pharaoh was 

incredible, it is essential to ask what kind of discourse she was formulating, what it meant for 

international politics leading into the Club of Great Powers, and why her successor, Thutmose 

III, suppressed it.  

 

Figure 12 Egypt Museum, “Relief of Trading Scenes of Punt,” Egypt Museum, October 18, 2022. https://egypt-

museum.com/relief-of-trading-scenes-of-punt/. 
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Hatshepsut and Feminist Poststructuralism  

Poststructuralism is different from critical theory because of its focus on how language 

impacts the social construction of our realities. When adding a feminist spin on 

poststructuralism, the goal is to understand the relationship between discourses and hegemonic 

masculinity. Scholars like Michael Wooldridge have taken feminist poststructuralism and 

applied it to our modern global system surrounding topics like femicide and violence. However, 

the problems of today were problems of the past.118 The role of the Pharaoh was the ultimate 

representation of hegemonic masculinity for the ancient Egyptians and the Near East, presenting 

a significant obstacle in discourse for a woman like Hatshepsut. Through two primary 

documents, including her depiction of her royal birth and the strategic placement of her daughter 

Neferure as God’s Wife of Amun in her Temple of Millions of Years, it is evident Hatshepsut 

engaged with current discourse surrounding gender, language, and power to reconstruct the 

hegemonic masculinity of the Pharaoh socially. By analyzing Hatshepsut’s decision to make 

room for a female Pharaoh with feminist poststructuralism, the international political picture 

started with critical feminism becomes complete. Hatshepsut elevated Egypt’s international 

prestige to the level of a hegemon in the Club of Great Powers. However, she also altered 

political discourse and could have changed gender political relations if it had not been for the 

suppressive campaign of her successor Thutmose III to wipe her from history. 

 When selected by the priesthood, pharaohs experienced a ritual signifying their godly 

status. They made their primary god Amun-Re (the sun deity), their heavenly father, and joined 
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him after their passing.119 Around the fifth dynasty, Pharaohs started using the title “Son of Re” 

(later Amun when he became the primary god and was fused with Re) to quell suspicions of their 

heritage and link them to the god, who was believed to be the first king of Egypt.120 To make 

their status and connection permanent, they memorialized art in their tombs and temples 

depicting the Pharaoh’s divine birth by having Amun-Re as their divine father with an earthly 

mother.121 Hatshepsut was not an exception to this practice; it was critical she partake in it. No 

female ruler had engaged with the Pharaonic discourse of divine rulership, but if Hatshepsut 

wanted the full powers of the Pharaoh, she would need to prove to her subjects that the gods 

favored her. Breasted explains, “In the case of Hatshepsut, it was…a violent wrenching of 

traditional details to apply the fiction to a woman, for the entire legend was a fitted to only a 

man.”122 In fantastic relief, Hatshepsut has Amun declare, “I will unite for her the Two Lands in 

peace…I will give to her all lands, all countries.”123 Not only does Hatshepsut recreate her birth, 

but she continues to engage with masculine Egyptian political dialogue during her coronation. 

She fibs about being selected to rule as Pharaoh by the gods while she is still a child. As she 

becomes a woman, the gods, and her late father, Thutmose I, crown her. By adding the gods 

alongside her predecessor, she adds further meaning to her legitimization as a ruler when she 
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“proves” her father wanted her to rule all along. Some scholars interpret Hatshepsut’s actions as 

breaking tradition when she engaged with the template of the Pharaoh’s divine birth and 

coronation, but she was applying the hegemonic masculine discourse to herself.124 She and her 

supporters knew her subjects would more readily accept her as Pharaoh if she interacted with 

masculine discourse instead of altogether scrapping it for a completely new feminine one. 

 The Pharaoh rarely ruled alone and usually had a primary wife to fulfill the ideological 

and ritual obligations imposed by the Egyptian religion.125 Hatshepsut could not have a wife or a 

harem, as it pushed the boundaries of gender too far in ancient Egypt. Instead, Hatshepsut placed 

her only daughter, Neferure, as God’s Wife of Amun, and together they performed the rituals 

meant for the Pharoah and his Great Royal Wife.126 A relief from Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple, 

the Temple of Millions of Years, depicts Neferure in the God’s Wife of Amun regalia behind the 

figure of the Pharaoh, Hatshepsut (see figure 13).127 Not only is Hatshepsut adopting the sexual 

expectations of the masculine hegemony of the Pharaoh, but she is preparing the road for 

Neferure to be her heir. In an inscription from the eleventh year of Hatshepsut’s reign, Neferure 

makes an offering to the goddess Hathor, an image reserved only for kings. After another 

discovery of a Sphinx in Rome, dated to Hatshepsut’s reign, Egyptologists argue it depicts 

Neferure since the name on the statue was lost. 128 These three artifacts point to Hatshepsut 

preparing Neferure for pharaoh-hood in the same way she obtained the position. Hatshepsut not 
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only expanded the role of Pharaoh to include herself, but she intended to have her daughter, her 

intended successor, continue her legacy. It is astounding that Hatshepsut paved a path for future 

royal women to legitimately become Pharaoh, the most powerful political actor in the ancient 

Near East. However, her plan never comes to fruition, as Neferure disappears from the 

archaeological record before Hatshepsut’s own passing, indicating she died young.129 If Neferure 

had lived and successfully usurped Thutmose III, we might have seen many more female 

Pharaohs. 

  

Lastly, Thutmose III erased Hatshepsut’s discourse from global politics about 20 years 

into his sole rule. It seems unlikely that Thutmose led this campaign out of animosity towards his 

aunt and stepmother due to their peaceful co-rule up until Hatshepsut’s passing. It is more likely 

 
129 Cooney, The Woman Who Would Be King, 177. 

Figure 13 Neferure is to the left wearing regalia of The God’s Wife of Amun. Hatshepsut is to 

the right, presenting as a male Pharaoh. The head of Neferure was superimposed back onto the 

artifact. The Egypt Centre. “The Princess Who Never Became King. A Relief of Princess 

Neferure in the Egypt Centre - Ken Griffin.” YouTube. YouTube, June 17, 2020. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYhm1C6AX4c&t=1094s. 
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that Thutmose’s attempts to wipe the remnants of the role of the female Pharaoh from the records 

were politically motivated. Hatshepsut’s narrative of being chosen by the gods and the intended 

heir of her father, Thutmose I, endangered his rule by conflicting with his narrative of divine 

selection. Hatshepsut’s attempt to create a path towards co-rule for her daughter Neferure was a 

direct challenge to Thutmose III’s authority. Hatshepsut’s rise to power had been convenient for 

the priesthoods and elites but opening the door permanently for women to seize power was 

beyond what the patriarchal system of governance in Egypt was willing to do. Evidence of 

Thutmose’s campaign against Hatshepsut’s legacy is found all over her temples and monuments, 

explicitly attacking the discourse she had created. Images of Hatshepsut as a male Pharaoh were 

chiseled out of the walls, as well as when her figure is a blend of female and male physical traits 

