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O. Pre liminary re marks
With regard to ancient Egypt, 'state' and 'religion' are anach ronistic concepts. Th ey
cannot be distinguish ed and confronted one to anoth er. Th e political system of
ph araonic kingship is a kind of religion quite in th e same way as Egyptian religion is a
form of political organization. Th ey are aspects or dimensions of one single,
indivisible th eopolitical unity. Noth ing would be more inadequate with regard to
ancient Egypt th an th e idea of a conflict between 'ch urch ' and 'state,' as h as been
repeatedly proposed to account for th e very fundamental, even revolutionary ch anges
to be observed during th e New Kingdom, especially th e Amarna Period. Th ere is no
possibility of translating th ese notions into Egyptian concepts.
Neverth eless, unity does not preclude tension and even conflict. In th is essay I will
try a different interpretation. In my opinion, th e conflict is to be located, not with in th e
th eopolitical unity, but between different conceptions of th is unity. Th ese conflicting
conceptions or world-views sh ould be reconstructed as 5-dimensional, including th e
religious, th e cosmic, th e political, th e social and th e anth ropological dimension. Th ey
imply a th eology, cosmology (or 'natural ph ilosoph y' in th e sense of J. Allen),
politology, sociology and anth ropology. Ch anges in any of th ese aspects or dimensions
affect th e wh ole conception of reality, precisely because th ere is no clear-cut
institutional and conceptual differentiation.
In th e course of th e 18th Dynasty, we observe a growing tension between th ree
different conceptions, leading eventually to th e manifest and violent conflict of th e
Amarna revolution. Th e first I will call th e 'classical conception,' inh erited from th e
Middle Kingdom and in large part dating back to th e Old Kingdom. Th e second is
represented by th e 'Amarna conception,' wh ich opposed th e classical conception with
so much violence and persecution. Th e th ird is known under th e inadequate label of
Personal Piety, and it is th e main purpose of th is paper to find a more adequate
location and interpretation of th is movement with in th e religious, intellectual and
institutional h istory of ancient Egypt. 1 Th e dissection of th ese th ree conflicting
paradigms with in th e wh ole of Egyptian h istory in th e New Kingdom may appear
1 This study is an inve stigation into what might be calle d the 'political the ology' of Ancie nt Egypt,
taking up a line of re se arch starte d by the late Jacob Taube s in a se rie s of confe re nce s (se e
Taube s 1983, 1984, 1987). Important in this re spe ct is also the notion of 'political re ligion',
introduce d by Voe ge lin 1938, and, of course , Schmitt 1922, who re inve nte d the te rm of
'Political The ology' (afte r Spinoza and Varro). I am inde bte d to Jacob Taubes and e spe cially to
Ale ida Assmann who first pointe d out to me the re lationship be twe e n 'ne gative anthropology'
and political authoritarianism. The study is not base d on spe cific re se arch but rathe r a draft of
what I think to be a possible pe rspe ctive of historical re construction which ne e ds of course to
be worke d out in greater de tail. It profited very much of the stimulating atmosphe re at Yale and
my warme st thanks are due to W. Kelly Simpson for having provide d this context with so much
care and de votion.
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artificial or over-precise. It might even be argued that in view of their notorious
'mul tipl icity of approaches' the ancient Egyptians were quite unabl e to experience
confl ict and cognitive dissonance. A descriptionist view of Ancient Egyptian history
wil l tend to incl ude al l these seemingl y contradictory phenomena in its col ourful
picture of a bygone real ity. But the possibil ity of everything at any time excl udes
meaning and consequentl y understanding. Meaning presupposes negation. The
interpretative approach to cul ture therefore attempts to find out the rel evant negations.
It might sometimes go too far or in the wrong direction, but, as Francis Bacon has it,
"citius emergit Veritas ex errore quam ex

confusione".

1. The classical Conception: the theo-politology of maintenance2
1.1 The Text
As far as the 'cl assical conception' is concerned, we are in a privil eged position,
having at our disposal a text which can dul y be regarded as fundamental in its
exposition of the central concepts. The text has been known since 1970 3 , but its
re l evance to royal ideol ogy does not seem to have been recognized. 4 It is not a
recitation but a treatise deal ing with the general conditions of the sol ar cul t and the
rol e of the king as a priest of the sun god. It contains 44 verses and is divided into
three stanzas. The first stanza of 10 verses describes the rising of the sun in the styl e
of Egyptian cosmographical l iterature5, the second stanza specifies in 20 verses the
knowl edge of the king, who by his initiation into the arcana of the sol ar circuit is
enab l ed and l egitimized to accompany the cosmic process with cul tic action and
recitation.6 The third stanza deal s with the l egitimation of the king in a more general
way.7 The king is authorized for his office not onl y by his knowl edge but above al l
because he has been instal l ed on earth by the sun god himsel f.

2

For general outlines of the royal ideology cf. Hornung 1982, Leclant 1980 with extensive
bibliography p.65 n.15, Vernus 1986b, Assmann 1984c.

3

Assmann 1970; id., 1983b, p.48f. The text exists in 11 versions, 3 originating from royal temples of

4

The text is not mentioned in Bonheme & Fardeau 1988. In Goyon 1979 it is treated as a variant of BD

the NK.
chapter 15. Grimal 1986, p.50 mentions the Taharqa version and seems to regard the text as
belonging to the royal propaganda of the 25th dyn.
5

Hornung 1984. The use of these 'books' for the decoration of royal tombs as a kind of exclusively

6

Cf. the emphasis on 'knowledge' in the title of the Amduat, which has to be regarded as a codification

7

Cf. Otto 1969.

royal funerary literature has to be interpreted as a secondary adaptation, pace Barta 1985.
of precisely the same knowledge which in our text the king is said to possess.
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jw rdj.n R 'w njswt N
tp t3 n 'nhw
r nhh hn' dt
hr wd' rmtw hr shtp ntrw
hr shpr m3't hr shtm jzft
jw dj.fhtpwt n ntrw
prt-hrw n 3hw
Re has installed king N
upon the earth of the living
f or ever and eternity
judging men, satisf ying gods,
realizing Maat, annihilating Isf et.
He gives of f erings to the gods
and mortuary of f erings to the dead.
Verses 1-5 f orm one complex sentence which requires closer analysis. We are dealing
with a PSO clause to which no less than six adverbial adjuncts are annexed.
Complexity is created by the f act that only the f irst two of these adverbials relate to
the verbal predicate, specif ying the action of Re in its local (on the earth of the living)
and temporal (f or all eternity) f rame. The other f our adverbials relate to the object, the
king, and are in fact postponed attributes:
(Action 1)

P-S-O-Adv

(Action 2)

S-P-0

Structurally, the sentence is analogous to phrases like
dj.tw n.k jrtj.khrm33
Your eyes are given to you (your eyes which are) looking
The point is that the sentence comprises two actions, which dif f er widely as to tense,
aspect and Aktionsari? and that the king plays a double role in it, being object of one
8

In my use of the se te rms I am following Koschmie de r 1929, re fe rring by the te rm tense to the we ll
known triad past-pre se nt-future (with sub-divisions like plusquampe rfe ct, pre se nt pe rfe ct e tc.),
by the te rm aspect to the binary opposition of pe rfe ctive -impe rfe ctive (or accompl:inaccompli)
and by the te rm Aktionsart to the opposition durative :punctual, which has to be supple me nte d
by the opposition ite rative (re pe ate d action): se me lfactive (singular action). All the se cate gorie s
are relevant in the ve rbal syste m of Middle Egyptian, e ve n if partly ne utralize d (as the cate gory
of 'te nse ' in the /jr+Inf.-form), but need not be de ve lope d he re in greater de tail. Cf. Junge 1970
and Vermis 1986.
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and subject of the other action resp. set of actions:

