Examples of successful discussion papers (marked low Distinction or high Merit)

Example 1
Was Thoth the only deity associated with the scribes' personal piety?
Scribes in Ancient Egypt were a fundamental part in the superstructure of the state, fulfilling a variety of roles pertaining – but not dependent on – writing and literacy. Their roles were plentiful and varied; from simple copyists without a required reading ability[1], to high officials in the pharaoh’s court who compaginated their scribal duties with other administrative or religious positions – it is even possible that literacy was required for the highest official ranks[2]. That is why scribal duty received high praise within the Egyptian society, as the ‘Satire of the Trades’, attributed to Khety, attests; in it, the author encourages his son to pursue a career in writing, for it was the best to be had[3].
However, the translation of the Egyptian word zXA.w into “scribe” is not without its nuances, for the ancient Egyptian conception of a scribe was wider than our modern idea of it. Following the etymology of the Egyptian term, zXA.w derives from the verb zXA, which meant both “to write” and “to draw”[4] and, as such, the term “scribe” should encompass, in Ancient Egyptian contexts, artistic attributions as well. This blurred line between writing and artistry is exemplified in hieroglyphic texts and drawings, which in most cases seem to be one and the same given the pictorial nature of the signs and the essentialist approach that presides all over Egyptian art. This broader scope of scribal connotations elevates some concerns, such as the conception of art and of artists in Ancient Egypt, the internal divisions that must have taken place between the different types of scribes, or – what I aspire to focus in on this assignment –, if there was a common personal piety uniting all of these different capabilities united by the verb zXA and, if that was the case, if there was a unique deity concentrating this religiosity or if there were a multiplicity of divinities scribes could look up to.
Personal piety “should be understood as the part of [the closeness to the divine] that focuses on the religious experience of the individual”[5] and, in the scribe’s case, their relationship with the divine is almost always seen as being expressed through and to Thoth, as he was known as the scribal god and performed duties akin to the scribes in the mythical sphere, such as recording the ceremony of the weighing of the heart[6], inscribing the King’s name on the ished tree, enforcing the laws of maat[7] or acting as a ‘chief judge’, being identified with the vizier’s duties[8]. There should not be stated, however, that Thoth had only these attributions, as he is one of the oldest deities in Egyptian religion[9] and contains a multitude of forms and designations, being one of the least static deities in the Egyptian cosmos, going from having lunar properties since its very first depictions to being assimilated into the syncretic form of Hermes Trismegistus during the Greco-Roman period[10]. As such, it is possible to theorize about the confluence of the scribal attributions of Thoth with his original moon associations, both in time and space. Was his association with writers always a part of his characterization – even if it were in a minor way that needn’t leave traces in a physical form –, or, on the contrary, was it a later evolution in the conception of the god? If the latter was the case, was there an original scribal deity whom the earliest scribes felt connected with that continued to be venerated by them in later times?
The special relationship between Thoth and scribes has been attested all throughout primal sources, from works of literature like the Book of Thoth – a dialogue between a wisdom-seeking disciple and a master characterized as Thoth that, according to Quack, could have been the ritual for the initiation to the scribal profession[11] – to archaeological findings such as an 18th Dynasty beautiful votive statuette of Thoth looking over a scribe (Louvre E 1154). There are not, however, many instances of archaeological evidence that attest to scribes interacting in a special way with other divinities, which does not mean that there were not any of them; only that either they have not survived the passage of time, or that they were not expressed in a form or material that could have withstood thousands of centuries. That is why we should look at mythos to try to look for other deities that might have been important to the scribal tradition. For instance, there are two divinities associated with Thoth, each one related to his two main attributes: Khonsu and Seshat.
Khonsu was mostly associated with the lunar capacities of Thoth, as he was also a lunar deity. Represented as a falcon-headed man, an anthropomorphic young male wrapped in bandages, or as a human child (as part of the Theban triad[12]), he was typically depicted with a headdress in the shape of a full moon above a crescent one. He also appeared as quite a violent deity, especially in early dates as well as in myths and rituals, but later on he became associated with fate, judgement and punishment. Moreover, a baboon form of Khonsu was considered the Keeper of the Book of the End of Year[13]. Now, it is quite possible that this later association with more lawful activities, and especially his baboon form, appeared through his association with Thoth, but nevertheless, it does not diminish the fact that scribes, especially those in charge of documents similar to the Book of the End of the year, could have practice especial devotion to this later form.
On the other hand, Seshat was heavily associated with Thoth’s scribal duties, as she was said to be the goddess of writing and measurement, as well as ruler of the books, sharing Thoth’s occupation of divine scribe[14] and having a direct relationship to the lunar god, be it as her sister, her spouse or even as her daughter. She was always depicted in human form, with a leopard skin over her dress and a complex headdress that depicted an emblem that resembled a rosette or a seven-pointed star, often below a crescent moon-like symbol akin to downturned horns. She is known as early as the 2nd dynasty assisting the king in the cord ceremony, and as such she is frequently depicted as patron of builders. She also aided Thoth with the writing of the king’s name in the ished tree, and presided over record keeping, accounting, census taking, as well as over all libraries and collections of texts. Although she did not have any formal cult, she appeared in the foundation ceremony of every building due to her attributions of goddess of measurements and foundations, and as such she was part of all religious buildings as well[15].
