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In 1350 B.C.E., during the golden age of the 18th Dynasty, when Akhenaten became pharaoh, Egypt was the world’s superpower. It was a rich, stable country with strong foreign allies and vassal states who paid tribute, and the Egyptian people prospered and were content with their religious orthodoxy and much-loved and powerful state god Amun. However, during his short 17-year reign, Akhenaten attempted to lead a religious revolution. Egypt fell from its superpower status to a much-weakened country because of enemy threats on its northern borders and the loss of critical vassal states. Pharaoh Akhenaten and his religious revolution were blamed for Egypt’s decline.    
During the 18th and 19th centuries, many Egyptologists who saw the world through a biased monotheistic perspective described Akhenaten as an idealistic, visionary thinker who courageously attempted to lead Egypt from an antiquated polytheistic religion to a progressive monotheistic religion but failed because Egypt was not ready for a world with one God. I disagree with that theory and will explain why Akhenaten failed to revolutionize Egypt’s three-thousand-year-old orthodox religion.
Pharaoh Akhenaten’s religious revolution failed primarily because the Egyptian people were unable and unwilling to embrace Akhenaten’s new theology, which did not align with Egypt’s already ingrained and well-established religious apparatus of beliefs, myths, rituals, and festivals that met the ancient Egyptian people’s religious needs.  
Pre-Amarna Religion
To understand why Egyptians could not and would not accept a radical deviation from their current religious apparatus, one must first understand the role and degree that religion played in ancient Egyptian lives. Religion was so integral to ancient Egyptians that it permeated all aspects of Egyptian lives at all levels and defined their cultural essence: their cosmological and moral belief systems and, ultimately, their reason for being. When Herodotus visited Egypt around the mid 400’s BCE, he was so impressed with the Egyptian’s extreme piety that he wrote in his book on travels to Egypt: “They [the Egyptians] are religious to excess, beyond any nation in the world” (Herodotus 21). 
In addition to permeating all aspects of Egyptian life, it is noteworthy that the ancient Egyptian religion was rooted in Egypt's prehistory and endured for over 3,000 years with minimal changes in its fundamental beliefs and cultural practices. As Emily Teeter mentions in Religion and Ritual in Ancient Egypt, “For more than three thousand years, the Egyptians maintained generally the same outlook on the world, making theirs one of the most conservative and unchanging societies yet known. Reverence for the past was a major feature of the Egyptian mind and one that had an enormous impact on culture and religion” (Teeter 13).  
Jan Assman also highlighted the stability of the Egyptian religion in his book, The Mind of Egypt: “…the Egyptians succeeded in building a state and a society as fabled for their stability as for their wisdom, justice, and piety” (Assman 163). While it is true that some of their religious beliefs were modified over time (e.g., the prominence of specific gods fluctuated), the Egyptians generally resisted change. They believed that the gods created Egypt in its ideal, perfect form at the beginning of time. “…the condition of the world at the beginning of time was fresh and perfect because the gods created it so. To modify those early forms or to discard them was not seen as progress but as a corruption of the state of perfection. Recalling the past through physical imitation of its patterns was seen as an important element in preserving continuity and predictability and hence in preserving an orderly society” (Teeter 13). 

As stated above, while there were modifications to Egyptian theology, the general religious beliefs over 3,000 years remained the same. Four major Egyptian religious beliefs that generally remained constant and continued to permeate all aspects of their lives and define their cultural essence include 1) belief in Ma’at; 2) preoccupation with the concept of death and life after death; 3) belief in many gods; and 4) the necessity for personal relationships, communications, rituals and celebrations with god(s). 
Amarna Religion
As previously mentioned, religion was ingrained in every facet of ancient Egyptian society, shaping their cultural identity through cosmological beliefs, moral values, and existential purpose. However, during Akhenaten’s reign from 1353 to 1336 BCE, Akhenaten attempted to overhaul virtually every facet of Egyptian religion, including Ma’at, the belief in many gods, the concept of life after death, and accessibility to gods. 