Action 1

Subject
Re

Object
King

Tense
perf ect

Aspect
perf ective

Aktionsart
punctual
semelf active
durative
iterative

0
imperf ective
rmtw
ntrw
M3't
jzft
Both actions or set of actions are transitive-causative. The god causes a set of actions,
the king causes a set of states. The action of the god can be classif ied as initial causing
or initializing. He acts once and f or all. The actions of the king are incessantly going
on, they are to be classif ied as maintaining. The maintaining actions of the king,
causing a state, are subordinated to the initial action of the god, causing an activity.
This is the main point of the sentence. Let us now proceed to its semantic analysis.
The God causes not only the activity of the king, but also its spatio-temporal f rame.
The king is acting 'on the earth of the living' and 'f or ever and ever.' This implies that
there can be only one state in space and time. Plurality is categorically excluded, both
synchronically, as a plurality of coexistent states, and diachronically, as a succession
of dif f erent empires. This view of theopolitical order precludes not only f oreign
policy, but also history in the sense of change, development, evolution. The temporal
f rame — nhh and dt: eternal repetition and eternal duration — is f illed not with
'history' in the sense of a meaningf ul process (like, e.g., 'h'w, the lif e-span of an
individual) but with keeping the world going by actions which have constantly to be
repeated. The basic idea is maintenance, not progress. 9 Political action is conceived as
an iterative process of maintaining a state, which is specified in f our different actions:
Actions 2

King

- judging men: i.e. causing men to be provided with justice,
- satisf ying gods: i.e. causing gods to be provided with worship and
of f erings,
- realizing Maat,
- annihilating Isf et.
The f our actions of the king are arranged in pairs, and the pairs are correlated in an
explicative parallelismus membrorum. The f irst pair specif ies the second, the second
summarizes the f irst. Realizing Maat and Annihilating Isf et consist in judging men
and satisf ying gods. Let us deal with these actions separately and f irst turn to the
judging of men.
9

Cf., however, the ideas of 'proceeding beyond the achievements of the fathers' and of 'enl arging of
the borders,' which seem to contradict this view cf. Hornung 1957 and Bl umenthal
164-69 and 187f. For the idea of maintenance cf. Derchain 1961.

1970,

60

JAN ASSMANN

1.2. The implications of the classical Conception
1.2.1 wd'rmtw:

'negative anthropology'.

Th e Egyptian idea of justice implies an idea of injustice, wh ich in its turn implies a
wh ole anth ropology. It is closely linked to th e idea of inegality. "To judge men"
means: to establish equality among th em, in order to protect th e weak against th e
strong. Justice, in fact, means protection. Th is results from anoth er text, wh ich deals
with th e same concepts in a sligh tly more explicit way. Book of th e Dead Ch apter 126
is a spell wh ich addresses th e four baboons sitting at the prow of th e solar bark:
wh o cause Maat to ascend to the Lord of th e Universe,
wh o judge both th e miserable and th e migh ty,
wh o satisfy the gods with th e breath of th eir mouth ,
wh o give divine offerings to the gods
and mortuary offerings to the dead,
wh o live on maat and sip on maat,
wh o lie not and wh ose abomination is sin.
Th us, th e expression wd' rmtw 'judging men' is to be specified and to be understood
as 'judging between th e miserable (m3r) and th e powerful (wsr)\ and not — as one
would expect — between th e righ teous and th e criminal, th e good and th e bad one,
zaddiq we rasha', in terms of Biblical Hebrew. Th is ph rase occurs again and again in
several genres of Egyptian texts' 0 and h as terminological significance. Judgment is
always between th e weak and th e strong, th e miserable and th e powerful, the poor and
th e rich . Instead of hn', 'and, togeth er with ,' th e texts h ave more often m-', 'from th e
h and o f , making quite clear, th at by th is judgment th e poor, weak and miserable are
to be rescued 'from th e h and o f th e strong, rich and powerful, and implying, th at it is
th e strong one, wh o is the rasha', th e criminal, and inegality as such is injustice.
One of th ese texts is Coffin Texts Spell 1130 wh ich h as unanimously and justly
been recognized as one of th e fundamental texts of Egyptian ph ilosoph y. Here, th e
creator speaks, and h e states expressly, th at, among oth er good deeds, h e h as created
men equal to each oth er:
I made everyman equal to his fellow
and I forbade them to do Isfet.
But th eir h earts disobeyed wh at I had said."
10

Janssen 1946 I, 72; II Bh; Edel 1944, 42 §36; Vandier 1950, 242; O tto 1954, 95. For the king see e.g.
Grimal 1986, 309 (pHarris I 78.13-79.1: "I rescue (the weak) from the hand of the strong who
opresses him").

11

CT VII463 f — 464 c, cf. Schenkel 1983.
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Isfe t, as disobedience to equality, can only re fe r to ine gality, cre ate d not by god but by
the disobedient he art of me n. Furthe r on in the same te xt the cre ator asse rts:
I judge the miserable 'from the hand o f the powerf ul.12
Here— and this is absolute ly e xce ptional in an Middle Kingdom te xt — it is the
god who charge s himse lf with a task which, in the conte xt of the 'classical conce ption'
— de volve s on the king.13 The charge of the king is to counte ract this unjust state of
ine gality by re scuing the we ak from the hand of the strong and by se tting Maat in the
place of Isfe t, as it appe ars to be the role of the king as e arly as in the Pyramid Te xts,
whe re Unas is said to arrive in heaven afte r
having se t Maat in the place of Isfe t
in the island of flame s.14
This ide a of the world of the living as an island of flame s whe re the we ak are
always oppre sse d by the strong is re minisce nt of 'the law of the fishe s' in the Ve dic
tradition: the big one s e ating the smalle r one s. The re , as in Egypt, this pe ssimistic
vie w of human nature se rve s as an argume nt for forceful government, le gitimizing the
kshatriya (warrior) caste .15 Anothe r paralle l is that of Thomas Hobbe s, whose vie w of
man's natural state as a helium omnium contra omnes corre sponds as close ly as
possible to the way the Egyptian te xts de pict a world without kingship. 1 6 The
pe ssimistic lite rature which had forme rly be e n date d mostly to the First Inte rme diate
Pe riod now more and more e vide ntly be longs to the Middle Kingdom and probably to
its latte r half,17 which is notorious for its strong ce ntralistic, absolutistic and pe rhaps
e v e n o p p r e s s i v e te nde ncie s, 1 8 t h u s c o n f i r m i n g the link b e t w e e n ' ne g a t i ve
anthropology' and 'absolutism.' The ide a is, that without rule , the re is no orde r
possible , implying confide nce , amity, community; and without orde r, the re is no life
possible , because the we ak would be slain by the strong:
12

CT VII 466 e — 467 d cf. Assmann 1983a, 178 and 279f. The same phrase occurs in pCairo 58038

13

This exception is best explained by the literary character of the text and its function as an answer to

14

Pyr265 b, cf. Pyr 1775 b-c.

15

Incidentally, classical India provides an example for that differentiation between the religious and

(the famous Boulaq hymn) cf. Assmann 1983a, 177.
the 'Vorwurf an Gott', cf. Otto 1950: Fecht 1972; Assmann 1983 a, 268ff.

the political spheres, which in ancient Egypt was categorically excluded. For in India, the
respective powers are divided between the Brahmin and the Kshatriya castes.
16

For Th.Hobbes see Strauss 1952, cf. also Schmitt 1922 and 1932.

17

Berlev 1987; Cruz-Uribe 1987. See also Junge 1977.

18

Helck (1986) perhaps goes too far in this interpretation. But the suppression of feudal nomarchy
under Sesostris III is an established fact. See Delia 1980 and Cruz-Uribe 1987.
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when three men travel on a road, two are found;
for the greater number kills the lesser.19
Thus, the king and the state have been installed by the creator in order to protect the
weak and to banish the status naturalis of Isfet:
He gave them 'rulers in the egg' and officials
in order to strengthen the back of the weak20
The image of the 'Good Shepherd' which for us has such a pastoral and peaceful ring2'
expresses the determination of the divine king to suppress the 'wolfish' nature of man
and to fight Isfet in order to protect the weak.22 Order is not a natural quality of the
19

Admonitions 12.13-14 ed. Gardiner 1909.