(see figure 14). Hatshepsut’s cartouches were consistently erased, and instances when she used 

feminized titles were attacked. Perhaps the Eighteenth Dynasty wanted to ensure no other royal 

women could see and learn from Hatshepsut’s legacy, keeping one of the most phenomenal 

periods of female power in ancient Egyptian history permanently in the past.  
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Women’s Roles in the Hittite Empire (1400-1200 BC) 

Royal women in Egypt were afforded more room to advance in the hierarchy of Egypt to 

obtain roles like God’s Wife of Amun. Their equal legal status to men made ancient Egyptian 

women seem significantly more liberated than their Mesopotamian counterparts, who were not 

legally or socially equal to men. Mesopotamia, however, is a much more diverse region than 

Egypt, where many cultures and kingdoms cropped up and subsequently disappeared while the 

culture of Egypt remained relatively stable for three millennia. The following two women, Tadu-

Hepa and Puduḫepa, are from the kingdoms of Mitanni and Hatti, respectively. Their different 

positions within royal Mesopotamian households meant they played different political roles 

during the Club of Great Powers but still significantly contributed to diplomacy. The kingdom of 

Mitanni lasted as a great power from 1475 BC until the assassination of King Tushratta in 1326 

Figure 14 The Silhouette of Hatshepsut as Pharaoh chiseled out during Thutmose III’s 

campaign to erase her from memory. David Graves, “Hatshepsut Erased by Tuthmosis III,” 

Biblical Archaeology, 2014, https://biblicalarchaeologygraves.blogspot.com/2014/12/bonus-

104-hatshepsut-erased-by-tuthmosis.html. 
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BC, leaving behind very few records shedding light on Hurrian ways of life.130 Since there are 

few records to identify what gender roles Tadu-Hepa of Mitanni conformed to, neighboring 

kingdoms like those of the Hittites become essential. Looking at a broad history of 

Mesopotamian gender roles provides context to the shared values of a myriad of cultures 

spanning three millennia while focusing on the Hittites reveals specific political roles afforded 

women in the LBA. The Hittites and the Hurrians coincided geographically, and there is 

evidence that they intermingled culturally, allowing us to assume that Hittite ideas of gender 

crossed into Hurrian ways of life.  

 Women in Mesopotamia were granted the most personal freedom in the early ages of the 

Bronze Age, from 4100 to 2334 BC, and lost significant rights around 1500 BC when the 

patriarchy tightened control over women’s social and sexual behavior. The reign of Hammurabi 

in Babylon (1795-1750 BCE) marked a decline in the veneration of female deities, and thus 

women’s rights also declined. However, women in Mesopotamia still held onto some form of 

autonomy until the early Islamic conquests in 651 CE. In a sense, women were second-class 

citizens to men and were considered the property of their husbands. A woman was expected to 

submit to her father, brother, and sons; her purpose was to bear children and run the household. 

Mesopotamian women could own businesses, manage land sales, live independently, and 

divorce.131 When a marriage took place, in essence, it functioned like a transaction, where the 
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groom’s father would pay a bride price to the bride’s family. The bride then moved in with her 

husband’s family, accompanied by a dowry given to her by her father as a form of pre-mortem 

inheritance. The dowry was usually entrusted to the father-in-law of the bride.132  

Marriages in Hatti were more liberal, where divorce was more accessible to men and 

women, and women kept ownership of their dowries until their deaths. Royal women were 

ranked based on the status of their mother, so daughters of a primary wife would be more 

suitable to diplomatic marriages than daughters of secondary wives. Nevertheless, having an 

abundance of daughters meant more opportunities to form alliances.133 A royal Hittite bride was 

“little better than a chattel slave, subject to her father’s authority, a portable asset to be disposed 

of when and in whatever manner her father saw fit.”134 Similar to what was depicted in the 

opening of this paper, a royal Hittite bride given in marriage to a foreign king was likely to be 

lost to obscurity among his harems. Royal brides were treated as a diplomatic currency and 

“breeding machines or instruments of his majesty’s pleasure.” Once the celebrations of a 

successful marriage alliance were over, a bride might find herself going from the center of 

attention to just another face in a crowd of secondary wives.135 Unfortunately for Tadu-Hepa, 

this was to be her future after her marriage to the Pharaoh Amenhotep III. 

 One way for a woman in Hittite society to seek considerable political power was through 

religious roles. Since a women’s status was determined by their social rank, a woman fulfilling a 
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religious role was only second in rank to women of nobility in the social hierarchy.136 Women 

could hold several different priestess positions in Hittite temples that afforded them great respect, 

like the katra-priestesses of the cult of the goddess Ishtar.137 The highest priestess position a 

Hittite woman could obtain was the role of the Tawananna. The Tawananna was an incredibly 

influential position in the empire and was granted to the reigning queen and Chief Priestess. 

Gods in Hatti mostly came in male-female pairs, which was reflected in rituals and festivals by 

having the Chief Priest (the king) and the Chief Priestess (the Tawananna) work together to 

perform religious duties. Typically, the king’s primary wife maintained the position, but at times 

it could also be a female relative of the king. When a woman took on the role of Tawananna, she 

kept it for life. The Tawananna was often left in charge of religious and political duties when the 

king was away on campaigns or pilgrimages. There are a few instances, however, where a 

woman’s perceived abuse of power results in the king stripping the title of Tawananna and 

exiling her from Hatti. As seen in a later section, queen Puduḫepa ruled as the Tawananna after 

her marriage to king Ḫattušili III until her death around 1210 BC.138  

 

The Image of My Brother’s Desire – Princess Tadu-Hepa (1351 BC) 

Tadu-Hepa and Critical Feminism 

 Pharaoh Hatshepsut was the most powerful actor in the ancient Near East during her 

reign, significantly expanding Egypt’s wealth and prestige through her masterful manipulation of 
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Egyptian institutions, social forces, and material conditions. She was vital in propelling ancient 

Egypt into the Club of Great Powers as a hegemonic kingdom, but what about the women 

following Hatshepsut during the Club of Great Powers? Were there women as powerful and 

influential as Hatshepsut? If so, why are they not discussed more? Hatshepsut was a unique 

figure, and most women of Mesopotamia during the LBA could not break the mudbrick ceiling 

the way Hatshepsut did in Egypt. Instead, Mesopotamian women were rarely seen and not heard, 

leaving very few archeological records behind. They acted as mothers, wives, and daughters of 

Great Kings, obeying the males of their households, with little of their own political agency. 

Despite the scarce marks left behind by these women, they were critical to LBA politics. The 

institution of brotherhood could not have taken shape and prospered without their largely non-

consensual participation in diplomatic marriages. Consequently, we might never have made the 

groundbreaking discovery of the Amarna Letters, whose cuneiform text gives us a window into 

the distant past of international relations. 

Like many daughters of Great Kings, Princess Tadu-Hepa of Mitanni is a figure who 

remains shrouded in mystery. Little is known about her life, birth, and fate in the Egyptian court. 

