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The New Kingdom in Egypt (16th-11th centuries BCE)
Origins. How did ancient Egypt’s New Kingdom originate?
As recently as seven millennia ago, ancient Egypt was nearly
empty. Before agriculture spread to Egypt in about 5000 BCE,
perhaps only 20,000 nomadic people lived in the Nile Valley and
Delta, subsisting by hunting and gathering. The rise of dynastic
Egypt occurred when Egyptians learned how to harness the Nile
River. With irrigated agriculture, the population of Egypt boomed.
The agricultural productivity of the region might have supported
three million people during the middle of the Old Kingdom era
(2500 BCE).
The political unification of Egypt first occurred in the early
third millennium BCE, probably in the period 3000-2900 BCE.
The Old Kingdom lasted for seven centuries (2900-2195 BCE) and
was followed by the First Intermediate Period (2195-2066 BCE)
and then by the Middle Kingdom (2066-1650 BCE). Dynastic
Egypt experienced three eras of political fragmentation, reduced
wealth, and foreign losses now called the Intermediate Periods.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ancient_Egypt_map-en.svg>

Ancient Egypt (Lower Egypt, Upper Egypt and Kush),
c. 3150-332 BCE
Through these ebbs and flows, Egyptian history traced an
intriguing pattern of north-south division, loss of Nubia, and later
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reunification led by rulers from Thebes in Upper Egypt. Following
the Second Intermediate Period (1650-1550 BCE), two Theban
pharaohs, Kamose and Ahmose, reunified Upper and Lower Egypt
in the 16th century BCE and launched the New Kingdom era.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ancient_Egypt_old_and_middle_kingdomen.svg>

Ancient Egypt’s Middle Kingdom, c. 2066-1650 BCE
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Wealth. In dynastic Egypt’s New Kingdom, what were the
main sources of wealth and power – agriculture, foreign trade, and
foreign conquest? Nile-based agriculture was the key. The annual
inundations of the Nile provided two essential contributions –
water and silt – to the agriculture of the Nile Valley and Delta.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ancient_Egypt.png>

The Nile Valley and Delta – The Heart of Ancient Egypt
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Yields were very high because of the natural fertilization of Nile
silt and the ample water supply. Between one-tenth and one-half
of harvests were paid as in-kind taxes, usually in grain. The tax
rates varied according to land size, crop grown, and height of the
Nile inundation. All landowners, except temples and state
granaries, paid taxes.
Mining and artisanship were valuable complements to
agriculture as sources of domestic wealth in ancient Egypt. Gold
was the most valuable Egyptian mineral, but its limited local
deposits were depleted early in the dynastic era. The pharaohs in
the early New Kingdom (16th and 15th centuries BCE) conquered
Nubia, mainly to gain access to its gold deposits. They employed
Egyptian soldiers and slaves to mine Nubian gold and traded that
gold to the Levant for timber. Artisanship provided key material
goods – vehicles, clothing, and kitchen utensils – for Egyptian
society, but hand-crafting of goods was not an important source of
wealth.
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New Kingdom pharaohs obtained much additional wealth by
expanding foreign trade. During the New Kingdom, Egypt became
a commercial giant linking northeast Africa with southwest Asia.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Egypt_NK_edit.svg>

Dynastic Egypt at Its Peak –
The New Kingdom, 16th-11th c. BCE, Linked Kush with the Levant
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Foreign trade was a significant generator of wealth as Egypt
exploited its geographical location to serve as an entrepôt. Egypt
controlled Nubia both to exploit the rich Nubian mineral resources
and to gain control over the lucrative African trading network of
goods from Nubia and further south in tropical Africa. Egypt reexported African goods, notably gold, to the Levant. In return,
Egypt imported from the Levant critically-needed timber and resin
plus silver, copper, and olive oil. Because the pharaoh controlled
all foreign trade, he benefited most from the gains from trade.
Foreign conquest buttressed Egypt’s control of the foreign
trade network in both Nubia and the Levant. The central aim of
the conquest of Nubia was to establish long-term rule.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Egypt_1450_BC.svg>