20

M erikareP 135-136.

21

M ueller 1961; Blumenthal 1970. The theme of the Good Shepherd recurs in a late wisdom text,
which is unfortunately still unpublished. This is what Posener and Sainte-Fare Garnot 1963,
154 communicate concerning the relevant passages on 'page C ' : "Toutefois le theme favori de
l'auteur est l'apologie du chef. Celui-ci est necessaire; il faut vivre dans son entourage, afin de
n'etre pas 'un chien qui n ' a pas de maitre' (page A). Au reste 'des millions de soldats sont
battus, qui n'ont pas un vaillant capitaine(?)'; 'une armee est mediocre qui n'a pas avec elle son
maitre' (page C). Le role du chef est de conduire et de dominer; il lui arrive de punir, mais c'est
chose naturelle: 'est-ce que les taureaux ruent, qui ont un berger qui les mate?' (page C). M ais
il doit exercer aussi sa fonction avec douceur et sollicitude et Ton retrouve, dans la meme page
C, le theme classique du 'bon berger'. Le chef est le 'pasteur' de 'ceux que Re a crees'. II
retribue chacun selon ses merites et, par voie de reciprocite, le superieur 'donne en retour de ce
qu'on a fait pour lui'. C'est pourquoi la sagesse est d'adorer le maitre, de lui etre fidele et
meme de 'donner chaque jour en plus' de ce qu'on lui doit, en sorte qu'il etende vers le
donateur benevole 'sa main qui porte la v i e ' . " — The revival of the social and political
philosophy of the M iddle Kingdom is quite evident and it is the more impressive as it is
matched by the well known 'archaism' in the plastic arts of the same period, which also
favorizes the M iddle Kingdom and which should also be regarded as a revival rather than an
archaism. Other passages of the text deal with the obligations of the chief: "il obeit, lui aussi, a
une morale, doit etre bon et juste et son propre avenir depend de son comportement. Voici
quelques citations 61oquentes, tirees, elles aussi, de la page C. 'Le grand, qui vit de la verite et
qui a le mensonge en abomination, se melera aux (Jm3hw)', tandis que 'ceiui qui multiplie les
corvees est ecarte des dignitaires (smrw) et encore 'celui qui traite indignement son nombreux
peuple (?), le dieu le paiera en retour'." If this refers to the king (as it appears to be the case),
the argumentation seems closer here to the Demotic Chronicle than to M iddle Kingdom texts.

22

It is not difficult to read exactly this combination of pessimistic wisdom, i.e. insight into the nature
of man, and resolutedness, in the expressive portraiture of kings Sesostris III and Amenemhat

m.
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world, i t must be i mposed upon i t from 'above'. The pharaoni c state i s represented as
the only means by whi ch thi s can be achi eved and the natural state of the world can
be turned i nto a civic state, where the weak has a chance to survi ve.
1.2.2 shtp ntrw: negative cosmology
The expression 'sati sfyi ng the god' occurs i n BD 126 as:
"who sati sfy the gods wi th the breath Of their mouth."
The noti on of sati sfyi ng refers obvi ously more to i ncantati on than to acti on. The
concepti on of speech as a 'breath of the mouth' i s very fami li ar i n Egypti an texts.23
Why do the gods need to be 'sati sfi ed' or 'appeased'? What ki nd of di scord or
di ssati sfacti on threatens or even rei gns i n the di vi ne world whi ch i s to be di spelled by
the words of the baboons and by the ki ng? Is i t conceivable that Isfet is a condi ti on of
the divine world, too, as it is one of the mundane sphere?
I take Apep, the dragon or serpent who threatens to swallow the celesti al ocean, to
be an embodi ment of Isfet i n the di vi ne world. Apep i ncorporates the same tendency
or gravi tati on towards di si ntegrati on on the cosmi c level whi ch the lamentati ons
descri be i n the soci al sphere. In qui te the same way as manki nd i s i ncapable of
keepi ng order and stabi li ty by i tself and needs to be ruled from above, the cosmos
would fall apart i f i t i s not constantly ruled. The Egypti ans concei ved of 'cosmos' not
so much as a well-ordered structure i n space than as a well-organi zed, i .e. successful
and even 'tri umphant' process i n ti me. The sali ent poi nt i s the success of the process,
the constant overcomi ng of a constant counterforce or gravi tati on towards stand-sti ll
and di si ntegrati on. The cosmi c process — the solar cycle — cannot go on by i tself as
a perpetuum mobile. It needs to be mai ntai ned i n the same way as soci al order cannot
persi st by i tself but needs a strong government to be sustai ned. The poi nt i s that
cosmi c order needs government, too. This i s the poli ti cal meani ng of the solar cycle: i t
i s the exerti on of government.24 The si gni fi cance of thi s concepti on becomes clear as
soon as one reali zes that the Egypti an i dea of the 'solar cycle' i s not just 'solar' or
'Heli opoli tan theology' but embraces the Osi ri an, and i n fact every other sphere as
well and must be regarded as the Egypti an concept of cosmos or world-vi ew.
The creator i nstalled the solar cycle as an i nsti tuti on of cosmi c government,
developi ng Maat and di spelli ng Isfet, i n preci sely the same way as he i nstalled the
23

Vernus 1976. In the Amd uat, the inhabitants of the und erworld revive as they are ad d ressed by Re
and are said to 'live on his word s'; (re)vivifying speech is constantly referred to as 'breath.' See
Hornung 1963/70 and 1984.

24

The solar cycle, it is true, has a 'biological meaning' too. It means not only the overcoming of
rebellion, but also the overcoming of d eath. This aspect has been analyzed e.g. by Hornung
1977. For the political symbolism cf. Assmann 1983a, 71-80.
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pharaonic kingship in order to do the sam e on earth. One 'organization' m irrors the
other. We m ay form alize this concept, using ' C for 'causation' 25 , in the following
way:

Re

solar cycle

Maat

harm ony

Model 1: causation of cosm ic order

Re

king

Maat

harm ony

Model 2: causation of social order
This correspondence or hom ology between the cosm ic process — the solar cycle —
and the political institution of pharaonic kingship finds its expression in the political
im agery of the sun hym ns and cosm ographic literature 26 , as well as in the cosm ic
im agery of royal inscriptions. 27 Consequently, expressions like jw nsrsr 'island of
flam es', mr nh3wj 'lake of knives', tzt nt 'pp 'sandbank of Apep' and the like refer
both to the celestial and to the terrestrial spheres.28
The sun god appears twice in m odel 1: in the role of 'creator' and in the role of
protagonist in the solar cycle. This duplication is m ythologically dealt with in the
'Book of the Heavenly Cow' where the installation of the solar cycle by the creator is

25

The conce pt of causality is of course quite fore ign to Egyptian thought. In Egyptian conce ptualizing,
'causation' is linke d with magic powe r (hk3, 'magic', cf. Ritne r, in this volume ). Magic is
conce ive d as a positive force to counte ract the

'ne gativity' of the world: stand-still,

disinte gration, death, illne ss, in short: everything opposing the cosmic proce ss.
26

Cf. Assmann 1969, 268-71; 306-309 e tc.

27

Re dford 1967, 3-27; Schunk 1985, 63-86.