Given her early depictions and identifications with the written world, I believe it is very likely she was the object of some form of personal piety from scribes. It is also interesting to note that, given her attributions with measurements, she was said to preside over canons[16], not only in architecture but also in art, functioning as a possible goddess for scribes with more ‘artistic’ duties to devote themselves to. Thoth and Seshat were commonly depicted as a duo of deities, and as such, it is not unthinkable of to suspect both divinities received cult with a gender-specific split. There are some, albeit few, instances of women scribes in Egyptian sources[17], so we do know this was a possibility. We must mention, however, the implicit gender bias in patriarchal societies, and so it is possible that either piety demonstrations to Seshat were disregarded as unimportant or made in worse materials than those to Thoth. In Luiselli’s words: “Given the fact that the majority of written sources was authored by men […] the picture we get of Egyptian personal piety and religious practice is influenced by gender issues of both ancient and modern times[18]”.
One last deity I would like to discuss is none other than Isis, as, in a document referred to as the ‘Isis Aretalogy of Kyme-Memphis’, dating to the first or second century BC, she proclaims that “with Hermes [Thoth] I invented letters, both sacred and uncommon”, partnering her with Thoth in the creation of writing. One of the later attributes of Isis was as the goddess of wisdom, and as such, she became intertwined with Thoth in Greco-Roman times[19]. Even if the dates are from a time when permeability within the Egyptian religion was at its highest and scribes and scholars of that time were probably engaged in the worship of not only Thoth but other similar deities from nearby cultures, I still believe it is worth noting it.
In conclusion, there is a strong possibility of scribes’ personal piety being directed towards deities other than Thoth – although he undoubtably was the most important divinity in that sphere –, and the further research of depictions of these other gods in Egyptian sources as well as a closer look at known scribes – starting from the ones depicted in Allon & Navralitova’s – will help depict a better understanding of the personal beliefs and religiosity of the backbone of Ancient Egypt’s state machine.
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Example 2

Is Atenism Monotheistic?
After finishing this paper, it came to my attention that the day after this paper is submitted for the purpose of discussion, the class will be focused upon the topic of Atenism and if it is or is not a monotheistic religion. As such, I hope that this paper will give some additional guidance and information in order to foster further discussion on this hotly contested question.
In order to determine if Atenism is monotheistic, however, a definition must be agreed upon for what it means to be “monotheistic”. As is noted by Herberner (2013: 617) in their article titled “On the Term ‘Monotheism’”, the term of “monotheism” does not have a single, agreed upon definition, being able to refer to the belief in the existence of a single divine entity, the belief in a sovereign deity presiding over a pantheon, and the belief in a range of deities that are all manifestations of a single other deity. Due to all of these possible definitions, there are very few religious beliefs that one would not fit broadly into the category of “monotheism”. In order to solve this problem of the broad application of “monotheism”, Herberner (2013: 641) suggests the defining of “monotheism” as “the belief in one true god, and the implicit or explicit exclusion of other gods as non-existent, demons, or the like.” As this definition fits the general description of the primary, non-Egyptian religion often placed beside Atenism–that religion being Judaism–I believe this definition to be the most beneficial to the discussion of if Atenism is monotheistic.
With the definition of “monotheism” distinguished for the purposes of this discussion, information both for and against Atenism as a monotheistic religion can be presented. Hoffmeier (2015) directly addresses this question in a chapter of his book Akhenaten and the Origins of Monotheism entitled “Is Atenism Monotheism?”, which I have found to function as a concentrated form of the multiple arguments for Atenism as monotheism. In this chapter, Hoffmeier argues that Atenism is monotheistic based upon evidence of the persecution of the cults to other deities during the period of Akhenaten’s reign. This, according to Hoffmeier (2015: 2), is best seen in the treatment of images of and temples to Amun, who was considered the chief deity of Egypt at the time. Hoffmeier (2015: 3) suggests that when the pharaoh changed his name from Amenhotep IV–a name that references Amun–to Akhenaten–a name that references Aten–in order to signal a change that does not appear in the historical record where Akhenaten banned the worship of deities other than Aten. This, according to Hoffmeier (2015: 4) is further supported by a stela of Akhenaten’s successor suggesting that the temples to the gods had fallen into ruin and the gods had abandoned Egypt, thus leading to the necessity for their restoration, often using the materials that had been previously used to build temples to Aten. The name change was also accompanied by the replacing of Akhenaten’s old name with his new name on temples. Hoffmeier (2015) ultimately argues that it is irrelevant if the temples to deities other than Aten were shut down by order of Akhenaten or if they fell into ruin due to the withdrawal of royal financing, the fact that they were allowed to fall to ruin is proof that they were suppressed under the rule of Akhenaten.