What can be gleaned from ancient Near Eastern diplomatic correspondence is that Tadu-Hepa 

married the Egyptian Pharaoh Amenhotep III around two years before his death, in 1351 BC.139 

She was the daughter of King Tushratta, whose rule of Mitanni started rocky, pushing him to rely 

on diplomatic relations with other Great Kings to secure his rule. Tushratta’s father, Shuttarna II, 

passed away around 1375 BC, leaving the throne to his heir Artashumara. Artashumara’s reign 

was not meant to last, for he was quickly assassinated by a man who claimed the regency of 

Mitanni. Once Tushratta reached adulthood, he had the assassin put to death and established his 
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own rule by battling the Hittites and securing a victory under his belt. Mitanni had long been a 

close ally of Egypt and a member of the Club of Great Powers, but the chaos inflicted on the 

royal family weakened diplomatic ties. To secure Mitanni’s position in the international 

hierarchy, Tushratta reopened relations with Egypt and secured a marriage alliance by using his 

daughter Tadu-Hepa.140  

 Marriage alliances seem like an age-old diplomatic tactic warranting little analysis 

because their purpose in establishing foreign ties between kingdoms is so apparent. By using 

critical feminism, the centrality of diplomatic marriages is emphasized through its relationships 

with the material conditions, social forces, and institutions of the Club of Great Powers’ 

international system. The institution of brotherhood in the LBA validated foreign relations by 

creating pseudo-familial ties and real ones between Great Kings and vassals. While Great Kings 

could write to each other as brothers, it would be much more impactful if a marriage alliance was 

enacted to place real meaning behind the titles.141 Ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt already had 

cultural rules determining an appropriate marriage, including dowries, bride prices, rituals, and 

ceremonies. The social force of the patriarchy contributed to the reproduction of these practices 

by enforcing a bride’s participation, whether she consented or not, and ensuring she would 

follow the customs that placed her beneath her husband and father. The promise of dowries and 

bride prices was how kings traded with one another without giving the impression that they 

needed certain rich materials and thus were poorer than other Great Kings.142 Tadu-Hepa, and the 

hundreds of princesses in her position throughout the LBA, were tools in a diplomatic chess 
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game, but without her, an international system would never have existed. By recognizing her 

inability to consent to her marriage alliance and her lack of agency, the cruciality of gender 

relations and women’s participation in politics is revealed to have been present from the 

beginning of international relations.143 Using feminist poststructuralism, we can understand what 

alternative political discourse was robbed from women like Tadu-Hepa, and what dominant 

discourse they were forced to employ instead. 

 The Club of Great Powers in the LBA utilized what is known as kinship politics in their 

diplomatic correspondences. Kinship politics is “utilizing political power for the benefit of the 

kinship group… [and is the dynamic] that determined the gendering of power. As long as women 

are the support system in kinship politics…they were relegated unofficial power rather than 

official power.”144 In the scenario of Great Kings, it benefits the king’s household, or his court 

and city-state, to wield political power through treaties and trade with other Great Kings. Women 

act as the support system for treaties and trade, functioning as a sort of currency to ensure the 

legitimization of interactions and as a sort of collateral. Liverani explains how the “legal 

procedure in the adoption of brotherhood was so common in the Late Bronze Age that the 

metaphor had no problem in being perfectly understood and widely accepted.”145 By treating 

political interactions as ones between brothers, it naturalized their relations and allowed them to 

communicate, whether in anger or pettiness, in the same way, they would communicate with 

someone of their households. It also incentivized kings to trade luxury goods to one another 

continuously and to ask for assistance in times of strife. Instead of relying on a metaphorical 
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brotherhood, kings took the step to create real bonds between them by marrying their daughters 

to one another. As a result, the ancient Near East became an extensive network of households 

belonging to an “extended family.” It also made it easier to distinguish a hierarchy between 

Great Kings and vassal kings by using terms like father, brother, and son.146 While Great Kings 

were the ones writing to each other and initiating intermarriages, it was the unwilling 

participation of women acting as a support system that made the extended family possible. Great 

Kings would have had to find another way to legitimize their relationships if women had not 

participated, which would have been extremely difficult in a family-based society.  

 When King Tushratta first writes to Pharaoh Amenhotep III to re-establish their 

diplomatic relations, he uses the traditional opening found in most Amarna Letters. However, he 

emphasizes wishing his sister, a member of Amenhotep’s harem, well. He includes her because 

she is his direct link to Egypt and legitimizes his correspondence and desire to reopen relations 

between the two kingdoms. The institution of brotherhood took shape in Tushratta’s letter 

because his sister, Kelu-Hepa, formed the support system for their “extended family” when he 

addressed Amenhotep III: 

To Nibmuʿareya, k[ing of the land of Egypt], my brother, speak: Thus (says) Tuisheratta, 

king of the land of [Mi]ttan[n]i, your brother. It is well with me. May it be well with you. 

May it be well with Kelu-Ḫeba, my sister. With your house, with your wives, with your 

sons, with your senior officials, with your infantry, with your horses, with your chariotry, 

and within your land, may it be very well.147 
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 King Tushratta reminds Pharaoh Amenhotep III of his previous alliance to Mitanni when 

he describes: 

Inasmuch as you were friendly with my father, then because of that I have written and I 

have spoken to you so that my brother may hear of these things and so that he may 

rejoice. My father loved you and you, moreover, as for my father, you loved him and my 

father, because of (that) love, [g]ave to you my sister. And who else was with my father 

like you?148 

 

 Kelu-Hepa’s marriage provided an opening to re-establish diplomacy between the two 

great powers. However, Tushratta would still need to affirm that he and Amenhotep III were 

brothers and not just his father before him. Per an age-old tradition in Egypt, the Pharaoh 

requested a foreign bride from Tushratta to add to his harem. Egypt believed itself superior to all 

other kingdoms, and the Pharaoh often manipulated gifts and alliances to appear as a tribute to 

support the notion of him being a god on earth. To Egypt, receiving royal brides was a sign of 

tribute and submission from other kingdoms, even if he was “lowering” himself by adhering to 

the writing conventions that dictated Great Kings as equals. For Mesopotamian kings, the 

opposite was true. Sending daughters to foreign kings meant they now held the position of 

father-in-law, making the other king their son-in-law.149 If we keep in mind that Mesopotamian 

society functioned like a household, the king, now father-in-law, was higher on the hierarchy 

than the son-in-law. Tushratta was ecstatic to receive a request from Amenhotep III for his 

daughter in marriage, responding: 

Since (the time of) your fathers, they always loved my fathers very much. You, 

moreover, did more and always showed even more love to my father. Now, you, 

inasmuch as we continue to love one another in mutual affection, have increased ten fold 

greater than to my father… Inasmuch as my brother sent Mane, his envoy, saying: 

“Please, my brother, send me your daughter for wife, to be the mistress of the land of 