New Kingdom Egypt Conquered Nubia –
Gold Mining and African Trade
Nubia offered Egypt control of mineral exports and the African
trade network. In the Levant, Egypt’s military raids were intended
to ensure privileged access to the Levantine trading network within
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southwest Asia and the eastern Mediterranean. Egyptian kings
also raided the Levant for booty, forced the city-states to pay
tribute, and collected taxes. But the booty and tribute were offset
by the costs of the military expeditions, so that net transfers to
Egypt were modest.
Control. What forms of religious persuasion, political
organization, economic sanction, and military coercion did the
New Kingdom pharaohs use to extract wealth for the elite and
maintain imperial power? The pharaoh’s principal religious role
was to preserve order (maat) on earth and protect his people from
enemies who would disrupt maat and create chaos. Everyone was
dependent on the omnipotent king because only he could
intermediate with the pantheon of gods and preserve maat. The
pharaoh’s three worldly responsibilities were to guarantee maat by
maintaining law and order, encourage agricultural success by
managing the Nile hydraulic systems, and construct religious
monuments. Each pharaoh required a sizeable government
structure to carry out those roles. The bureaucracy depended on
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educated managers, engineers, and scribes who were literate and
numerate. The king conscripted seasonal labor for monument
construction and for irrigation and drainage projects. Agricultural
taxation generated revenues to support the state apparatus – the
pharaoh, his royal court, and the state bureaucracy.
Military coercion was needed to maintain law and order in
Egypt and in the conquered territory of Nubia to the south.
Occasional military forays were made into the Levant to carry out
Egypt’s objectives of trade and tribute in that key region. The
Hurrians in northern Syria and the Hittites in Anatolia fought
Egypt for hegemony in the Levant. Thutmose III defeated the
Hurrians of the Kingdom of Mitanni and transferred significant
wealth to Egypt.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Near_East_1400_BCE.png>

Thutmose III’s Conquest of Syria-Palestine –
Egypt Defeated Mittani at Megiddo, c. 1418 BCE
Ramesses II battled the Hittites to a draw and concluded a treaty
that allowed joint use of Levantine trade routes for 200 years.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hitt_Egypt_Perseus.png>

Ramesses II’s Incursions in Syria-Palestine, c. 1275 –
Egypt Stalemated by Hittites at Kadesh
Decline. What caused the Egyptian empire to weaken and
fall apart? Dynastic Egypt came to an end in the 4th century BCE
following eight centuries of decline in pharaonic power.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Third_Intermediate_Period_map.svg>

Dynastic Egypt Declined in the Third Intermediate Period (1064664 BCE) – c. 730 BCE
Two related forces – internal erosion and external incursions –
caused the demise of a system that had endured for nearly three
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millennia. Together those two forces undercut the ability of the
pharaonic system to generate wealth and exert power. The
weakened system no longer could tax agriculture, control foreign
trade, and force tribute from conquered territories.
Beginning in the New Kingdom, temples appropriated
increasing amounts of the agricultural surplus – the primary source
of ancient Egyptian wealth. This shift in control over agricultural
land and produce followed a redefinition of religious power that
decentralized control to temple foundations. By the end of the
New Kingdom period, temples controlled about one-third of
Egypt’s productive land and labor force. The shift of wealth to the
temples and regions created political fragmentation. The drain of
wealth from the center weakened the military, which had fewer
resources and then became involved in fighting the civil wars that
ensued from fragmentation. The weakened military meant the loss
of Egypt’s two key foreign possessions, Nubia and the Levant.
Egypt then lost control of the Africa-Asia trade network, for which
it had served as entrepôt, and it could not impose taxation on its
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neighbors. The intricate system of creating wealth and sustaining
power from agriculture, trade, and conquest had unraveled.
Military discipline broke down during the Third Intermediate
Period (11th-7th centuries BCE), when Egypt suffered intermittent
civil wars and invasions. In spite of its military weakness, Egypt
escaped invasion for several centuries because of the lack of strong
foreign competitors. Nubia was the first Egyptian vassal to declare
independence in the 11th century BCE. The Levant followed suit
soon thereafter. The permanent loss of its control of Nubia and the
Levant ended Egyptian dominance of the foreign trade nexus
connecting Africa and Asia. Later, both Libyans and Nubians
asserted political control and established foreign dynasties ruling
Egypt while adopting the Egyptian religion and pharaonic system.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Egypt_kush.svg>

Kushite Empire, the 25th (Nubian) Dynasty of Egypt (744-656
BCE), c. 730 BCE
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Cambyses of Achaemenid Persia invaded Egypt in 525 BCE
and easily defeated the Egyptian army at the Battle of Pelusium.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Western_part_of_the_Achaemenid_Empire.j
pg>

Achaemenid Persian Control of Egypt, 525-404 and 343-332 BCE
In 404 BCE, Egypt regained its independence and the ruling house
of Sais returned to power. But in 343 BCE, the Persians overcame
weak Egyptian opposition and reasserted Persian control.
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Alexander the Great liberated Egypt from Persia in 332 BCE but
then initiated three centuries of Macedonian rule (332-30 BCE).

