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Ancient History
Was Akhenaten a reformer and what does his reign show about Egyptian Kingship?
It is impossible to explore Egyptian Kingship, without thinking about its gods. Egyptians believed in many gods (polytheism). The gods were important in their lives because they brought about balance and harmony. These gods included Hapi, Osiris, and Amun. The worship of Hapi and Osiris was more common when it came to maintaining climatic seasons in the Nile Valley.  Before the reign of Amenhotep IV, Egypt had a stable economy and people were living in harmony. Within the first few years of his reign, Amenhotep IV worshiped Amun. He also followed traditions and policies which were set forth by previous the Kings. Towards the end of the fifth year, he underwent a dramatic religious transformation by changing his devotion from the worship of Amun to Aten who was a sun god. It is important to note here that he changed his name from Amenhotep IV to Akhenaton to show his devotion to Aten. 
For the next twelve years of his reign, Akhenaton abolished all religious traditions and introduced monotheism, which was the worship of one god the “Aten.” The effect of Akhenaton’s religious reforms on the Egyptians was profound. The flooding of the River Nile was predictable. During summer, the Nile River was fed with plenty of water from central Africa[footnoteRef:2]. The water caused the river to overflow its banks and by November, it returned to its banks, leaving behind deposits of fertile soil[footnoteRef:3]. The entire predictability was made possible by the gods, particularly the “Hapi and Osiris” who were associated with inundation of the Nile River and fertility of the lands.  [2:  Mathisen, Ralph W. Ancient Mediterranean civilizations: from prehistory to 640 CE. Oxford University Press, 2012.
]  [3:  Kidner, Frank L., Ralph Mathisen, Sally McKee, and Theodore R. Weeks. Making Europe: The story of the west. Cengage Learning, 2013.
] 

By introducing monotheism or worship of “Aten”, Egyptians believed that Akhenaton affected the seasons by making flooding of the Nile River unpredictable. There was less water streaming into the river Nile and inundation became even rarer hence affecting fertility of the lands. As a result, agriculture was affected as the Egyptians could no longer depend on the river for agriculture.  
While Akhenaton was a true religious reformer, his reformation was not beneficial to the Egyptians because it affected the balance e.g. economic, which polytheism had brought in Egypt. His reign shows that while Kings had absolute power to make decisions, they were to depend on priests who acted as intermediaries between the Egyptians and the divine power. It also shows that kings ruled by a mandate from the gods. The Kings were supposed to represent the will of the gods through the laws passed and policies approved by the priests e.g. those of Amun. By converting to Aten, Akhenaton wanted to neutralize the political power of the priests. 
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