Egypt,” I caused no distress to my brother’s heart but said, “with pleasure! Yes!” And as 
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for the one whom my brother requested, I showed her to Mane and he saw her. Inasmuch 

as he saw her and he praised her greatly, I will convey her in safety to the land of my 

brother…May Shaushga and Amon make her the image of my brother’s desire.150 

 

 The institution of brotherhood initiated diplomatic marriages, but it is also clear that 

brotherhood could not exist without the participation of women in politics. The last line of 

Tushratta's letter consenting to send his daughter to Egypt leads to the next factor of critical 

feminism, social forces. The social forces of the patriarchy dictated in what ways women were 

expected to participate and how their agency was suppressed. The expectations of the Mitannian 

patriarchy mirror the broader Mesopotamian patriarchy, where a daughter is to obey the men in 

her life, produce children, and forge kinship alliances. Egyptian society placed immense value on 

youth and beauty, for both men and women, as their paintings rarely sported imagery of the 

elderly.151 Beauty ties directly to femininity and its role in Egyptian religion, where the women 

sexually arouse the men's procreation. The Egyptian Pharaoh would assume only Tushratta's 

most beautiful daughter would be sent as his newest bride. Tushratta reflects those patriarchal 

hopes when he writes, "[may] Shaushga and Amon make her the image of my brother's 

desire.”152 The Pharaoh was not shy about verbalizing his displeasure if a bride did not fit 

Egyptian beauty standards. He went so far as to say, "The girl he gave to me is not beautiful!" 

concerning a princess sent to him from the Babylonian king Kadashman-Enlil's household.153 

These clearly defined patriarchal values in how women should appear and what they should do 
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once married kept women in their place, limiting possibilities for them to partake in foreign 

relations or even to refuse marriage. By limiting women's agencies through social forces, the 

Club of Great Powers could ensure the stability of brotherhood throughout the LBA.  

 The last factor of critical feminism to determine the motivations behind foreign relations 

was material conditions in the form of dowries and bride prices. The dowry Tadu-Hepa brought 

with her, and gifts intended for the Pharaoh equaled a tremendous amount of wealth. A 

cuneiform tablet kept an inventory of the items, which included horses, gold-covered chariots, 

ornamented weapons, textiles, and jewelry.154 A record of the bride price Amenhotep III sent to 

Tushratta did not survive. Fortunately, we can guess what Amenhotep III would have given 

based on a bride price he sent to the Babylonian king for a different marriage alliance containing 

1200 minas of gold and 292 minas of silver. This means the Egyptian Pharaoh likely sent around 

ninety-two times more gold than Tushratta.155 Both the amount of wealth Tushratta and the 

Pharaoh sent to each other is astounding. However, considering what each country specialized in, 

the dissimilarity in their gifts reveals a trade network between the two kingdoms (Mitanni had an 

abundance of fine textiles and horses, while Egypt controlled several gold mines). Tushratta sent 

even more immense wealth with his daughter’s dowry (her dowry belonged to her) and included 

delicate objects like combs, jewelry, and chests.156 It would not be unrealistic to consider fatherly 

love played a role in the vast dowry Tushratta supplied his daughter, as he would never see her 

again in their lifetimes. It also should be considered that sending even more wealth for his 

daughter’s dowry than for Amenhotep III’s gifts was a way to show off the splendor of Mitanni 
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and how well he took care of the members of his household. No matter Tushratta’s intentions, 

the core reason for sending bride prices and dowries along with brides was to fuel a continued 

trade in wealth between kingdoms, supplying Great Kings with the precious materials their own 

country’s natural resources were found wanting. Foreign brides justified brotherhood kinship 

politics by being forced to conform to the patriarchal rules placed on women and inadvertently 

became the vessels for trade in precious goods between Great Kings. 

 It is now evident what political role princesses like Tadu-Hepa fulfilled, but how can 

women with no voice contribute to an international political system? Women like Tadu-Hepa 

have consistently been ignored in the study of politics for this question alone. Nevertheless, 

women who have been relegated to the shadows of international politics have made significant 

contributions to maintaining and advancing diplomacy. 

Tadu-Hepa’s Contributions to LBA Politics 

Tadu-Hepa did not lead campaigns into rebellious vassal territories or fund extensive 

building projects to boost her kingdom’s prestige and economy. We do not have an image of 

Tadu-Hepa, nor do we have a single piece of writing revealing her innermost thoughts and 

feelings about her position and future as a secondary wife to the Pharaoh Amenhotep III. It is 

difficult to presume that princesses of great powers in Mesopotamia, like Tadu-Hepa, could have 

made any contributions worth considering in political and historical scholarship. Through critical 

feminism, it is discernable that LBA princesses were tools for Great Kings to authenticate 

foreign relations and trade networks across the ancient Near East. With the patriarchy firmly in 

place defining a Mesopotamian princess’s roles and worth, there is little she could have done 

besides act as a foreign currency and a breeding machine for royal offspring. Although, when we 

consider these factors more closely, Tadu-Hepa’s role as a foreign bride underscores an 
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unofficial authority afforded to princesses, allowing them to support the Club of Great Powers. 

With their support, the Club of Great Powers remained stable and intact for nearly five hundred 

years, an awe-inspiring length of time for the first documented international system. It was only 

because of the Bronze Age Collapse, a catastrophic event that caused the societal collapse of 

most civilizations in the ancient Near East around 1200 BC, that brought down the Club of Great 

Powers.157  

 By re-examining the three components of critical feminism, we can understand why 

women like Tadu-Hepa made such vast yet unrecognized contributions to the LBA international 

system. First, through the institution of brotherhood, we know that foreign brides legitimized the 

familial relations used to recognize allegiances between Great Kings. The contribution foreign 

princesses made was their support for the institution of brotherhood. Similarly to Hatshepsut, her 

role as God’s Wife of Amun, foreign princesses represented the patriarchal motivations of 

kinship politics when they agreed to leave their homes forever to marry a Great King. While it is 

vital to note that princesses did not necessarily have any way to consent to their marriages, we do 

not have any evidence that they openly rebelled or rejected their roles within kinship relations. 

Astonishingly, a single letter from the Amarna archive was written by a foreign princess to her 

intended husband, the Pharaoh of Egypt. It is the only known letter of its kind. She is a 

Babylonian princess, likely writing during the extensive marriage negotiations between her 

father and the Pharaoh. She tells the Pharaoh, “Your servant, Kidin-Adad, is located with me(?), 

as the substitute of my lord, I would verily go.”158 Her admission that she will “verily go” to the 

Pharaoh and thus accept their union accentuates her participation in the institution of 
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brotherhood. It is unique to find a princess verbally consenting to a diplomatic alliance, and we 

cannot assume every princess could write such a letter. However, it proves how women’s willing 

and unwilling participation in the brotherhood gives women the unofficial power to support the 

system. If she were to write to the Pharaoh, “I will not verily go,” then we might have seen a 

breakdown in relations between Egypt and Babylon and a destabilization in foreign affairs since 

there would have been no bride to send so an alliance could be forged for the continuance of 

diplomacy.  