28

Cf. Assmann 1969, 271f.; 295-298.
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narrated 29 , and it is reflected in th e sun-h ymns as well. 30 Wh at is decisive is th e
complete h omology of th e cosmic and th e political sph ere. In both sph eres we h ave
th e distinction between initial causation and ongoing maintenance. Let us call th is
principle 'indirect causation' and briefly summarize its implications:
1. Life, cosmic as well as social, is dependent on order. Order, h owever, cannot
generate and persist by itself. It h as to be imposed from outside and constantly to
be defended against Isfet, a natural tendency towards ch aos, disintegration and
death wh ich is innate in man, society and nature. Th is principle we h ave labelled as
'negative anth ropo-/cosmology'.
2. Negative anth ropology necessitates auth oritative government imposing and
maintaining order upon earth . Because it cannot grow from 'below' it h as to be
installed from 'above'. 31
3. Th e solar cycle, representing th e Egyptian view of th e world in its cosmic
dimension, h as a definite meaning: it is government, imposing order, justice,
coh erence on a world wh ich would oth erwise collapse. As a form of action, th e
solar cycle is a polyth eistic concept, implying a plurality of actors and opponents,
it is a 'concerted' action and a 'constellative' conception. Th e government wh ich
th e sun god exerts in h is daily motion th rough h eaven and underworld is confined
to th e divine sph ere. It is 'anth ropomorph ic' in its complete h omology with
ph araonic rule, but not 'anth ropocentric'
4. Th e state is th e exact imitation of th is cosmic government on earth . 32 But th e
cosmic governance cannot be reflected and life-ensuring order cannot be realized
on earth oth erwise th an by a single ruler, son and representative of th e sun-god
h imself. Every oth er form of political organization would destroy th e perfect
h omology. The idea of 'state' is a singulare tantum.
5. Th e world does not need to be 'saved' or 'redeemed' but merely to be ruled. Th e
salvation is not out of reach but quite to th e contrary constantly realized by th e
combined efforts of gods and kings. Th ere is no room for 'messianic' h ope and
expectation.33 Th e implied anth ropo-/cosmology is 'negative' only in a weak sense
29

Hornung 1982. The Egyptian concept of a 'fallen state of the world ' (see Kakosy 1964) is linked
with the id ea, not of 'fall' but of 'separation' or splitting: the separation between heaven and
earth, and between god s and men. It is this id ea of a 'split world ' which is at the base of the
'negative cosmology' of the ancient Egyptians.

30

In the more complex sun-hymns, verbal passages refer to the solar cycle and nominal passages to the

31

In this respect, Hobbes, supporting a contract theory of socio-political ord er, d iffers from the

creator, cf. Assmann 1969, 1-13.
Egyptian parad igm.
32

For the id ea of the king being 'the image of god ' which expresses this relationship of imitation in

33

Cf. Assmann 1983d .

Egyptian concepts, cf. Ockinga 1984.
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as compared with e.g. gnostic cosmology or Christian anthropology. But is is
precisely this conf idence in the retrievability of Maat which wanes with the end of
the New Kingdom.
2. Atnarna: theo-politology of life.
The ideology of the Amarna Religion contradicts the classical conceptions in the
f ollowing points:
1. The solar cycle loses its political meaning. There is no mention of an enemy
opposing Aten in His daily motion. The Amarna Religion is built upon a positive
cosmology. It presupposes a world which, in the worlds of Vermis and Yoyotte, is
"toute beaute, toute securite". 34 Such a world does not need to be 'ruled' in the
strict sense of an imposition of order against an intrinsic tendency towards chaos,
but merely to be kept alive.
2. In the same way as the concept of 'rule' implies plurality, the concept of 'lif egiving' or 'vivif ication' implies singularity. The vivif ying god who f ills the world
with light and time, is alone in the sky. This vivif ying process cannot be ref lected
on earth by royal governance. The homology breaks down. With homology,
complexity breaks down. The complexity of 'indirect causation' becomes
extremely reduced, because there is no need f or it in a positive cosmology:

Creator

Sun-god
King

Maat

dominion

Aton

f
li e

There is no dif f erence between primordial and continuous causation.35 The world has
not be to be 'maintained', because there are no antagonistic f orces to be constantly
overcome.

34

Vermis & Yoyotte 1988.

35

Needless to stress the obvious fac t that the very c onc ept of c ausation (rendered by ' C in the
diagram) c hanges most fundamentally, too, by passing from the traditional to the Amarna
paradigm. It loses its 'magic ' implic ations and bec omes a 'natural' princ iple (c f. Allen, in this
volume). The apparent disregard for 'primeval c reation/c ausation' in the Amarna texts is best
explained by this merging of primeval and c ontinuous c ausation (=direc t c ausation) whic h, in
the traditional paradigm, are separated by the 'Fall'.
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3. The relation of 'anthropomorphic ' homology, plac ing c osmic and soc ial order in
mutual reflec tion, gives way to a unified universe where mankind bec omes the sole
partner of divine ac tion. Anthropomorphism is replac ed by anthropoc enfrism. The
whole solar cycle is performed for the sake of men: n.sn, n jb.sn, n mrwt.sn.36
4. The c onc ept of order is fading in the all-overpowering c onc ept of 'life.' In the
c ontext of a positive anthropo-/c osmology there is no need for order, to be imposed
onto it from above by a superior authority. On the c osmic level, the c onc ept of
Maat disappears, on the soc ial level, it assumes the meaning of 'truth.' This point
should be developed separately:
4.1 The sun, by its motion and radiation, administers life to the world. It is
absolutely indifferent regarding ethic al problems and simply not c onc erned
with the weak, the poor and the miserable. The whole phraseology of
protec tion is lacking in the Amarna hymns in a most c onspic uous way.
4.2 The king monopolizes Maat; he bears the divine epithet 'who lives on Maat' as
part of his royal nomenc lature.37 But by Maat he does not understand 'justic e'
in the c lassic al sense of protec ting the weak against the strong, but 'truth' in
the sense of the orthodox interpretation of revealed knowledge. 38 'Evil' now
assumes the meaning of opposition to the doctrine of Akhnaten who
shows his wrath (b3w) against him who ignores his doc trine but his favour
unto him who rec ognizes him 39
This leads to a depolitic alization both of c osmic as well as of soc iopolitic al order
whic h now assumes the c harac ter of a religion and an orthodoxy.40
What is the role of the king in this pic ture of the world? Certainly not that of a
prophet, as has often been stated. The notion of prophet presupposes a divine will or
purpose to be revealed. Prophets are the spokesmen of God. But Aten does not speak
nor does he wish anyone to speak in his stead, to interpret his plans, projec ts,
36

Cf Assmann 1983a, 118-23. It is this anthropoce ntric pe rspe ctive which conve ys a re ligious
me aning to the cre ative action of the sun. In this re spe ct, the Amarna re ligion diffe rs from
Ionian philosophy in its inte rpre tation of nature . Cf. Alle n, in this volume .

37

Anthe s 1952.

38

The notion of re ve lation with re gard to Amarna is some what proble matical, be cause this truth is not
re ve ale d by spe e ch but by insight into the spe e chle ss e vide nce of nature . But the claim of the
king be ing the only one to 'know' the god and the intole rance typical of an orthodox
inte rpre tation of knowle dge are dominant fe ature s of Amarna re ligion.

39

Sandman 1938, 86.15-16.

40

This de ve lopme nt is particular we ll illustrate d by the total ne gle ct of fore ign affairs during the
Amarna period, se e Moran 1987 (political corre sponde nce ).
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decisions. Th ere is noth ing to be proclaimed, it is all th ere in sh eer, overwh elming
evidence. Th e king, it is true, interprets th e evidence, translating radiation and motion
in terms of religious meaning, answering th em by cultic action and speaking to a god
wh o expresses h imself in a strictly 'h eliomorph ic' way. But th is is not 'proph ecy' in
th e strict sense.4'
Th e role of th e king is th at of a coregent.42 Since th e king cannot 'reflect' th e divine
action of creative vivification, h e can only sh are in it. As we already know, th e god
does not 'rule' by establish ing justice and peace, but by animating th e world by h is
radiance and h is time-generating motion. It is th e dependence of everyth ing existing
on ligh t and time wh ich is interpreted as subjection to th e Aten. It is absolute
subjection excluding th e possibility of rebellion. Th us, it h as no proper political
significance. Th e king associates h imself to th is 'rule' as a kind of junior partner,
bearing th e title of 'son' wh ile th e god is called 'fath er.' Th e names of both god and
king are written in cartouch es. Th e traditional unity of religion and state is even more
emph asized. But it is a different conception of th is unity.43
Th e point of conflict between th e Amarna and th e classical conception seems to be
th e negative anth ropo-/cosmology wh ich h as been replaced in Amarna by a positive
one. But some elements in th is picture, th e emph asis on anth ropocentric instead of
anth ropomorph ic interpretations, th e fading of th e figure of Apep and th e concept of a
c o s m i c c o m b a t , are to be f o u n d outside th e A m a r n a period and seem to be
ch aracteristic of th e 18th Dynasty in general. Th e sh arp and total rejection of th e
'pessimistic' Middle Kingdom style in portraiture may possibly point in th e same
direction. Thus it is probable th at th e Amarna revolution is just th e final eruption of an
ongoing conflict between Middle Kingdom and 'modern' conceptions.
3. 'Persona l Piety': Theology of Volition.
Th e same observation applies to anoth er movement in th e New Kingdom wh ich first
came to be known th rough a group of stelae from Deir el-Medina and was th erefore
interpreted as a kind of popular religion 44 or even a 'religion of th e poor' 45 . But
Breasted already recognized in th ese texts a typical expression of th e Ramessid age,
wh ich h e accordingly baptized 'th e age of personal piety.' 46 Recent research h as
enlarged our view of th e evidence in two different ways:
41