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander-Empire_323bc.jpg>

Alexander the Great Conquered Egypt in 332 BCE –
By Defeating Achaemenid Persia
Three millennia of pharaonic power had come to an inglorious end.
For the next millennium, Egypt paid tribute to foreign powers.
Aftermath. After the fall of dynastic Egypt, what local or
foreign groups succeeded to power and how successfully did they
wield power and extract wealth? During the millennium of
Hellenistic, Roman, and Byzantine rule (332 BCE-641 CE), Egypt
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had the potential to generate a high level of wealth despite the loss
of its political independence. The Nile-based hydraulic
agricultural system and the country’s key location at the crossroads
of international trade routes did not change with foreign rule.
Egypt continued to produce substantial economic surpluses when it
was managed well.
The most fundamental transitions during this millennium
were religious. Monotheistic Christianity replaced the earlier
pantheistic religions practiced by the ancient Egyptians and the
Hellenes. But in the 5th century, religion became a divisive force
when Coptic Christians split away from Byzantine Orthodoxy
because of doctrinal and organizational differences.
The Egyptian economy expanded under both the Hellene and
Roman regimes, helped by political stability, public investment,
manageable rates of taxation, and growing international markets.
As in dynastic Egypt, agriculture was the primary source of wealth
in Ptolemaic Egypt (332-30 BCE), but wealth from foreign trade
grew to rival that from agriculture.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ptolemaic-Empire-300BC.png>

The Ptolemaic (Macedonian) Dynasty Ruled Egypt, Cyrenaica,
and Cyprus – 332-30 BCE
Egypt was Rome’s richest province when it was part of the
Roman Empire (30 BCE-395 CE). Roman leaders organized
Egypt to serve principally as a granary for Rome.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Roman_provinces_trajan.svg>

Egypt (Aegyptus) Was the Richest Province of the Roman Empire –
Rome At Its Peak, c. 110 CE
Early Egypt reached its peak of economic productivity during the
Roman occupation, even though much of its wealth was transferred
to Rome. Egypt stagnated or declined somewhat under Byzantine
rule (395-641) because of political fragmentation, reduced public
spending, over-taxation, and less favorable world markets.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_empire.jpg>

The Roman Empire Divided in 395 CE –
Egypt Was in the Byzantine (Eastern Roman ) Empire
As the millennium progressed, Egyptian resentment of
foreign rule, always present, became more intense. The Egyptians
tolerated the Hellenes because the Macedonian leaders adopted the
Egyptian religion, practiced the pharaonic system, and ruled the
country with reasonable effectiveness. The Egyptians were more
unsettled under Roman rule because the Romans persecuted early
Egyptian Christians, ran the economy for the benefit of Rome, and
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ruled brutally if efficiently. Egyptian resentment reached its height
under Byzantine rule because of the religious schism, overtaxation, and ineffective governance.
During parts of the first twelve centuries of Islamic rule in
Egypt (641-1805), especially under the Fatimid and Ayyubid
dynasties and in the Turkish Mamluk period, Egypt effectively
regained its independence. In the middle period (10th-13th
centuries), Egypt made economic progress and housed important
centers of intellectual achievement.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fatimid_Caliphate.PNG>

Egypt under the Fatimid Caliphate, c. 1000
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But Egypt entered the 19th century economically not much better
off than it had been during the Byzantine period, and its population
in 1800 (perhaps 3.5 million) was much smaller than it had been in
600 (about 5 million). Egypt had been subjected to the exploitative
rule of foreign hierarchies – Arab and Berber (641-1171), Kurdish
(1171-1250), Turkish and Circassian Mamluk (1250-1517), and
Ottoman Turkish (1517-1805). A very significant religious
transition occurred as Islam gradually spread and replaced Coptic
Christianity. At the end of the period in 1800, only about 10
percent of Egyptians were Coptic Christians.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mamluk_Sultanate_of_Cairo_1317_AD.jpg>