 Akin to princess’s support of brotherhood, they also were instrumental to upholding 

material conditions and social forces through their unofficial authority. The social force of the 

patriarchy established their political roles in the Club of Great Powers as facilitators of the trade 

of precious goods, but in turn social forces and material conditions needed their support to work. 

In the same letter from the Babylonian princess to the Pharaoh, she writes: 

 May the gods of Burraburiash go with you. Go safely and in peace go forward, see your 

house. (12–22) In the pre[sence of my lord], thu[s,] I [prostrate myself], saying, “Since 

G[...] my envoy has brought colored cloth, to your cities and your house, may it be ‹w›ell. 

Do not murmur in your heart and impose darkness on me.”159 

 

 She explains in her letter that she sent a gift of cloth to the Pharaoh (like Mitanni, 

Babylon had an industry of textiles) before their marriage. She submits herself twice to the 

Pharaoh when she states she is “prostat[ing]” herself to him and asks him not to speak ill of her. 

Instead of rejecting her station as a transmitter of precious materials, she participates in the 

practice herself. While she is not sending an unfathomable amount of wealth to the Pharaoh, she 

sends a gift affordable to someone from her station. She emphasizes her subordinate status 

compared to her future husband through prostration and the request for acceptance. If we assume 
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it is of her own free will, the Babylonian princess is assenting to her position and purpose, thus 

supporting the patriarchal system and its practices. For example, suppose the princess had 

written a letter using language placing herself above the Pharaoh or rejected any gift exchanges 

during their betrothal. In that case, she might have caused turmoil in international politics and 

possibly made space for other women to react the same way. Only through support from women 

like the Babylonian princess and Tadu-Hepa can the LBA international society rely on the 

patriarchal rules defining the process of international politics and remain stable for five centuries. 

They may not have left behind a legacy as memorable as Hatshepsut, but their participation was 

a vital contribution that allowed international relations to thrive. 

 Tadu-Hepa and Feminist Poststructuralism 

 Feminist poststructuralism identifies quite a different relationship between discourse and 

hegemonic masculinity when applied to women like Tadu-Hepa. Rather than identify her 

alternative discourse and how it was suppressed, we find a discourse approved by hegemonic 

masculinity that reveals the absence of an alternative discourse that should have existed. For 

Mesopotamia, the ultimate representation of hegemonic masculinity was the discourse reserved 

only for Great Kings in the greeting section of diplomatic letters. When greeting one another, 

Great Kings heeded the following formula where the sender identifies the addressee’s name and 

title on equal terms with his own and employs the family metaphor to emphasize the brotherhood 

between two equals.160 Alternately, there was a formula meant to be used between a sender and 

an addressee who were on unequal terms. In those instances, the letter opens with the 
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identification of the sender and addressee’s names along with verbal prostrations to recognize a 

superior-inferior relationship, sometimes by using “father” and “son” identifiers.161  

 Knowing these two formulas for diplomatic correspondence, a daughter of a Great King 

should be afforded to use the phrasing meant for equals. Since she is part of the household of a 

Great King, her father’s status among the hierarchy of international agents applies to her, along 

with her brothers and mother. Based on EA 44, the prince of the Great King of Hatti addresses 

himself as “the son of the king, your son. May all be well with the lord, my father…”162 The 

prince recognizes he is not yet the Great King, but he never prostrates himself as a sign of 

significant subordination to the Pharaoh he is addressing. Instead, he emphasizes the familial 

metaphor before proceeding with his diplomatic business. A Canaanite vassal wrote to the 

Pharaoh regarding political matters, saying, “[Spe]ak [to the king, my lord; the message] of 

ʿAbdi-Aštarti your servant. At the feet of my lord seven and seven times \\ have I fallen both on 

the stomach and on the back, at the feet of the king, my lord.”163 A hierarchy is firmly in place 

where hegemonic masculinity determines how different actors within politics can refer to each 

other. When looking at the princess’s correspondence, however, we find a formula, not like the 

one used by the prince of Hatti, but instead: 

Speak to my lord; thus the princess: To you, your ch[ariot]s, the [m]en and [your house] 

may it be well. May the gods of Burraburiash go with you. Go safely and in peace go 

forward, see your house. In the pre[sence of my lord], thu[s,] I [prostrate myself] , saying, 

“Since G[...] my envoy has brought colored cloth, to your cities and your house, may it 

be ‹w›ell. Do not murmur in your heart and impose darkness on me.” Your servant, 

Kidin-Adad, is located with me(?), as the substitute of my lord, I would verily go.164 
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 The Babylonian princess refers to the Pharaoh as “my lord” rather than “the lord.” The 

language she uses is more like the vassal from Canaan rather than the Hittite prince. Despite the 

Babylonian princess being the offspring of a Great King, she describes herself to the Pharaoh 

rather than conducting political business as equals. While not all vassals dramatically prostrate 

themselves seven times like the one from Canaan, they usually describe some form of 

subordination to recognize their unequal status. It is because of the princess’s gender that she 

writes in the same way as a vassal rather than a prince. The Babylonian princess and Tadu-Hepa, 

if she had written a similar letter to the Pharaoh during their betrothal, would have had an 

alternative discourse where they greeted the Pharaoh by referring to themselves as the daughter 

of the king. They would recognize the Pharaoh as “the lord” and continue with the usual well-

wishes in royal correspondence. Because of the social forces influencing the expectations, the 

institution of brotherhood forms for letters, and women are forced to degrade themselves further 

than their male counterparts were expected to, ensuring their voices were securely suppressed in 

a mainstream discourse dominated by hegemonic masculinity. 

 

The Great Queen, My Sister – Queen Puduḫepa (1275-1210 BC) 

Puduḫepa and Critical Feminism 

 We have seen that before the Club of Great Powers, Hatshepsut expanded the divine role 

of the Egyptian Pharaoh to make space for a female ruler. She then enhanced Egypt’s economy 

and exercised the might of the Egyptian army to continue the imperialization process of vassal 

kingdoms. Her alternative discourse was fascinating, intentionally setting up a tradition of female 

rulers within the pharaoh-hood, only for her successor to attempt to erase her from history. We 

know that during the Club of Great Powers, princesses like Tadu-Hepa conformed to patriarchal 
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rules to support a system of brotherhood that relied on their subordination to strengthen relations 

and fuel trade between kingdoms. Regardless of their position as a Great King’s household 

member, they were forced to use the discourse meant for vassals because of their gender, while 

princes used the discourse of equal footing with other great rulers. An alternative discourse of 

equality for women was effectively barred from mainstream international relations in the LBA. 

However, there was one more woman, Queen Puduḫepa, who occupied a unique gendered 

political role and contributed to the end of the LBA, forging her alternative discourse in ancient 

Near Eastern diplomacy. Like Hatshepsut, she was a unique and complex historical figure who 

found ways to manipulate institutions, social forces, and material conditions to her advantage.  