Ma’at
Pre-Amarna Period: Ma’at
One of the most important ancient Egyptian concepts is Ma’at, which encompasses truth, balance, order, harmony, law, morality, justice, and righteousness. Maat is the fundamental order of the universe maintained by the gods and pharaohs, embodied in the ethical and moral principles that every Egyptian citizen was expected to follow. The concept of Ma’at was integral to the governance of society, influencing laws, justice, and the actions of the pharaohs, who were seen as earthly representatives of the gods tasked with upholding Ma’at. Erik Hornung aptly describes the importance of Ma’at in Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt, the One and the Many:
“Maat is the order, the just measure of things, that underlies the world; it is the perfect state of things toward which one should strive and which is in harmony with the creator god’s intentions. This state is always being disturbed, and unremitting effort is necessary to recreate it in its original purity. Like the injured and perpetually healed “eye of Horus,” Maat therefore symbolizes this pristine state of the world” (Hornung, 1996, p. 213).  
The Egyptians deeply respected the sacred order and moral guidelines created by Ma'at at the dawn of humanity’s creation. Any deviation from this divine blueprint, crafted by the gods in primordial times, was perceived as a departure from the ideal and perfect state. As a foundational part of the Egyptian religion, Ma’at was present in most temples.
“There is scarcely an Egyptian temple that does not include among its many representations of cult scenes the “offering of Maat.” The king, who when in the presence of gods, is the representative of the entire world of humanity, holds up the presents a figure of Maat, which is shown as a squatting goddess with the hieroglyph of an ostrich feather on her head” (Hornung, 1996, p. 214). 
Amarna Period: Maat
Akhenaten reshaped the ideal cosmic and social order established by the gods at the dawn of creation. The perfectly created cosmic order encompassed truth, justice, balance, order, harmony, law, morality, and righteousness, providing the ideal framework for Egyptians to live a harmonious life of order and stability.
While Akhenaten continued to believe in Ma’at, he narrowed the definition of Ma’at to “truth” (i.e., excluded justice, morality, and order) and limited Ma’at’s proprietorship solely to Aten, which traditionally included other gods/goddesses, especially the goddess Ma’at, daughter of the sun god Re. “The old relationship between cosmic and social order was replaced by a unified universe with man as partner of a divine action. Ma’at disappeared from the cosmos and became ‘truth’ rather than justice in society. The king was son of, and coregent with, Aten” (Ridley 165). 
Furthermore, Akhenaten believed that only he knew what “truth” meant. “No truth can come from anyone but the king; no teaching but his is accepted” (Redford 47 - 61). Because only Akhenaten knew what the “truth” meant, only he could teach his subjects. Tomb inscriptions of Akhenaten’s officials indicate that he believed that part of his responsibility as pharaoh was to educate his subjects about Ma’at. The passage below is taken from the Great Hymn to Aten, found inscribed on Tomb 25 of Aye, indicating that Akhenaten imparted knowledge of Ma'at to Aye (a short-lived king who followed Tutankhamun, likely part of the extended royal family, perhaps Nefertiti’s father).
“He has placed Ma’at in my innermost being. My abomination is falsehood, for I know that Waenra [Akhenaten’s first cartouche name], my lord, rejoices in Ma’at…My lord instructed me just so that I might practice his teaching…my lord, who constructs people, brings lifetime into being and makes a good fate for his favourite, [whose] heart is satisfied with Ma’at, whose abomination is falsehood. How prosperous is he who hears your teaching of life…” (Murnane 111).  
Even though inscriptions (from the Great Hymn) frequently mention a “teaching” or “instruction,” there is no evidence of Akhenaten’s teachings, writings, or opinions about the ideology or cosmological beliefs of Ma’at. Evidently, Akhenaten only verbally taught his subjects about Ma’at.  


Problem with Atenism & Ma’at
 Akhenaten's new religion narrowly and vaguely defined Ma’at as “truth.” By limiting the definition of Ma’at to “truth,” he omitted other important facets of the pre-Amarna definition of Ma’at, which provided the ideal framework for Egyptians to live a harmonious life of order and stability.  Besides “truth,” the broader pre-Amarna definition of Ma’at includes balance, order, harmony, law, morality, justice, and righteousness. Akhenaten reduced a foundational part of the Egyptian belief system to a superficial and ill-defined term. There is no evidence that Akhenaten defined the term “truth,” even though inscriptions on Aye’s tomb wall assert that he taught his subjects about Ma’at (truth).
Atenism also eliminated all of Egypt’s ancient myth stories, including the creation myth story of Ma’at, which is a key element of Egyptian culture. Atenism also limited the proprietorship of Ma’at to Aten and himself. By doing so, he eliminated the sacredness of the word Ma’at, symbolized by the goddess Ma’at, who wore a hieroglyph of an ostrich feather on her head. The ostrich feather hieroglyph is linked to concepts of truth, justice, harmony, and the pursuit of cosmic balance.