The silence of the god who expresses himself visua lly is ba la nced by the 'voice' of the king which
pla ys such a n importa nt pa rt in the inscriptions. The king is the 'spea king god', sprea ding truth
(Ma a t) upon earth as the Aten sprea ds light a nd life.

42

cf. Zabkar 1954.

43

Importa nt in this respect: Voegelin 1938.

44

Erm
a n 1911.

45

Gunn 1916.

46

Brea sted 1912, 344-370.
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1. It is not restricted to certain groups of monuments, e.g. ex-voto stelae, or literary
genres47, or social groups or classes but pervades the whole of Ramessid culture,
from royal to private monuments, from literature to art and religious institutions.
2. It dates in its origins back to the 18th Dynasty. The typical terminology appears in
different kinds of sources as early as the times of Hatshepsut, Thutmose III and
Amenophis II.48 Its roots may even reach back into the First Intermediate Period.
The movement appears as a kind of under-current in the classical periods of Middle
Kingdom and early New Kingdom to break through into full dominance only after
the collapse of the Amarna religion.
3.1 Fore-runners and foreshadowings
3.1.1 The First Intermediate Period and the Middle Kingdom
The central idea seems to be a new and more personal conception of deity, of gods
intervening in life and history, manifesting a personal will, intention and purpose.
Therefore a term like 'theology of volition, or intention' seems to me more adequate.
The first instances of this conception of god occur in the First Intermediate Period and
in the Middle Kingdom:
1. Ankhtify reports in his tomb at Mo'alla to have been summoned by the god Horus
of Edfu to intervene in the Edfu nome.49
2. The god Min is reported, in two famous inscriptions in the W adi Hammamat, to
have worked miracles in favour of king Mentuhotep IV.50
3. Horemkhauf reports in his Hierakonpolis stela to have been summoned by the god
Horus-Avenger-of-his-father to bring the statues of himself and his mother Isis
from the residence of Ithtowe to Hieraconpolis. 5 '
These examples have been selected at random and can certainly be multiplied by
systematic research. But I do not think that they would ever amount to more than
exceptions from the rule, manifestations of an undercurrent.52
There are some literary texts which point in the same direction, the most famous
being of course the biography of Sinuhe and the Shipwrecked Sailor. In the
47

Fecht 1965.

48

Posener 1975, 195-210; Assmann 1984, 225-232.

49

Vandier 1950, 163ff.; Schenkel 1965, 45ff.; Fecht 1967, 50ff.
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Couyat-Montet 1912 #110 and #191: Schenkel 1965, 263f.; 267f.

51

Hayes 1947.

52

I am not in favour with the generalizing stance, taken e.g. by Griffiths 1988, who holds the idea of
"divine impact on human affairs" to be a feature typical and common of all periods of Egyptian
history.

70

JAN ASSMANN

Shipwrecked Sailor we encounter a god appearing in person and revealing past and
future, thus a kind of revelation.53 Sinuhe is driven into exile by what he identifies as
'the plan of a god', a god who intervenes in his life but who remains unidentified
throughout the story.54 All these examples are situated outside the pharaonic sphere.
T he literary examples locate the action in foreign regions, the historical examples do
either the same (the miracles in the Wadi Hammamat) or they date from periods when
pharaonic power was waning or collapsing.
In the official sphere, the idea of divine intention or volition is confined, as one
might expect, to the concept of initial installation. T he text which is most explicit in
this respect is the Berlin leather-roll pBerlin 3029, an 18th Dynasty copy of a building
inscription of Sesostris I.55 The idea of divine purpose is very prominent:
T hat he created me was to do what he has done,
to implement what he has ordered to be done.
T hat he installed me as shepherd of this land was
because he had recognized that I would organize it for him.
r 'in order to' repeated three times; emphatic constructions; verbs like msj 'to bring
forth, create', wd 'to order', rdj 'to install', rh 'to recognize': all this relates very
strongly and explicitly to the idea of divine intention. But it remains within the frame
of 'initialization,' thus of 'indirect causation.' But there are, a bit more off the center
of official text production, some indications of a somewhat different theology,
foreshadowing what will be common conviction in the New Kingdom:
1. T he strong emphasis on the creational rather than the cosmogonical aspect of
'genesis' in some Coffin Texts, especially the theology of Shu in the Hermopolitan
tradition (El Bersheh) where Shu is explicitly stated to be created 'by the heart and
by the efficacy' of Atum.56 The most important text in this respect is the 'aretalogy'
of the Universal Lord in CT 1130 where the creator justifies his creation.57
2. T he strong emphasis on the anthropocentric rather than the anthropomorphic
significance of the solar circuit, as exposed in the closing hymn of the Instruction
for Merikare. T his text, coming as close as possible to similar convictions in the
later 18th Dynasty, is, preserved exclusively on papyri dating from that period.58
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Simpson 1983, c f the bibliography in Kurth 1987.
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Cf. Loprieno 1988, 4 1 - 5 9 and Griffiths 1988, 93f.
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de Buck 1938; Goedicke 1974; Abd el Azim El Adly 1984.
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CT 1336-338. See Assmann 1984a, 213-15; 1984b; Allen 1988.
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Assmann 1984, 204-8; Allen 1988.
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Merikare: c f. Assmann 1983, 168; 1984a, 201^1. Generally c f. Blumenthal 1980.
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3. The tale of the miraculous birth of the first three kings of the 5th Dynasty as related
in the latter part of pWestcar seems at first sight in keeping with the classical
conception. But Re does not install the institution of kingship, but individual kings,
thus intervening in the course of history and bringing about what is to be seen as a
'Heilswende' (salvatory turn, metabole epi to beltiori)?9 The difference between the
tale and the official dogma (as it is demonstrated e.g. in pBerlin 3029) is difficult to
grasp, because it is always an individual king NN who is conceived, born and
installed upon earth by god as an embodiment of the institution of kingship. But
there is a nuance towards the individual aspect which will become virulent in the
New Kingdom.
3.1.2 The ca se of Queen Ha tshepsut
Queen Hatshepsut seems to have played an important role in the development of a
new idea of divine intentionality. We must not forget that the text which we hold to be
fundamental for the classical conception occurs also in the temple of Der el Bahari.
Her inscriptions include four different allusions to a theology of volition:
1. The elective oracle which the Der al Bahari and Chapelle Rouge inscriptions
represent as an extraordinary and unprecedented event;60
2. The Punt oracle, manifesting a divine intention which is not confined to initial
installation;61
3. The idea of 'divine command,' as it occurs in the S peos Artemidos inscriptions: the
Hyksos ruled 'without Re' and Re reciprocally 'did not act by divine order' until
her own reign.62
4. The pictorial cycle of the miraculous birth which, although in keeping with the
classical dogma, stresses the aspect of ' H e i l s w e n d e ' in the same sense as
pWestcar.63
Hatshepsut herself coins an epithet which expresses the new idea of divine intention in
the most concise way when she addresses the god in the Chapelle Rouge inscription as
'he who plans everything existent' (k3jw ntt nbt):
Oh my father who plans all that exists, .
what is it that you want to come about?
I shall do it according to your order!64
59