Puduḫepa was a Hurrian noblewoman and priestess when she met the Hittite Prince 

Hattušili. The prince was returning from the Battle of Kadesh (ca. 1275 BC) when he stopped at 

the town of Lawazantiya and spoke to the priest and Puduḫepa’s father, Pentipšarri, who 

presided over the cult of the goddess Ištar. She was only around 15 years old, and Hattušili was 

around 40, but the two were quickly married and returned to the Hittite capital of Hattuša. Not 

only was she the prince’s principal wife, but she also became the stepmother to many of the 

children he had already fathered in the royal court.165 Following political turmoil with the line of 

succession, Hattušili overthrew his nephew Urhi-Teshub, seized the throne, and began his 30 

year long reign.166 Puduḫepa would quickly take on various political and religious roles within 

the Hittite administration, and many scholars refer to Puduḫepa and Hattušili as co-rulers.167 

Puduḫepa’s background as a priestess along with her husband’s difficult path to the throne gave 
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her the platform she needed to rise as the first and only Great Queen of the Club of Great 

Powers.  

 Through critical feminism, we can identify how Puduḫepa created a new gendered 

political role as a Great Queen using institutions, social forces, and material conditions. 

Puduḫepa, like Hatshepsut, started as a priestess. While her position was not nearly as powerful 

as Hatshepsut’s, she was towards the top of the social hierarchy not just because she was a 

priestess but also a noblewoman. Her marriage to Hattušili was only possible because of her high 

status, allowing her to take on the role of his primary wife rather than a secondary one. Since the 

king of Hatti was the chief priest, like in other Mesopotamian cultures, the role of the primary 

wife was to be the chief priestess.168 Puduḫepa assumed her new role as chief priestess quickly 

due to her experience, and she was soon granted the role of Tawananna. By obtaining this 

esteemed role, it would be acceptable for Puduḫepa to wield more power when her husband fell 

ill more frequently. Puduḫepa’s seal appears alongside her husband’s as she moves from primary 

wife and Tawananna to his co-ruler (see figure 15).169 Because of her newfound power in 

conjunction with her roles within the institution of Hittite religion, she moves from priestess to 

primary wife and chief priestess, to Tawananna, and finally as co-ruler of Hatti. 
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Now that Puduḫepa was elevated to an equal position of rulership alongside her husband, 

she could begin to take part in important matters of state. While her husband was ill, she was 

entrusted with settling matters regarding Hatti’s vassals, including the ruler of Amurru during a 

famine and negotiating with Pharaoh Ramesses II concerning a marriage alliance. Her 

correspondence with the Pharaoh shows how Puduḫepa pushes past being her husband’s co-ruler 

domestically to being internationally recognized as a Great Queen. She gains the acceptance of 

someone as important to international affairs as Pharaoh Ramesses II by using social forces to 

her advantage. In Mesopotamia, it is not uncommon for a mother to take over marriage 

negotiations if her husband was deceased or unable to do so.170 She writes to Pharaoh Ramesses 

regarding the betrothal of her daughter: 

 
170 Marten Stol, “The Betrothal,” in Women in the Ancient Near East, trans. Helen and Mervyn  

Richardson (Boston: De Gruyter, 2016), 72.  

 

Figure 15 The clay seal and its drawing of the Great King Hattušili and Great Queen Puduḫepa of the Hittite 

Empire. Anna Francina Elizabeth Van Der Ryst, “Reigns of Hattušili III, Puduhepa and their son, Tudhaliya IV, 

ca 1267-1228 BCE” (Master’s diss., University of South Africa, 2016), 155.  



65 

Thus speaks Puduḫepa, Great Queen, Queen of the land of Ḫatti: Say to Reamašeša, 

Great King, King of the land of Egypt, my brother: … Concerning the fact that you, my 

brother, wrote to me as follows: “My sister wrote to me: ‘I will give a daughter to you.’ 

But you have withheld her from me. And (8′) now you are even angry with me! Why 

have you not now given her to me?” (8′) I will give you both my daughter and the dowry. 

(9′) And you will not disapprove of it (i.e., the dowry); you will approve of it… The 

daughter of Babylonia and the daughter of Amurru whom I the Queen took for myself —

were they not indeed something for me to be proud of before the people of Ḫatti? It was I 

who did it. I took each daughter of a Great King, though a foreigner, as daughter-in-

law.171 

 

 In her letter, she openly admonishes Ramesses II for being impatient and promises to 

send her daughter and a dowry to Egypt. She also reminds him that she has organized the 

marriages of two other daughters of Great Kings and that her role as mother-in-law has served 

her in the past concerning diplomatic alliances. Rather than the social force of the patriarchy 

sidelining Puduḫepa in a marriage negotiation with a foreign king, she uses it to her advantage 

and boldly claims herself as a Great Queen, mimicking the language of Great Kings by scolding 

the Pharaoh and complaining about his requests. In previous marriage negotiations with other 

kingdoms, the Pharaoh was willing to comply with Mesopotamian customs to receive a new 

bride, even if he viewed them as culturally beneath him.172 Now, we see the Pharaoh do the same 

with Puduḫepa, accepting her status as his equal on the international stage and acknowledging a 

mother’s role in marriage negotiations when the father is indisposed. It is more than likely that 

previous Hittite queens were involved in preparing their daughters for a marriage alliance. 

However, Puduḫepa is the first to manipulate the social forces of Hittite culture to establish a 

political role of equality with other foreign actors. The marriage negotiation Puduḫepa 

 
 
171 Harry A. Hoffner and Harry A. Hoffner Jr, Letters from the Hittite Kingdom (Atlanta: Society of  

Biblical Literature, 2009) Accessed December 23, 2022, ProQuest Ebook Central, 286. 

 
172 Meier, “Diplomacy and International Marriages,” 169.  
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successfully seals while Hattušili is traveling through Hatti was crucial in finalizing the treaty 

between Ramesses II and the Hittite Empire following the Battle of Kadesh. Puduḫepa 

strengthened ties with their ally, Egypt, and advertently elevated Hattušili’s position among the 

great powers.173  

 Puduḫepa utilized the institution of the priesthood to work her way to the role of 

Tawananna, and she manipulated social forces of the Hittite patriarchy to have herself 

recognized as an equal political actor to other Great Kings in the Club of Great Powers. She 

takes her status as a Great Queen a step further when she corresponds with the Great Royal Wife 

of Egypt, Nefertari, in a way reflecting letters between Great Kings. As she continues to create 

space for the new role of Great Queen in LBA politics, she uses material conditions in the form 

of greeting gifts to form diplomatic correspondence with other queens, in this case Nefertari of 

Egypt.174 In a letter from Nefertari, written as a response to a letter sent by Puduḫepa, she 

explains: 

Thus says Naptera, Great Queen of Egypt: say to Puduhepa Great Queen of Hatti, my 

sister: I, your sister, am well. My land is well. May you, my sister, be well! May your 

land be well! I have now heard that you, my sister, wrote to me inquiring about my health 

and that you are writing to me in regard to the relationship of good peace and the 

relationship of good brotherhood, which exists between the Great King, the King of 