Afterlife Beliefs 
[bookmark: _Hlk167482322]Pre-Amarna Period: Afterlife Beliefs
The ancient Egyptians were preoccupied with death and, more specifically, the existence beyond it. They believed in the resurrection myth of Osiris, who died and was resurrected by his wife, Isis, because the myth symbolized the hope for eternal life. Per the myth, after Osiris was resurrected, he presided over the Hall of Ma'at, where deceased souls were judged. The deceased's heart was weighed against the feather of Ma'at, representing truth and justice. Osiris and other deities oversaw this process to determine the deceased soul's fate. Those deemed worthy after the judgment process were joined by Osiris in the Field of Reeds, a paradisiacal realm where they would live in peace and happiness for eternity. This was seen as the ultimate reward for living a righteous life. However, if the deceased’s soul’s heart weighed more than Ma’at’s feather (due to living an immoral life), they would be devoured by the demon Ammit, leading to a second death. 
The Egyptians' belief in the Osiris myth comforted them because they knew they controlled their fate. Notably, the opportunity for rebirth into eternal bliss was extended to all Egyptians, regardless of wealth or social status, with adherence to Ma’at's moral code as the sole criterion. Consequently, the Egyptians embraced the concept of "free will" in their spiritual beliefs because it enabled them to control the future destiny of their soul by living a virtuous life on earth.  
Amarna Period: Afterlife Beliefs
Pre-Armana religious beliefs about life after death include intricate myths and a voluminous number of funerary texts such as inscriptions on tomb walls, coffins, papyri, and books such as the Amduat, the Book of Gates, and the Book of the Dead. These funerary texts are highly detailed, describing the judgment process, the journey to eternal bliss, and life in paradise for the deceased. In contrast, little is said about the afterlife in the Amarna Period. Akhenaten does not mention the Osiris myth, the funerary texts, or any of the gods involved in the judgment process. What is clear is that the King alone, determined the deceased’s afterlife. As described in the Great Hymn to Aten inscribed on the tomb walls of Aye:
“May you be given offerings and provisions, and may you receive sacrificial food which is the king’s to give [with] bread, beer and food at every place of yours. May your name be firm on your tomb, and may every generation invoke you when it comes into being. May you occupy your place which is the king’s to give in the necropolis of Akhet-Aten” (Murnane 119). 
Akhenaten ignored/rejected the Osiris myth, funerary texts, and gods involved in the judgment process, including Ma’at and the “weighing of the heart scenes.” Per Hornung in Akhenaten and the Religion of Light, “Beliefs regarding the afterlife at Amarna can thus be summarized quite simply: the dead slept at night, and in the daytime, they accompanied Aten and the royal family to the Great Temple, where all were provisioned” (Hornung, 2001, p.102). Therefore, instead of hoping to spend eternity in heaven by following strict moral rules per the Ma’at “42 negative confessions,” the elite tomb owners had to petition Akhenaten, Nefertiti, and the Aten to receive a burial and offerings and to see the sun god after death as evidenced by the shrines with statues of the tomb owners where offerings would be left. An example of a death scene was found in the Amarna Tomb 1 of Huya (overseer of the royal harem and the treasuries and steward of the great royal wife, Tiye), which included a wall scene showing the details of funerary rites for the deceased. 
The rejection of Osiris myths and related judgment rituals is evident when comparing the tomb walls in Armana to those in the Valley of the Kings. Unlike the Valley of the King's tombs, Amarna's tomb walls show loyal subjects adoring the royal family.  
“Akhenaten’s own tomb at Amarna stands in contrast with what can be found in the Valley of the Kings. There are no depictions of the Otherworld, evidence that he had rejected mythical narrative as a way of exploring what could be thought about but not seen. Eternity, for him, was nothing more mysterious than the daily greeting of the Aten.”  (Kemp, 255).

Problem with Atenism and Afterlife Beliefs
Under Atenism, Egyptians lost their free will to control their life-after-death destiny by living a virtuous life on earth because the justice ideology of Ma’at was eliminated. Atenism “replaced a sense of pride in moral behavior with a mindless loyalty to the king as the sole dispenser of one’s old age and afterlife” (Teeter 194).
Also, Akhenaten disregarded the Osiris resurrection myth, leaving people no hope for a better future after death.  A religion that does not provide people with justice, hope and myth stories is ineffective. 
