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Abstract: For quite some time it has been assumed 
that during the Middle Kingdom there was a 
strong immigration from the Near East to Egypt. 
The explanatory models are based on many differ-
ent concepts without being explicitly explained in 
most cases. This paper examines the question of 
migration in the early second millennium BCE by 
addressing existing cultural concepts and associ-
ating them with various aspects of mobility. For 
this consideration it is indispensable to work out 
and question the meaning of ethnicity and group 
identity, especially with regard to the period fol-
lowing the Middle Kingdom and the rule of the 
Hyksos in Egypt.
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The intention of the following contribution is to 
bring together different aspects related to the issue 
of migration, which all play an essential part for a 
better understanding of cultural interaction and 
the associated mobility that has taken place. Some 
basic theoretical topics must be addressed before 
the specific situation of the Middle Kingdom can 
be dealt with. This is important, on the one hand, 
to make the use of certain terms and concepts 
understandable and, on the other hand, to provide 
a basis for a discussion on the interpretation of the 
material available. One question for instance, to be 
asked in connection with identity formation is 
whether ethnicity has actually played a major role 
within group identity during the Middle Kingdom. 
Judging from the sources available, this may not 
have been the case; rather, it is a modern concept 
that is closely linked to the idea of nation states.

Regarding the case study on Middle Kingdom 
Egypt, there are various aspects that need consid-
eration. One topic that is addressed concerns the 

significance of demarcation and the resulting 
understanding of ‘otherness’. The underlying 
Egyptian understanding of belonging is extremely 
important for the interpretation of the written 
sources, since the texts are an essential testimony 
to contact with non-Egyptians. In addition, the 
written and archaeological evidence of the exist-
ence of immigrants during the Middle Kingdom 
will be used to investigate the question of their 
identity in Egypt. There are indications that Near 
Eastern people were welcome and integrated in 
Egypt, to the extent that they were able to partici-
pate in virtually all social and cultural spheres. 
This adaptation (even in the context of forced 
migration) probably contributed to the fact that the 
visibility of foreigners in the archaeological 
remains is relatively low.

State of research

Mobility is an important topic in current scholar-
ship in social and cultural studies and includes an 
increasing number of research projects on human 
migration in premodern times. As varied as the 
different perspectives on the major topic of migra-
tion are, so are the approaches to dealing with this 
phenomenon. Historically, migration and mobility 
have been essential concepts in archaeological the-
ory for explaining changes in patterns of material 
culture or its certain spatial distribution. Similarly, 
the idea of various ways of human mobility was 
used for a better understanding of demographic 
dynamics in general. 

In the archaeological context, the association of 
specific geographical and temporal patterns in 
material culture with particular ethnic groups has 
led to the identification of major shifts in material 
culture with the movements of particular popula-
tions.2 Underlying assumptions were that artefact 
assemblages are proxies for archaeological “cul-
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ture groups”3 and those groups are equatable with 
real entities. Material culture change and the 
mechanisms producing it (i.e. migration, diffusion 
and innovation) were included in the definition of 
change and migration itself – the notions were 
interchangeable.4

Proponents of processual archaeology in the 
1960s and 1970s advocated an avoidance of migra-
tion as an explanatory model for certain patterns 
in the archaeological record. Instead, they viewed 
migration only as a descriptor of historical events.5 
Explanations generally shifted towards internal 
social dynamics, for example, using systems theo-
ry or information exchange theory, but, in fact, 
this shift was at least partly due to the weakness in 
a proper methodological and theoretical basis for 
the archaeological interpretation.6 Research 
focused on universal mechanisms of change; 
migration as an external and unpredictable force 
was not admissible in this approach. 

This mindset changed in Anglo-American 
archaeology, beginning in the 1980s, and migra-
tion was again applicable on a case-by-case basis.7 
With the post-processual orientation, the socio-
political contexts of archaeology were foreground-
ed and concepts of a wide array of European social 
theorists were highlighted.8 In response to the rig-
orous positivism and the sole emphasis on quanti-
fiable models represented by processualists, the 
basis of post-processualism was the focus of the 
study of meaning and agency in archaeology.9 In 
the context of migration, for instance, Ian Hodder 
tried to move away from the basic concept of “pots 
equal people”. He suggested that the appearance of 
migration might be an ideological creation cover-
ing social change.10 

During this time, engagement with the theoreti-
cal shifts in other fields, such as anthropology and 
sociology, were encouraged. This marks an impor-

tant step within the research of past migration, as 
the opportunities for joint development of these 
disciplines offers a great deal of added value for 
the study of migration by encompassing new 
methodologies, technological innovations and con-
ceptual focus areas. 

This development can be well observed in two 
areas of current migration research: on the one 
hand, identity research, which is closely linked to 
this topic and has already assumed a certain extent 
within archaeological subjects. In fact, it is impos-
sible to deal with the question of migration with-
out at least reflecting on different identities in the 
specific historical and cultural context. Based on 
the fundamental remarks of Fredrik Barth11 and 
the subsequent anthropological tradition on ethnic-
ity and specific ethnic groups, new approaches for 
archaeologists and historians have emerged for 
their internal interpretations.12

On the other hand, the implementation of bio-
archaeological analyses within migration research 
has been getting more attention in the last dec-
ade.13 Here, too, the mutually supportive develop-
ment of the disciplines involved is of great impor-
tance, both methodologically and theoretically. 