In direct discussion of the treatment of Amun as a show of Atenism’s non-acceptance of other deities, Hoffmeier (2015: 2) says that the penis on a depiction of Min, a fertility deity, was mutilated in Karnak, which Hoffmeier suggests was an anti-Amun act. There is no explanation, however, of why the mutilation of a depiction of a different deity would be done in order to protest the position of a different deity. In more direct attacks, there is evidence Tell el-Borg and several sites in Nubia that the name of Amun was chiseled off of temples and stelae (Hoffmeier 2015). At the Gebel Barkal Stela of Thutmose III in Nubia it is noted that the only name that was removed was that of Amun while the names of other deities were not damaged. It is noted that the names of other deities were removed at other sites, usually when being referred to in the plural, though Hoffmeier (2015) states that there does not seem to be a consistent application as to when names were allowed or removed. Hoffmeier (2015) also notes that many instances of Amun or references to deities such as Re that were allowed to remain still saw the removal of a hieroglyph (𓀭) that indicates the incarnated form of a deity as an attack upon the idea of deities having incarnated forms in contrast to Aten, which was only portrayed as the disk of the sun by the end of Akhenaten’s reign. Finally, it is claimed that violence against ‘pagan’ worship is a hallmark of monotheistic belief (Hoffmeier 2015). It may be noted that I did not include this in the discussion of the definition of monotheism that opened this discussion–and perhaps that in itself is worthy of discussion–due to my belief that while monotheism is often accompanied by violence against non-monotheistic religions, it is not required in order for a religion to be monotheistic.
With the argument for Atenism as monotheistic laid out, the argument against this belief can be discussed. This portion of the paper can be considered my argument for the purposes of discussion, as I find the primary points of the argument for Atenism as monotheism to be ill-founded or broadly speculative. Beginning with the first point I made note of by Hoffmeier (2015) regarding the changing of the pharaoh’s name from Amenhotep IV to Akhenaten, there is no question that this naming change occurred. It is also beyond question that temples that were built prior to the change in name were corrected with Akhenaten’s new moniker, but the evidence presented by Hoffmeier to support this event signifying the suppression of deities that were not Aten is not present. Hoffmeier (2015) supports this claim through the suggestion that while no edict survives declaring other religions illegal, the defacing of the temples of Amun is proof enough. At this point, before continuing further with my refutation of Hoffmeier, it becomes important to note that I do not disagree with the assertion that the worship of Amun was suppressed, though I do disagree with the premise that the suppression of one deity is enough to infer an overall of suppression of worship of deities to the point of making Atenism a monotheistic religion. It is, in my opinion, more likely that Akhenaten did not intend to create a monotheistic religion but to create a new chief deity that placed greater authority within the role of pharaoh. Wilkinson (2003: 238) states that the pharaoh Akhenaten placed himself as the sole individual with access to Aten, going so far as to see that the highest ranking priest of Aten was called the priest of Akhenaten, indicating an elevated position of the pharaoh in Akhenaten’s religion of Atenism. With this explained, I am able to return to Hoffmeier (2015) and explain why the defacing of the temples of Amun is not proof enough of Akhenaten and Atenism’s hostility towards the wider pantheon of Egyptian deities. The primary proof of this is the inconsistent application of the destruction of the names of gods other than Amun, with the name Montu–a name for Thoth–being untouched at the Gebel Barkal Stela of Thutmose III, as well as the same name along with Horus, Re, and other gods being left untouched at the temple of Amun-Re in Karnak. Even the destruction of the hieroglyphic suggesting an incarnated god can also be interpreted as suggesting the Amun portion of Amun-Re, as the sun disk representing Re is left intact while the anthropomorphic deity sign is removed. The basic question that must be asked, which causes the whole argument to fall apart in my opinion, is why would one deity–Amun–be so thoroughly targeted for removal from all sites and other deities be allowed to remain. The simple reason is stated by Wilkinson (2003: 238) that these other deities were not suppressed, as is suggested by Hoffmeier (2015) and the only deity that was suppressed was Amun. The sparse cases where other deities were removed can be considered proof that no edict was sent out by the pharaoh Akhenaten to order the removal of all other deities from Egyptian religion, but that there may have been some such order regarding Amun. As for why the other deities were removed in some cases, it is not clear, though it may have either been due to orders being unclear or simply by mistake, but the only deity that can be considered to have been targeted directly is Amun.
As for why the stela of Akhenaten’s successor would have focused upon a great deal of negatives concerning Akhenaten, it is well recorded that the worship of Aten quickly declined after Akhenaten’s death and the orthodox priesthood quickly regained control of Egypt’s religious systems (Wilkinson 2003). As such, it is not unreasonable to assume that the next pharaoh would not have wanted to challenge the priesthood for control while Egypt was still adjusting from the previous change in power and attempt at shifting the religion of Egypt.
Overall, it is my opinion that Atenism was not monotheistic by the definition given at the beginning of the paper, and while it may have focused upon Aten as the chief deity and made some unique claims within Egyptian religion–by way of Aten having no humanoid or animal form–it was not intended to usher in the worship of a single deity and spurn all others.
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