God(s) 
Pre-Amarna Period: Many Anthropomorphic Gods 
The ancient Egyptian belief system comprised of a sophisticated network of polytheistic faiths, encompassing around 1,500 deities and an array of meticulously defined religious ceremonies deeply interwoven into Egyptian society. Religion permeated every facet of ancient Egyptian life for all levels of society. “The ability of the people from all strata of society to turn to their gods at any time and for any reason underscores the immediacy of religion and the ways in which faith was incorporated into all aspects of Egyptian life” (Teeter 103). 
The ancient Egyptian gods and goddesses held a central role in the ancient Egyptian belief system and were revered for over 3,000 years. Over 1,500 deities have been identified, permeating every facet of Egyptian life, including gods of creation, kingship, afterlife, occupation, and domestic well-being. They were commonly portrayed with attributes of both humans and animals, each entrusted with overseeing distinct facets of existence. For instance, Thoth, represented with the head of an Ibis, presided over writing and wisdom, while Horus, depicted with the head of a falcon, reigned as the god of sovereignty. This blending of human and animal features (anthropomorphic representation) allowed the gods to embody various qualities and powers, making them more relatable and accessible to those who worshipped them. Additionally, it communicated the gods' roles and attributes visually, aiding in their identification and understanding within Egyptian religious and cultural contexts.
Amarna Period: One Abstract God
Akhenaten’s new religion only recognized one God: the sun god, Aten. However, Akhenaten did not invent the sun god. A sun god called Aten existed as long ago as the Twelfth Dynasty. In the Eighteenth Dynasty (possibly during the reign of Thutmose IV), a solar deity, Re-Harakhty, became a recognized deity who was depicted as a man with the head of a falcon surmounted by a sun’s disk. However, during Akhenaten’s fifth year of reign, the iconography of the sun god changed the familiar anthropomorphic solar deity Re-Harakhty into an abstract form: the light in the sun (represented by a sun disk) with descending rays named Aten. Per Akhenaten, Aten was the source of light and life for the whole creation. 
 The nature of Aten is best described in “The Great Hymn to the Aten,” parts of which are inscribed on the tomb walls of a few Armana officials. The most complete version of “The Great Hymn to the Aten” is preserved on the walls of Tomb 25, belonging to Aye. Per “The Great Hymn to Aten,” Aten is the only god and created the world: “O sole god, without another beside him! You create the earth according to your wish, being alone…” (Stevens 16). 
Problem with Atenism and One Abstract God 
For over 3,000 years, Egyptians believed in and found solace in many gods with anthropomorphic features that were relatable, accessible, and helpful. Changing from worshipping many familiar anthropomorphic, relatable, and accessible gods to one abstract, 
non-relatable and inaccessible god would have been impossible for any religious person to accept and/or achieve.  
Relationship with God 
Pre-Armana Period: Direct Relationship with God(s)
The ancient Egyptians maintained a close bond with their gods, finding them easily accessible, approachable, and dependable for assistance with significant and mundane matters. Gods were sought after for comfort, guidance, and resolution about matters as grave as infertility and illness to minor grievances like disputes with neighbors. 
Egyptians required direct contact with their gods, and the Egyptian religious framework facilitated their needs. Ancient Egyptian gods were easily accessible through prayer in Egyptian homes with alters, temples, and chapels. “Reliefs and inscriptions in temples indicate that there were parts of the structures [temples] that were commonly accessible to any worshipper whether in a state of priestly purity or not” (Teeter 77). “Other structures in and around temples were devoted specifically to enabling people to appeal to the god(s). One type is called a ‘chapel of the hearing ear,’ referring to the ear of god who hearkens to prayer” (Teeter 79). 
Ancient Egyptians believed deities could inhabit physical statues. Statues were not seen as mere representations of gods but as dwelling places for divine essence. The spirits (ba) of the deities were believed to dwell within physical statues constructed in their honor. Therefore, statues were cared for and given offerings as if the gods were present.
“The statue [of a god] functioned as a transient receptacle for the presence or essence (ba) of the god. The ba was a powerful force that was always potentially present in nature. The divine statue was provided as a physical form (ka) in which the ba could reside so that human beings could communicate with it” (Teeter 43).
Another important religious forum for ancient Egyptians was community festivals. City festivals were extremely important to Egyptians because they believed deities lived in cities, and each city was associated with a particular deity. Jan Assman stressed the importance of festivals in The Mind of Egypt:
“Festivals were the very foundation of the individual Egyptian’s social identity. His allegiance was in the first place to a town and its deity, and the fundamental structure of his social and religious integration was dramatized in the major processional feasts particular to each town” (Assman 223). 