Mamluk Egypt, 1250-1517
Egypt experienced a huge transition near the end of this
period when European kingdoms regained political, economic, and
intellectual dominance. Reversing the flow of ideas that had
occurred when Muslim scholars and practitioners had translated

26

Greek and Roman books, Europeans in the 18th century
appropriated and built upon Muslim advances in mathematics,
science, medicine, and philosophy. European revolutions –
mercantile (Northern Italy and Flanders), agricultural (England and
France), and industrial (England) – transformed the European
economies and allowed Europe to spurt ahead of its Muslim
competitors. The European kingdoms had richer natural resource
bases, more practical science and technology, stronger navies and
armies, and thus greater control of key trade routes and colonial
empires. In direct contrast, innovation was stifled in the Muslim
countries, largely because military aristocracies usurped power and
paid little attention to science, technology, or public investments.
The Muslim empires – Ottoman (Turkey), Safavid (Persia), and
Mughal (India) – lost their creativity, energy, and power and were
increasingly threatened by European imperialism. The tide had
turned strongly in favor of the Christian European nations.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Atlas_of_the_Ottoman_Empire>

The Ottoman Empire in Turkey, Eastern Europe, Egypt, Syria,
Arabia, and North Africa – 1683
Egypt achieved significant economic progress during
Muhammad Ali’s half-century of rule (1805-1848), although the
elite kept most of the benefits. Ali expanded Egypt’s territory,
conquering the Hijaz (western Arabia), the Sudan, Crete and
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Cyprus, and Syria (but Great Britain soon forced him out of the
Hijaz and Syria).

Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Egypt_under_Muhammad_Ali_map_de.png>

Egyptian Expansion Under Muhammad Ali (1805-1848)
Britain intervened increasingly in Egypt during the 19th
century. Britain’s central objective in the Middle East was to
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maintain its trade and military routes to India. Egypt’s main
economic attraction for Britain was its exports of long-staple
cotton to England. France, led by Ferdinand de Lesseps,
constructed the Suez Canal between 1859 and 1869. Britain had
miscalculated the importance of the Suez Canal, but bought
Egypt’s shares in the 1870s when Egypt was nearing bankruptcy.
Great Britain carried out a military occupation of Egypt
between 1882 and 1914, although Egypt remained nominally
within the Ottoman Empire. In 1914, when the Ottoman Empire
had aligned with Germany and Austria-Hungary in World War I,
Britain declared a protectorate over Egypt. Britain granted Egypt
its qualified independence in 1922, while retaining control of
defense and the Suez Canal. Political instability and economic
distress set the stage for the revolution of 1952, a military coup led
by General Muhammad Naguib.
Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser eased Naguib from power in
1954 and ruled Egypt autocratically until his death in 1970. Nasser
nationalized private industry, instituted tight trade controls, and
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introduced large food subsidies for consumers. Economic growth
was modest, and income distribution remained skewed. Nasser
obtained Soviet assistance to build the High Aswan Dam and
greatly expanded Egypt’s hydropower capacity. But in 1967,
Nasser was badly embarrassed when Israel defeated the Arabs and
claimed the Sinai Peninsula and much of Palestine.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Six_Day_War_Territories.svg >