Cf. A s s m a n n 1982a .
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S e e R o e m e r 1 9 8 7 . In m y present a c c o u n t o f the d e v e l o p m e n t , w h i c h is m o r e d e t a i l e d tha n in
A s s m a n n 1984a I profit from R o m e r ' s critica l rema rks.
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Urk IV 3 4 2 .
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Urk IV 2 9 0 ; Ga rdiner 1946.
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cf. Brunner 1986 a nd A s s m a n n 1982.
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L
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c u-Chevrier 1977, 99. (k3j) 'to pla n' a nd (wd) 'to order' a re precisely the a ctions by w h i c h the
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Taken isolatedly, these instances do not seem very revolutionary. But in their
accumulation they do mark the beginning of a new development, leading f irst to the
Amarna revolution, which has to be seen as a reactionary opposition against this
movement, and then to its full break-through in the immediate post-Amarna age.
3.2 Aspects of the new c onc eption
3.2.1 Anthropology of will
a) The f irst stage belongs entirely to the Classical Conception in its Middle
Kingdom f orm. This is the 'doctrine of the heart.' 65 In clear opposition to the Old
Kingdom concept of man, where man seems to act exclusively on royal orders, where
the king seems to monopolize initiative, planning and motivation and where the notion
of 'heart' is conspicuously absent in the biographical inscriptions, the Middle
Kingdom biographies present a concept where man is inwardly directed by his heart
as the seat of character, virtue, principles, competence, motivation, intention and will.
If he serves the king, it is his heart guiding him to do so. The problem of intention and
responsibility is treated in the story of Sinuhe in a way that shows its vital importance
in the context of the anthropological philosophy of the time.
The ideal of virtue or 'inward quality' (nfrw) is wisdom. This concept is to be
understood as insight into the rules which ensure social and political harmony, viz.
Maat. The Egyptian expression is 'silence' and 'the silent one,' denoting the sage who
not only 'knows' but also subordinates himself to or 'complies with' (htp hr) Maat.66
b) The second stage is marked by the replacement of Maat (=the will of the
community) by the will of god, entailing the replacement of 'wisdom' by 'piety.' 67 The
relevant expressions are 'rdj m jb' and 'jrj hr raw': 'to place god into one's heart' and
'to act on his water,' i.e. to act in a way which is loyal and f aithf ul to his will. These
expressions make their f irst appearance already in the reign of Hatshepsut and
Thutmose III:
(God is) father and mother unto him who places him into his heart,
but he turns his back unto him who neglects his city.
He who is guided by him cannot f ail.68
c reator, a c c o r d i n g to the M e m p h i t e T h e o l o g y , c r e a t e d the w o r l d : b y w o r d s w h i c h w e r e
'designed' (Ic3j) by the heart and 'ordered' (wd) by the tongue.
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(God) gives breath to him w h o worships h i m
and success to him w h o acts on his water. 69
R e c i p r o c i t y w h i c h is the c o r e of M a a t and the b a s e of social h a r m o n y , is n o w
transferred f r o m the social sphere to the m a n - g o d - r e l a t i o n s h i p . T his shift f r o m the
principle of M a a t to the will of god entails a general transfer of notions f r o m the social
to the religious sphere. T h e most important transfers concern (a) obedience and (b)
confidence.
a) obedience and subordination: T h e wise man, w h o by his insight is capable of
attuning himself to the principles of social order, is succeeded by the pious m a n w h o
attunes and subordinates himself to the will of god. T h e ideal of 'silence' n o w refers
to h u m i l i a t i o n a n d o b e d i e n c e t o g o d . T h u s , t h e i d e a of s e l f - s u b o r d i n a t i o n a n d
integration is t r a n s f e r r e d f r o m the i n d i v i d u a l - s o c i e t y - r e l a t i o n s h i p to the m a n - g o d relationship.
b) protection and confidence: the quintessence of the idea of M a a t has always been
the protection of the w e a k (to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, to ferry the shipless,
to b u r y the h e i r l e s s , to shelter the w i d o w and the o r p h a n etc.) S o l i d a r i t y as it is
established by M a a t o p e r a t e s vertically: in the f o r m of protection f r o m a b o v e and
confidence and ' l o v e ' f r o m below. Precisely this vertical axis is n o w transferred to the
m a n - g o d - r e l a t i o n s h i p , p u t t i n g g o d in t h e p o s i t i o n of t h e p r o t e c t o r , t h e ' g o o d
s h e p h e r d ' , and m a n in the position of the poor and the weak. Already in one of the
early prayers of Personal Piety, dating f r o m the time of A m e n o p h i s II we read:
I have placed you into m y heart because you are strong,
[ . . . ] protector (nhw),
behold: m y fear (snd) is gone. 70
Several of the Ramessid texts point out that there is n o protector a m o n g m e n but that a
deity — A m u n , M u t etc. — is the only protector on which a h u m a n heart can rely:
I did not seek for myself an official for a protector;
I d o not associate myself with a rich m a n ,
I d o not give m y portion under the strong arm of a m a n w h o was in the
house of [the king].
M y lord is m y protector,
I k n o w his strength.
Protector with a strong arm, he is the only strong one. 71
69 T T

11 cf. AHG Nr. 83.6-7: 1983b Nr. 13.
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oCairo 12.217 rto ed. Posener 1975, 206-7.
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This transfer of confidence, from the human to the divine sphere, has very practical
consequences, as is most clearly evidenced by the case of Zimut named Kiki who not
only considered
to find himself a protector,
and he found Mut to be at the top of the gods,72
but who consequently bequeathed all his property to her.73 This is an early case of selfdedication which in later time became quite customary. 74 The position inversely
correspondent to protection is weakness, poverty, misery which now become selfdefinitions of the pious one,75 along with 'silence:' god is 'the protector of the silent
one, the saviour of the poor' 76 or 'the lord of the silent one who comes at the voice of
the poor.'77
'Confidence in god', connected with expressions like mh-jb ('to fill the heart with
somebody') and hnn r ('to lean against somebody') now becomes a common notion.
The most typical expression of this attitude is the notion of placing oneself into the
hands of god, which is a recurrent theme in the teaching of Amenemope 78 but is
already very prominent in the inscriptions of the statue Berlin 6919 of Amenemope
(temp, of Seti I) which begin: 'How beautiful is it to sit in the hand of Amun' and
which close with the wish 'to be safe in your hand.' 79
The most innovative aspect of Ramessid anthropology is perhaps the concept of sin,
of culpability with respect to god.80 Man now becomes capable of guilt towards god.
This leads to a new genre of self-thematization which is the very opposite of the
traditional tomb-biography. Biographical events become 'readable' as signs of divine
favour or disgrace. In either case man is elicited to erect a stela proclaiming this event
of divine manifestation (sdd b3wsi). Personal experience gains a new interest. Life is
exposed to constant divine judgment. God is omniscient and will distribute his favour
or disgrace in strict reciprocity to human attitude and behaviour.
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3.2.2 Theology of will
Many of th e anth ropological notions like silence, poverty and confidence are just one
side of corresponding th eological notions like omnipotent disposition and protection.
Personal Piety c o r r e s p o n d s to Personal Deity. Th e idea of god a s s u m e s th e
ch aracteristics of an inner personality and individuality: will, intention, decision,
judgment. Th e most typical roles are th e saviour of th e oppressed82 and th e judge of
th e poor,83 both related to th e idea of protection. We sh all not go into details h ere,
because th is side of th e deity h as already become apparent from th e corresponding
anth ropological conceptions.
Instead I will try to treat th e concept of divine will, intention and intervention in a
more general way. In my opinion, th ere is a clear opposition between th e classical
concept of Maat (implying indirect causation) and th e concept of th e will of god,
implying direct causation and intervention. Th e classical conception with its category
of 'indirect causation' confines th e will of god to th e pattern of reality wh ich h e h as
installed by h is initial action. Divine will is committed to th e cosmic cycle, h e cannot
'will' oth erwise th an th e eternal repetition and th e identical reproduction of th e
pattern; h e is bound to th e roles or functions in wh ich th e gods are believed to be
immanent and manifest in reality. 84 For th e classical dogma, god's will becomes
manifest, not in th e exception, th e miracle, th e singular event, but in the pattern, in th e
miraculous precision of repetition. Th is is as much as a negation of divine will. God is
not free to dispose, nor of th e cosmic cycles, nor of th e rules underlying social life,
viz. Maat.
Th e th eology of will requires absolute sovereignty. God h as to be separated from
th e roles and functions of th e 'pattern' h e once installed. He cannot be bound to th e
mere maintenance of cosmic order.85 In th e new frame of a th eology of will, it is not
th e repeated pattern, but th e singular event wh ich manifests th e will of god. Th ese
events can be interpreted as manifestations of favour — in Egyptian hzwt: 'favour',
82