Additionally, certain celebrations provided social bonding. For example, agriculture-related festivals coincided with significant points in the agricultural calendar and featured communal activities like singing, dancing, and feasting. 
Amarna Period: No Relationship with God
It is important to note that only Akhenaten and his family are shown on the tomb walls worshipping Aten. According to the Great Hymn, even though Aten was the god of the entire world, Aten was only accessible to the royal family. “Atenism was a very exclusive religion confined to the royal family, with the King as the only mediator between man and god” (Watterson 64). Therefore, personal piety consisted exclusively of the loyalty of Akhenaten. No other intermediary was available (Hornung, 2001, p. 56). This belief was a radical divergence from traditional Egyptian religious beliefs and customs. 
Below is a hymn of a Panehesy, a high-ranking official during the Amarna Period (Governor of the City and Overseer of the Royal Harem), demonstrating his loyalty and piety to Akhenaten: 
“Praise to you, oh my god, who built me, who determined good for me, who make me come into being and gave me bread, who create for me with his ka! I give praise to the height of heavens, I adore the lord of the Two Lands, Akhenaten: god of fate, giver of life, lord of command, light of every land, on whose gaze one lives. Nile of humankind, on whose ka one is sated.” 
During the Amarna Period, no city festivals occurred because there were no city gods.
Problems with the Atenism and Relationship with God 
Ancient Egyptians were devout and accustomed to frequent communication directly with their gods for consolation and guidance. However, under Akhenaten’s new religion, Egyptians could not communicate directly with the only approved state god, Aten. They lost control over an important aspect of their lives, while Akhenaten gained control and power over their lives. The Egyptian people’s inability to communicate directly with their gods must have been intolerable.
Ancient Egyptians believed that deities could inhabit physical statues; therefore, praying to a statute meant they were directly praying to their god. However, under Atenism, the only accepted god, Aten, was an abstract idea represented pictorially by the light of a solar disk with descending rays. Even if Egyptians could directly communicate with Aten, they would find it difficult to worship an unrelatable abstract god who never communicated (versus a god inhabiting a physical statute). 
Another intolerable aspect of Atenism was the lack of religious festivals, as articulated by Ronald Ridley in Akhenaten: A Historian’s View. “Another fundamental change was the loss of religious festivals. These were crucial to all Egyptians for their social identity, based on allegiance to a town and its deity” (Ridley 166).” 

Evidence that new religion did not work
There is much primary source evidence that many Egyptian people were unable and unwilling to adopt Atenism completely. Hundreds of votive offerings were discovered in Amarna households, temples, and burial sites. These offerings typically took the form of figurines representing women, animals, and deities presented to the gods as tokens of gratitude for their divine intervention (Teeter 87). 
Traditional deity figurines predominately included deities Best and Taweret. Other traditional deity figurines included Sobek, Isis, Thoth, Ptah, Mut, Amun, and Osiris. Amulets included Wadjet-eye, Best, Tawaret, and Amun (Hornung, 2001, p. 111). 
There is also evidence that some non-elite people living in Amarna continued to use traditional funerary gods and texts associated with Osiris in their coffin paintings.
Conclusion 
Unsurprisingly, Akhenaten’s new religion, Atenism, ended when he died.  
Unlike the pre-Amarna traditional polytheistic Egyptian religion, Atenism failed to provide the Egyptian people with the basic requirements of an effective religion: meaning and purpose, morality, ethics and social justice, hope, and comfort.
Atenism failed to provide Egyptians with meaning and purpose in life. It didn’t answer existential questions or offer explanations for mysteries of existence. Atenism also failed to provide morality, ethics, or social justice. The new religion only required adherents to be blindly loyal and obedient to Akhenaten. The pre-Amarna Egyptian religion provided meaning, purpose, morality, ethics, and social justice through the sacred order and moral guidelines of Ma’at.    
Lastly, Atenism failed to provide Egyptians with hope, comfort, and guidance. Before Atenism, Egyptians sought comfort, hope, and guidance by praying directly to their relatable and accessible god(s). The traditional Egyptian religion facilitated their needs by creating many forums to interact with their god(s): temples, chapels and statues of their god(s). Akhenaten failed to recognize this need in his subjects and provided no avenue for comfort and hope. 
It is self-evident why Akhenaten’s new revolutionary religion failed. Akhenaten did not understand or appreciate the existing ancient Egyptian religion that provided order and stability for the Egyptian people for over 3,000 years.   
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