Egypt and the Great King, the King of Hatti, his brother… I have now sent you a present 

as a gift of greeting for you, my sister… One very colourful necklace of good gold made 

up of twelve strands. Its weight eighty eight shekels.128 Five dyed linen garments of 

good fine thread. Five dyed linen tunics of good fine thread. A grand total of twelve linen 

garments.175 

 

 
173 Van Der Ryst, “Reigns of Hattušili III, Puduhepa and their son, Tudhaliya IV,” 139.  

 
174 Van Der Ryst, “Reigns of Hattušili III, Puduhepa and their son, Tudhaliya IV,” 144.  

 
175 Gary M. Beckman, Hittite Diplomatic Texts, (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996),  
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 We have evidence of Nefatari sending precious goods to Puduḫepa as an offer of 

goodwill and friendship. However, she sent them in response to a letter and greeting gift she 

received from Puduḫepa based on her remark acknowledging Puduḫepa's inquiry into her health 

and Egypt's well-being. Based on previous letters analyzed from Great Kings, we know ancient 

Near Eastern rulers were greedy and coveted precious metals. Puduḫepa was strategic when she 

opened relations with Pharaoh Ramesses II and his Great Royal Wife too. Puduḫepa knew a 

primary wife's influence on their husband because she was in that role herself. She needed to 

keep relations with Egypt optimistic, as they were the biggest threat to Hatti's power, so she 

offered material wealth per the tradition of brotherhood to gain not just the Pharaoh's support but 

those most influential in his decisions and actions. Nefatari also recognized Puduḫepa’s status as 

a Great Queen in the opening of her letter, and the inclusion of material wealth acted as a 

signifier that they were equal political actors. Puduḫepa could not have known, but 

destabilization and collapse were on the horizon for Mesopotamia and Egypt, and it was in her 

best interest to have an ally in the most powerful actor in the ancient Near East than an enemy. 

Puduḫepa’s Contribution to LBA Politics 

Puduḫepa certainly contributed to relations between Hatti and Egypt by completing a 

successful intermarriage of their royal households. The results strengthened her husband’s 

position and prestige within the Club of Great Powers, but there was another action, when 

analyzed by critical feminism, that significantly boosted Hatti’s standing on the international 

stage. Before Puduḫepa and Hattušili met, Hattušili and Ramesses II clashed at the Battle of 

Kadesh after tensions between the two great powers had come to a head. The battle ended in a 

draw, and 15 years after the fact, the two rulers agreed to sign a peace treaty. After prolonged 

discussion and negotiations, a military alliance was established where, “Hittite charioteers were 
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stationed at Pi-Ramesse and Egyptian soldiers travelled to Hatti.”176 The newfound peace 

between Hatti and Egypt established a more substantial brotherhood connection. Hattušili 

included a clause ensuring Pharaoh Ramesses II would recognize his son as his successor, 

cementing Hatti’s patriarchal line of succession. Material wealth played a role in forming a 

marriage alliance to seal their newfound peace, including the usual transfer of goods labeled as 

the bride price and dowry. But how did Puduḫepa contribute to this landmark treaty of LBA 

diplomacy? She signed off on it. Rarely before, when treaties were negotiated and agreed upon, 

did the primary wife of a ruler need to give their approval. However, we see Puduḫepa’s seal at 

the bottom of the treaty, implying she took an active part in the discussions and negotiations of 

the treaty’s terms. She directly influenced the results on the institution of brotherhood, social 

forces of succession, and material conditions of the betrothal as conditions of the treaty.177 We 

do not know precisely what Puduḫepa recommended or rejected during the peace talks. 

However, her name would not have been included if both Ramesses II and Hattušili did not think 

her input and approval were necessary for the success of the treaty and military alliance between 

the two great powers. 

Puduḫepa and Feminist Poststructuralism 

 Puduḫepa’s alternative discourse is an amazing feat of feminine persistence. In a series of 

actions reflecting the life of Hatshepsut, Puduḫepa climbed the social ranks of the royal house of 

Hatti to create an entirely new political role for herself. To confirm her status outside of Hatti, 

she interacted with the global community's social forces and material conditions and received 

 
176 Van Der Ryst, “Reigns of Hattušili III, Puduhepa and their son, Tudhaliya IV,” 133. Pi-Ramesse was the  

capital of Egypt during Pharaoh Ramesses II’s rule. He was also known as Ramesses the Great.  

 
177 Van Der Ryst, “Reigns of Hattušili III, Puduhepa and their son, Tudhaliya IV,” 134.  
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recognition from hegemonic Egypt. Puduḫepa confronts hegemonic masculinity, which sees 

great rulers as inherently male and incorporates feminine language into its discourse. Her 

accomplishment survives in a letter she received from Pharaoh Ramesses II, where he addresses 

her as: 

 Thus says Wasmuaria satepnaria, Great King, King of Egypt, son of the Sun-god, 

Ramses, Beloved of Amon, Great King, King of Egypt: Say to Puduhepa, Great Queen of Hatti, 

my sister: Now Ramses, Beloved of Amon, Great King, King of Egypt, King of Egypt, your 

brother, is well…[May ] you, [my sister], be exceedingly well.178 

 

Ramesses II follows the typical formula for a royal letter, addressing the titles of himself 

and Puduḫepa, followed by good wishes for both of their wellbeing. He affirms her political role 

when he acknowledges and uses the title she gave herself when they negotiated the marriage 

alliance after the finalized treaty. It is not a Great King who attempts to erase Puduḫepa’s 

alternative discourse, but other women in the Hittite royal household. Remembering how 

Thutmose III erased Hatshepsut from Egypt’s historical record to prevent another woman from 

rising to the role of Pharaoh, Hittite kings practiced a tradition of exiling the Tawananna when 

they became too powerful, curbing their authority. One Hittite king declares: 

 

In future let no-one speak the Tawananna’s name . . . Let no-one speak the names of her 

sons or her daughters. If any of the sons of Hatti speaks them, they shall cut his throat and hang 

him in his gate. If among my subjects anyone speaks their names, he shall no longer be my 

subject. They shall cut his throat and hang him in his gate.179 

 

 Such blatant aggression toward the previous Tawananna represents hegemonic 

masculinity reacting harshly to feminine authority in politics. With the amount of influence 

Puduḫepa gained during her reign, it is unsurprising that other members of the Hittite court 

 
178 Beckman, Hittite Diplomatic Texts, 129-130.  

 
179 Bryce, “The Role and Status of Women,” 304.  
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reacted negatively and pushed for her exile. Her main enemy is her daughter-in-law, who has her 

banished for a brief period, but ultimately, she returns to her position of power. We do not know 

what exactly caused the animosity between Puduḫepa and her daughter-in-law. However, the 

patriarchal society of Hatti would not tolerate how easily Puduḫepa elevated herself to the status 

of a Great Queen while she was Tawananna. Puduḫepa was by no means a feminist, and her 

daughter-in-law, having been raised to accept and uphold the patriarchy, reacted to a woman, 

although her superior, stepping outside her assigned roles. Even though Puduḫepa managed to 

survive a brief exiling, we would not see another Great Queen like her.180 She died in 1210 BC, 

and since the Tawananna is a lifetime role, no other woman held it while she was alive. Not long 

after her death, the beginning of the end would follow. The destabilization of the ancient Near 

East was compounded by a mixture of natural disasters, disease, famine, and warfare and 

resulted in a collapse of civilization.181 Once the cradle of civilization, Mesopotamia and Egypt 

would enter a dark age, where alternative discourses created by Hatshepsut and Puduḫepa, and 

the support provided by women like Tadu-Hepa, would fade from memory.  