cf. Otto 1971; Brunner 1958 = 1988, 173-188.
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'blessing' 86 — rewarding the pious one, or as manifestations of wrath — in Egyptian
b3w 'power' 87 —, punishing the frivolous. Success and failure are now no longer seen
as a consequence of Maat, i.e. of social coherence and solidarity, but of direct divine
intervention. In this respect, the reduction of indirect to direct causation becomes most
conspicuous and has often been observed:88

God

k ing

«

M aat

success

Model 1: indirect causation

God

success
Model 2: direct causation

In the model of direct causation, god disposes of Maat as he chooses and is himself
the instance of judgment and justice. He is the 'lord of justice' in a double sense: 1) in
the sense of protection, related to the weak /strong opposition and the problem of
inegality, and 2) in the sense of jurisdiction, related to the right/wrong opposition and
the problem of sin. He is omniscient, constantly observing and judging human actions,
holding both blessings and punishments in his hands,89 in strict reciprocity to human
attitude and behaviour:
His b3w (punishing power) is vehement,
he is more powerful than Sak hmet,
lik e fire in a storm;
his mercy is high, he tak es care of him who adores him,
86

Cf. Assmann 1975, 60-64 and 1979, 31 for this c onc ept.
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Cf. Borghouts 1982.
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Otto 1954, 22ff.; Brunner 1963; Vernus 1985.
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This c onc ept has to be distinguished from ' Amun judge of the poor,' the latter being c onc erned with
the ancient concept of protec ting the weak against the strong and not with the idea of reward vs.
punishment. One c ould perhaps make use of the ingenious Aristotelian distinc tion between
iustitia distributiva

(protec ting the poor) and iustitia commutativa

(judging man's ac tions) to

ac c ount for the differenc e between the two c onc epts of 'protec tor' and 'judge' whic h are
c onflated in the Egyptian terminology.
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he turns to heal his suffering.
For he looks upon men, there is no one whom he does not know,
and he listens to millions of them.
Who could resist thy wrath who avert the fury of thy power?90
The classical text is the teaching of Amenemope. H ere Maat is explicitly put into
free disposition of god, thus identified with the will of god and treated as a synonym
of hzwt 'favour':
As for Maat, the great gift of god:
he gives it to whom he likes.9'
This amounts to a disappearance of the concept of Maat. The concepts of Maat and of
divine intervention seem to be mutually exclusive.
The anthropocentric reading of 'fate' and 'history,' interpreting success as
manifestations of favour (hzwt, htpw) and failure as manifestations of wrath (b3w),n
leads to the concept of God as the 'designer of history.' The flow of events (eg. hprwt
'what happens') becomes understood as the immediate implementation of god's will:
k3.k hprwt nbwt "Your 'Ka' (will, intention, design) is everything that happens
(=history)"9:i or wd.n.k pw hprwt nbwt "Everything that happens is what you have
ordered".94 This is a new vision of history. The traditional attitude towards history —
this term always to be understood in the sense of hprwt 'the flow of events' with
regard rather to the future than to the past — was skeptic and pessimistic. "You can
not know what will happen,"95 "there are no limits to what will happen,"96 "You cannot
know what will happen so that you might recognize the morrow."97According to the
Instruction for Merikare, god gave man magic as a weapon to shield off 'the blow of

90

Stela Louvre C 256 (Banishment) ed. v. Beckerath 1968.

91

Amenemope 21.5-6; Grumach 1972, 134. In the interpretation of this passage I am following
Brunner 1963.

92

Borghouts 1982.

93

TT 23 cf. Assmann 1983b Nr. 17, pp. 18-23. Similarly Luxor inscription of Ramses II, KRIII, 346.8:
ki.fwnnt nbt "H is Ka is everything what exists"; pLeiden J 350,V,17: k3.f wnnt nbt jmj /\J./"H is
Ka is everything existing as utterance in his mouth".

94

H ittite Marriage, KRI II, 249.10.
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Kagemni: pPrisse II.2 cf. pRamesseum 1.18.
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Letter to the Dead from Naga ed-Deir, ed. Simpson 1966.

97

Ptahhotep 343, cf 345 in the London #2 version: "there is no one who knows his condition (his luck)
when he plans the morrow" which corresponds verbatim to pRamesseum I B1.6 cf. Barns 1956,
6.
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what will happen.' 98 This concept of hprwt, 'what will happen' seems b are of any
religious significance. It is not conceived of as a realm of divine intention and
manifestation. This is precisely what changes with the New Kingdom. Instead of the
traditional attitude of a somewhat fatalistic pessimism which is so prominent, e.g. in
epistolary style ("Today I am fine, but my condition of tomorrow I do not know"), we
now find pious compliance with god's plans ("Today I am fine; the morrow is in the
hand of God").99
3.2.3 Politology of divine will.
Movements must b e interpreted according to what they lead to. In the case of the
theology of will, this is the estab lishment of direct theocracy. The Theb an theocracy
— b eing the 21st Dynasty — lies outside the scope of the present investigation, b ut as
its ultimate consequence, it is present in the movement as such. Seen in this light, the
theology of will appears to have b een destructive with regard to the vision of political
order implied in the classical c o n c e p t i o n . The classical c o n c e p t i o n can b e
characterized as a 'representative theocracy,' god ruling through the king as his
representative, b y 'indirect causation.' His own kingship is confined (a) to the
mythical, and (b ) to the celestial sphere: he ruled once, in a 'Golden Age,' directly on
earth, when heaven and earth had not b een separated and gods and men lived together,
and he exerts now, after the separation of heaven and earth, gods and men, his rule b y
means of the solar cycle.100 Most of the instances where Re or AmunRe are called
'king' refer either to mythical101 or to celestial kingship.102 But there are hymns which
accumulate royal epithets in a way which cannot b e explained in terms of mythical or
celestial kingship: they ob viously refer to political kingship, insinuating that god,
since he is the only protector and saviour, is the only true king as well. The most
explicit hymns in this respect, alas unpub lished, are written on the verso of the Leiden
Papyrus of the Admonitions — of all places.103
98

P 136-7. For the concept of Magic as being a weapon, cf. also Derchain 1987.

