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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, 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 one but failed because Egypt was not ready for a world with one god. I disagree with their monotheistic viewpoint and will articulate why Pharaoh Akhenaten failed to revolutionize Egypt’s thousand-year-old orthodox religion using primary and secondary sources. Primary sources include archaeological artifacts such as inscriptions on stelae, royal and private tombs, statues, reliefs, and ritual objects.  
Pharaoh Akhenaten’s religious revolution failed for primarily two reasons. Firstly, the Egyptian people were unable and unwilling to embrace Akhenaten’s new theology because his theology did not align with Egypt’s already ingrained and well-established religious apparatus of beliefs, rituals, and myths that met the Egyptian’s needs. The Egyptian people had two imperative needs: the ability to communicate directly with their chosen Egyptian god(s) and moral guidelines that gave them the ability to control their afterlife consequences.
Akhenaten’s new theology eliminated these two imperative religious needs by only allowing indirect communication with the new state-sanctioned sun god, Aten, through the pharaoh himself. Therefore, the Egyptians could no longer communicate and give offerings directly to their chosen god (s). They could not control their afterlife consequences of their own free will by following religious and moral guidelines. Instead, the pharaoh determined their life-after-death situation. The Egyptians were dissatisfied with the new theology because they could no longer directly relate with their chosen god(s), whom they depended upon for consolation and morality.
Given that the Egyptian people were unable and unwilling to embrace Akhenaten’s new radical theology, the all-powerful Pharaoh Akhenaten could have forced the Egyptian people to adopt his theology. However, it would be impossible to completely replace the current ingrained, entrenched, and well-established Egyptian theology quickly with a radically different theology, leading to the second reason for the failure of Akhenaten’s religious revolution. Akhenaten and his family members/successors died early and/or did not support his new theology, and he failed to develop a strong successor/disciple who could impose the pharaonic power necessary to move his radical religious ideology forward. Akhenaten’s successors, Smenkhkare and Tutankhamun, were young, weak leaders. Not only did they die early, but they were uninterested in moving Akhenaten’s religious movement forward. Therefore, Akhenaten’s religious revolution died when he did, after 17 years of reign.
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