 

Conclusion 

 Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook wrote, “If we assume that sovereign 

collectivities have engaged in more or less regular international contact for at least 4,500 years, it 

can be seen that modern scholars have tended to restrict their attention to about 200 of those 

years, or only 4 percent of this immense span of time.”182 In this thesis, I have attempted to shed 
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some more light on a period of immense political achievement often lost to the 4,300 years of 

primarily understudied international history. Ancient history, or history not during antiquity, is 

regarded as too far in the past to be relevant to modern scholarship on international diplomacy. 

The political scientist aims to study the structures and theories of government in hopes of 

applying practical solutions to our modern problems in global politics. How can an international 

society that existed between 1500 and 1200 BC be helpful in that regard? The Club of Great 

Powers from the ancient Near East is a narrative of city-states struggling to form a 

comprehensive and functional international system where matters of state can be constructively 

addressed. Going back to the beginning, we can learn about other forms of government that 

existed and how they functioned to seek valuable lessons applicable to our dilemmas. Often, the 

problems of today were the problems of the past. Questions about equal trade deals, military 

assistance, and hegemony plagued the Great Kings of the Club of Great Powers as much as they 

plagued our modern political leaders. Moreover, just like today, women's roles, contributions, 

and discourse were ignored and overlooked by the dominant patriarchy influencing international 

relations. If women from nearly 3,000 years ago were participating in politics, contributing to its 

development, and forming political discourse, then certainly women have been doing the same 

throughout history and even today. 

 Three women, Hatshepsut, Tadu-Hepa, and Puduḫepa, were selected as a part of a 

historical comparative analysis of women gendered political roles, contributions, and alternative 

discourses during the Club of Great Powers. To understand how they influenced the first 

documented international society before, during, and at the end of its life, two gender 

international relations theories were employed. Critical feminism contributed to uncovering what 

roles and contributions each woman made through the institutions, social forces, and material 
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conditions dictating the society she lived in. To follow up on what critical feminism revealed 

about each woman, feminist poststructuralism uncovered the alternative discourses these women 

offered to international diplomacy, and in what ways hegemonic masculinity suppressed them 

from mainstream international relations.  

 When analyzing the Pharaoh Hatshepsut, it was found that she had manipulated the 

institution of the priesthood, the social forces of the patriarchy, and the material wealth of Egypt 

to expand the role of the Pharaoh to include a female ruler. With the support of the upper class, 

she used her newfound influence to consolidate the imperial borders established by her father, 

Thutmose I and professionalized the Egyptian military. Through her successful military 

campaigns and building projects, she reopened trade routes to the neighboring kingdom of Punt, 

further filling Egypt’s coffers. Through these achievements, Hatshepsut stabilized Egypt when it 

could have fallen into chaos and set up her successor, Thutmose III, for a successful and 

ambitious reign. It was only through Hatshepsut’s political actions that Egypt later entered the 

Club of Great Powers as a hegemonic kingdom, demanding the respect of other Great Kings. 

Hatshepsut formulated an astounding alternative discourse where the Pharaoh included more 

feminine language and acceptance, paving the way for her daughter Neferure to become the next 

female ruler. However, through Thutmose III’s campaign following Hatshepsut’s death, her 

legacy was chiseled out of the Egyptian memory, ending the possibility of a new tradition of 

female Pharaohs. 

 Shifting from Egypt to Mesopotamia during the Club of Great Powers reveals a network 

of foreign brides traveling to cement alliances between the great powers of the ancient Near East. 

Unlike Hatshepsut, these women did not create space for female rulers, nor did they elevate the 

prestige and influence of their kingdoms. Instead, they unwillingly conformed to the social 
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forces of the patriarchy to support and validate the institution of brotherhood. Whenever a 

marriage was confirmed between two kingdoms, the dowry accompanying a bride in exchange 

for a bride price fueled an economy of trading precious goods between Great Kings. Women like 

princess Tadu-Hepa of Mitanni acted as diplomatic currency, finalizing treaties and forging 

blood connections between royal households. Through their cooperation, the Club of Great 

Powers, built on a patriarchal set of rules, remained stable and flourished for nearly 500 years. 

Princesses were not allowed to use the equal discourse afforded princes of great powers. Instead, 

they were relegated to the language of vassalhood to confirm their subordinate statuses. Women 

like Tadu-Hepa amount of agency out of the people selected as case studies for this paper. 

However, women like Tadu-Hepa made the most significant contributions to diplomacy through 

their unwilling participation because, without them, there would have been no one to support 

kinship politics impacting every foreign interaction during the LBA. 

 Finally, as the Club of Great Powers neared the end of its life, Queen Puduḫepa stood out 

as the only woman to employ the title of Great Queen when conducting foreign affairs with 

neighboring kingdoms. Her ascension from a priestess to the primary wife of Hattušili and then 

as the chief priestess and Tawananna shows her deep understanding of Hatti’s institutions, social 

forces, and material conditions. Her husband’s illnesses required her to fulfill the role of king 

temporarily. Her impressive diplomatic skills led to co-rulership for the rest of their reigns. She 

confirmed her authority as Great Queen by seeking recognition from other Great Kings. As a 

result, she negotiated a critical marriage deal for Hatti and signed off on one of the most vital 

treaties of the LBA. Jealous women of the harem attempted to remove her from power, 

temporarily exiling her, but her resilience paid off, and she maintained her role until the end of 



74 

her life. It was not the patriarchy that subdued her alternative discourse, but a catastrophic 

collapse of society that silenced her and the Club of Great Powers from international history.  

 There is an overwhelming amount of evidence that each of the three women analyzed 

was influential and significant to the functioning of the Club of Great Powers. They all occupied 

vastly different gendered political roles at varying times during the LBA but found ways to make 

their unique mark on ancient diplomacy. Using gender international relations theory provided a 

clear outline of how these women interacted with international relations of their time, 

underscoring just how critical women’s participation in global politics is to the survival of 

international societies. This was only a small case study of LBA women, and much more can be 

said about the women of the Ebla and Mari ages or even the women who followed the Bronze 

Age Collapse. Considering different gender theories, people, and factors will bring more women 

from the shadows of ancient history and reveal how they were essential to the development of 

international relations of the past and today. 
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