99

See Assmann 1975, 66.
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The most explicit account of the Golden Age and its decline is contained in the Book of the
Heavenly Cow, see Hornung 1982; cf Kakosy 1964.
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These instances have been collected and carefully analyzed by Luft 1978.
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I understand the term 'celestial kingship' to include the title 'king of gods,' constantly associated
with Amun(Re) and relating to the idea of presidency over the divine world. This concept is
common both to the Classical Dogma and to N ear Eastern religions in general where there is
always a chief of the pantheon. To denote this structure, E. Voegelin has coined the term
'summodeism.'
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Zandee 1975. Zandee does not make the necessary distinctions between mythical, 'celestial' and
political kingship (let alone eschatological which is the Judaeo-Christian concept) and thus
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unpublished text.
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As is well known, Amun rules his state by giving oracles. This institution, too,
becomes increasingly common already during the New Kingdom. Oracles are only the
institutionalized form of divine manifestations including dreams, omina, and those
interventions which are subsumed under the term b3w 'manifestation of (punishing)
power,' 104 all of these being characteristic of Ramessid culture and affecting its
political structure. The base of royal legitimation changes. The 'initial installation'
comes to appear insufficient: what counts is hzwt, 'favour, blessing, success,' as in the
private sphere. Ramses II builds his image not so much on his 'initial installation' than
on a divine intervention in his favour, the event in Kadesh,' 05 and is followed in this
respect by Merenptah and Ramses III. Merenptah interprets his victory over the
Libyans as a sign, that "Re has turned his face again towards Egypt"106 and in a hymn
to Ramses VI we read "Amun has turned his face toward Egypt."107 History ceases to
be a 'ritual,' 108 it becomes the test and the touching stone of a king's legitimacy and
gains a quite new significance.109
The king, being reduced to the necessity of gaining god's favour and by this fact
being subject to god's judgment of his actions as everybody else has recourse to the
virtues of piety, too. The piety of the king is of course a very central idea also in the
context of the Classical Dogma. But there it is regarded as a question of engagement
in temple building and donations and not so much as a question of inner attitude. This
changes already remarkably with Hatshepsut whose inscriptions profess a peculiar
devotion. But all this is still a far cry from the confession of personal piety which
Ramses III110 had inscribed on a tablet of silver and dedicated to his memorial temple
in Karnak,111 or from the text on another stela:
In your great name I trust,
with your designs I fill myself,
doing benefactions for you with loving heart.
Y ou are the great lord of him who trusts in him,
the protector of him who approaches him.

104

Borghouts 1982. See now also Griffiths 1988.

105

Assmann 83/84; Ockinga 1987; Goedicke (ed.) 1985.
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KRIIV , 19.1
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Condon 1978, 12 line 4; 20; 30. Note that already Sinuhe 'read' his victory over the champion of
Retenu as a sign of god's reconciliation.
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Hornung 1966.
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See especially Albrektson 1967 for similar conceptions in the Near East. Cf. also Assmann 1983d.
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But Ramses III., in the Great Harris Papyrus redacted in his name by his son Ramses IV ., provides
also the best illustration for the ever increasing importance of donations and temple building in
the frame of the new concept of piety. All this is too well known to need fuller treatment here.

111
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Breath, water and life are in your grasp,
S alvation and Health are with you." 2
The king puts himself in the same position of the weak, looking for a protector, as do
the other people. He even urges god: "Be my protector!"." 3
In the context of the new theology of the will, metaphorically speaking, the 'palace'
fades and the 'temple' grows. With the classical conception Egypt loses her political
vision, her "S taatsidee."" 4 There does not seem to be any political vision of particular
importance to be implied in the new theology. Its increasing influence leads to a rapid
disintegration of the state and to a shrinking of political horizon from 'empire' to
'temple' (in the sense of prJmn, the temple estate). The theocracy of the 21st Dynasty
is a comparatively provincial affair. This is strongly reminiscent of Amarna religion,
which has also been connected with a similarly abrupt shrinking of horizon. There
seems to be a link between direct theocracy and the reduction of radius. But in every
other respect, the contrast to Amarna is perfect: nothing more absurd than the idea of
Aten giving oracles, intervening in daily affairs.
3.2.4 Sociology of divine will.
With regard to the sociological implications of the new theology, we may try the same
operation as for the political aspect: start from the end. There can be no doubt about
the ultimate consequences of the theology of will. The final state of Egyptian
civilization could be characterized by the term of 'clericalization' of society. The
priests form the leading intellectual and economic elite," 5 the temples become the
centers of both economic and spiritual-intellectual wealth. This process evidently
starts already in the New Kingdom." 6
There are two observations to be made. 1) The replacement of 'wisdom' by 'piety.'
The old elite was based on the concept of Maat and the ideal of the wise official who
by his knowledge of the writings, his self-control and his administrative experience
achieves harmony in his own affairs and in society in general. The new elite is based
not on social wisdom but on piety, which does not seem to imply a strong idea of
social obligations. On the contrary: the intensification of the god-man-relationship is
at the expense of social coherence, quite in the same way as the political significance
of divine rule drains the concept of pharaonic empire. Corruption and social insecurity
grow during the Ramessid period to an alarming degree." 7
112

KRI V, 239; Assmann 1983a, 265f.
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pHarris, Ae HG Nr. 197.
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2. The rise of clerics." 8 The will of god need s to be interpreted and to be translated
into actions and institutions. A theology of will inevitably would give rise to the
emergence of a new class of d iviners, interpreters and prophets. This is what can be
observed to happen d uring the course of the New Kingd om. The oracular priest,
preparing and record ing the oracular d ecisions is quite a common figure in Ramessid
society. Priests were also occupied in find ing out the cause of a calamity and in fixing
the cond itions of possibly reconciliating the offend ed d eity." 9 But what is more
d ecisive still is the emergence of d ivination, which seems to have been quite foreign to
ancient Egypt, in contrast to Mesopotamia. Diviners are repeated ly mentioned 120 and a
d ivination manual has been found at Der el Med inah.121 Above all, the entourage of
Pharaoh seems now to acquire its characteristic appearance, which is so familiar to us
from the biblical record s. The hartummim, who surround Pharaoh in the stories about
Moses and Joseph in the function of councillors, d ream-read ers, d iviners and
magicians, correspond etymologically and functionally to the hrjw tp who appear in
the dedicatory inscription of Ramses II,'22 in pVandier123 and in the Setne novel.124
The sources of the period and above all pVand ier d raw a picture of the social life in
the time of later New Kingd om which is rather sinister. The temples prosper from the
d onations of pious kings, whereas the people, bereft of the protection and confid ence
in Maat, suffered from violence, d istrust and poverty. Such a hiatus between the
prosperity of the temples and that of the people seems unthinkable in official id eology,
but it is exactly what is d epicted in the tale of pVand ier. The accumulating scand als
and affairs fit perfectly into the picture of social corruption and d isintegration.
Egypt, d uring this ongoing crisis, proved incapable of find ing an alternative to the
waning concept of Maat. The movement of Personal Piety and the theology of will d id
not break through toward s a novel vision of political and social ord er, to be based on
religious id eas. The history of the late New Kingd om thus provid es an impressive
example of the d estructive forces which a theology of will and its human counterpart,
piety, may imply. The exclusive self-commitment to the will of God may foster social
and political d isintegration, as long as solid arity and brotherhood are not expressly
recognized to be just what God wants man to realize. This is obviously the
achievement not of Egypt but of Israel. It seems to me very symbolic that Israelite
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See esp. Eisensta dt 1985.
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For the institutions of 'Persona l Piety' see Borghouts 1982. Note, however, tha t the 'wise woma n'
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priest, see Borghouts ibd. 24—27.
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religion, which according to the scriptures went through its decisive formative phase
in Egypt, can be regarded as the solution to the problem which had arisen in Egypt
and caused its decline. The solution is the command to love your fellow like yourself
(L eviticus 19.18). The man-society-relationship cannot be transferred to the man-godrelationship (and vice-versa). A new form of social linkage must be found and
established, wherein both relations are retained in mutual reinforcement. This new
form is 'religion' in the strong sense which Israel seems to have been the first to
realize. It always establishes a triangular relationship: God — Man — Community.
The Hebrew concept of covenant (berit) and the corresponding inner attitude of
'faith,' 'emunah translated by pistis in the Septuagint) refer to this triangle. It
encompasses the attitudes of Man towards God and towards the community, and of
God toward individual Man and the People. In Egypt, the concept of 'people' in the
emphatic sense of a religious community — Hebr. 'am as opposed to goyim, 'gentiles'
— is missing, where the collectivity as a possible partner of God is embodied in, and
thus monopolized by Pharaoh. Maat had in fact established a 'triangular relationship'
between Man, God, and Community. After the decline of the concept of Maat, a
similar order could only be established by converting the collective identity embodied
in 'Pharaoh' into the idea of religious brotherhood.
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