Territorial Shifts After the Six-Day War, 1967
In the Camp David Accord of 1978, Egypt and Israel signed
a peace agreement. Egypt’s President, Anwar Sadat, regained the
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Sinai Peninsula and received massive American military and
economic assistance. Under Sadat, per capita income growth was
strong (4.3 percent annually). Hosni Mubarak became President of
Egypt in 1981 after Sadat was assassinated. Mubarak’s economic
strategy was to maximize Egypt’s payoffs for supporting Western
policies in the Middle East.
Egypt has become one of the world’s leading recipients of
foreign aid ($5.5 billion in 2013, declining to $2.1 billion in 2019).
Egypt also receives significant foreign exchange from Gulf
workers’ remittances ($26.8 billion in 2019) and transit fees from
the Suez Canal ($5.8 billion in 2019). Egypt’s per capita income
grew at a modest rate of 2.8 percent annually between 1981 and
2011, declined to a rate of 1.7 percent (2011-2019), and reached
$12,250 (69 percent of the world average). But the incomes of
one-third of Egypt’s people were less than the government-set
poverty line of $1.45 per day.
Lessons. What lessons for contemporary powers can be
drawn from the experiences of dynastic Egypt’s New Kingdom
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and of successor rulers of Egypt? Several relevant lessons emerge
from the gradual, centuries-long downfall of dynastic Egypt during
the millennium leading up to its final collapse in 332 BCE. A
primary objective for ruling dynasts should be to protect their
primary tax base. When agriculture provided most wealth,
Egyptian governments needed to maintain workable balances
between taxable and tax-free landholdings. Dynastic Egypt began
to slide downhill in the 13th century BCE, when pharaohs tried to
buttress their political legitimacy by transferring land and tenants
to tax-free temple foundations. Near the end of the New Kingdom,
temples owned one-third of arable land. Pharaohs also
decentralized authority and allowed regions (nomes) to retain tax
revenues. The regions distrusted the center and created their own
militaries. Those two trends – the shift of land to temples and of
power to regions – removed central revenues, weakened the
military, and debilitated the empire.
It is dangerous politically when rulers and their advisors
convince themselves that they are omnipotent. Egyptian pharaohs
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were perceived as omnipotent because they were living gods who
communicated with other gods in the pantheon to preserve order
(maat). But even when religion is intended to underpin political
power, the arrogant wielding of power can come back to haunt the
ruling class and dominant state.
The pharaohs during the New Kingdom created an
advantageous trading network linking Asia with Africa and putting
Egypt in the center as the lucrative entrepôt. That ingenious
system added greatly to Egyptian wealth, previously dependent
almost wholly on Nile agriculture. But the dynastic Egyptians
based that trading system on foreign conquest in Nubia and on the
threat of tax-collecting raids in the Levant, not on widely
understood mutual advantage. When Egyptian military strength
declined in the 11th century BCE, Nubia and the Levantine citystates declared their independence, the trading network fell apart,
and Egypt lost a source of considerable wealth. Similarly, the
Egyptian colonial rulers and their resident soldiers in Nubia
behaved arrogantly, believing that their culture and political
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system were inherently superior. The resentful Nubians had long
memories. They gloated when at last they were able to gain
revenge and rule Egypt as the 25th Dynasty in the 8th-7th centuries
BCE. Arrogance never pays.
Some additional lessons can be derived from Egypt’s
experience after the Dynastic Era came to a close in the 4th century
BCE. Egyptian history for the more than two millennia after Egypt
lost hegemony demonstrates why it is more comfortable to be the
conqueror than the conquered. One insight is to be wary of a
foreign power that claims to be invading your country to liberate it
from another foreign conqueror. That declared altruistic act of
liberation too often results in the replacement of one hated foreign
oppressor by yet another. When Alexander the Great liberated
Egypt from the despised Persians in 332 BCE, the Macedonians
replaced the Persians as foreign conquerors and ruled for three
centuries.
Another lesson is to be cautious in believing promises by
foreign invaders who guarantee religious tolerance, especially if
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the invasion was inspired in part by an attempt to impose the
invaders’ religion on the conquered people. When the Arab
Muslim invaders liberated Egypt from the disliked Byzantine
rulers in 641, the new rulers promised Egypt’s Coptic Christians
that they would be permitted to practice their religion and culture.
That promise of religious freedom lasted no longer than a century
before the Muslims began to persecute the Copts.
A crucial lesson for contemporary powers emerges from
Egyptian history in the 17th and 18th centuries, when Egypt was
part of the Ottoman Empire. In allocating government funds, it is
critically important to place a high priority on research for science
and technology and on public investments in infrastructure. Those
central underpinnings of imperial strength require government
attention because people in the private sector do not have adequate
incentive to make those kinds of investment in sufficient amounts.
The military aristocracies that led the Ottoman Empire – and also
the Safavid Persian and Mughal Indian Empires – lost sight of this
key principle. At a time when European countries were benefiting
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from commercial, agricultural, and industrial revolutions, the
world’s three leading Muslim empires gave inadequate attention to
investments in science, technology, and public infrastructure.
Muslim states – Fatimid Egypt, Moorish Spain, and the early
Ottoman Empire – had led the Western world in making advances
in applications of science and technology between the 9th and 16th
centuries. When the Muslim governments’ attention shifted
elsewhere, Christian European governments emerged from the
Middle Ages, occupied the scientific vacuum, and regained the
lead held much earlier by Greece and Rome. By the 19th century,
European nations had become imperialistic whereas Muslim
countries, including Egypt, were on the defensive.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons, available at
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Atlas_of_Egypt#/media/File:Egypt_Map.jpg>

Contemporary Egypt
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