Migration: A complex process

Two reasons are mainly responsible for the diffi-
culties in analysing migratory processes. Firstly, 
there are always at least two sides of the story: the 
perspective of the society that receives migrants 
and the one where they come from. Depending on 
which perspective one takes, the perception also 
changes regarding the overall process. The par-
ticular political and economic situation and cultur-
al conditions are different and cannot be easily 
analysed in relation to each other. Furthermore, 
partly motivated by the attitude to contemporary 

3 For the ideas associated with archaeological culture, see 
e.g. shennan 1994, 5–6.

4 E.g. Parker 1916; kluckhohn 1936; steward 1940; or 
even decades later: clark 1970.

5 Binford 1965; adaMs 1968; Myhre and Myhre 1972.
6 adaMs et al. 1978, 1990, 896 f., 1997; chaPMan and haMe-

row 1997; BurMeister 2000.
7 E.g. rouse 1986; kristiansen 1989; anthony 1990; caM-

eron 1995; snow 1995.
8 Especially important sociological works: MarX 1964; 

Bourdieu 1977; weber 1978, 1992; durkheiM 1984,; 1995; 
Giddens 1979; MarX and enGels 1998. 

9 E.g. hodder 1986; shanks and tilley 1987; Bell 1992.
10 hodder 1990, 305. 

11 Barth 1969.
12 Cf. e.g. shennan 1994; Jones 1997; Brather 2004; díaz-

andreu et al. 2005; BurMeister and Müller-scheessel 
2006; Pohl and Mehofer 2010; caBana and clark 2011; 
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Moers 2000, 2015; schneider 2003, 316–338, 2006; contri-
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13 On the practical application of isotope and DNA analyses 
in the Egyptological migration-related context: krinGs et 
al. 1999; duPras and sChwarCz 2001; Buzon et al. 2007; 
Maaranen et al. 2019b, 2019a; stantis and sChutKowsKi 
2019; see also the highly controversial debated study: 
schueneMann et al. 2017.
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socio-political events, scholars form a subjective 
description of certain historical processes. 

The second reason is the methodological diffi-
culty in bringing together developments in the 
material culture over decades and centuries with 
the specific question of their relationship to a 
migratory movement. Even nowadays, with all the 
information available, this would be a most diffi-
cult task. The interpretation of material culture 
itself is already a complex matter, but historical 
migration researchers face a major dilemma when 
speaking about such a long period (up to several 
centuries). 

Different ways to approach this topic have been 
suggested in the past. Some are more fruitful than 
others, but a final solution has not yet been found. 
One aspect to be emphasized at this point is a still 
recurrent problem. If the main reason for picking 
out migration is the search for an explanation for 
cultural change, there is a risk of following a cul-
ture-historical pattern of thinking without reflect-
ing on it. The problem is that any sign of cultural 
change could be attributed to the influence of 
immigrants without considering other mecha-
nisms, such as autonomous innovation or cultural 
contact without population exchange. The culture-
historical explanatory model very quickly draws a 
connection between changes in material culture 
and the attribution of the people who have used it. 
The key, therefore, is to engage critically with this 
model to test its applicability on sufficient evi-
dence. It has been on the table, at least since the 
seminal work of David W. Anthony,14 that migra-
tion itself must be examined as a phenomenon to 
possibly understand its role in cultural change in a 
further step. Therewith, Anthony is part of a more 
open and multifaceted research era in which dif-
ferent orientations can exist next to each other. His 
processual approach opened up a new discussion 
within migration research, and the identification of 
migration by means of processual methods is now 
quite common.15 

Even if migration is not stated as a grand theo-
ry of change for human history, it is part of so 
many archaeological narratives that several 
assumptions cling to the way of thinking about the 
effect of migration on material. One needs to 

reflect, again and again, if and how there is a rela-
tionship between the archaeological record and the 
phenomenon of migration. An ambivalent relation-
ship can be felt as soon as the single processes 
related to migration are at stake. Migratory move-
ments, as social processes, must be seen as 
responses to complex ecological, economic, politi-
cal, religious, social and cultural conditions and 
challenges. Therefore, there will be no simple 
answer to the question of the interpretation of 
material culture regarding migration. 

Types of migration

When one talks about the phenomenon of migra-
tion, it is helpful at first to define a certain catego-
rization that is used. Depending on the research 
area and how one wants to approach the topic, dif-
ferent divisions come into question. A relatively 
often cited typology of migration systems is the 
one developed by Tilly,16 which was, for instance, 
adopted by Noy17 and refined by Anthony18 for 
their contexts. With time, concerns were raised 
about Tilly’s framework, which was considered as 
incomplete and diffuse. The main problem with 
his categorization is the unlike quantities he used: 
local, circular, chain and career migration. Those 
four attributions refer to different features, namely 
space, time and mode of migration. 

Therefore, Lesger et al. proposed a division in 
just three types that seemed to fit the archaeologi-
cal purpose better.19 In this typology, the spatial 
criterion coincides with the geographical range: 
local, regional, international. The chronological 
one indicates the period during which the migra-
tion took place: temporary, circular, definitive. 
Finally, the modal one points to the way the 
migration was accomplished: through personal 
network, organizational or non-personal network, 
solitary.20 

Neither type of classification21 is intended to 
explain but describes migratory movements and 
should help to provide a framework for certain 
research questions. Of course, the individual crite-
ria can also shift in the course of migration, as 
parameters such as space and time change their 
meaning and importance easily. 

14 anthony 1990.
15 BurMeister 2000; clark 2001; lyons 2003; Prien 2005; 

tsuda et al. 2015.
16 tilly 1978.
17 noy 2000.

18 anthony 1997, 26–27.
19 lesGer et al. 2002.
20 lesGer et al. 2002, 31.
21 tilly 1978 and lesGer et al. 2002.
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An interesting aspect of Tilly’s typology is the 
link between two variables: the distance moved 
and the severity of the social cleavage that is creat-
ed by the movement. He argued that regular/daily 
moves over short distances with minimal social 
breakage should be understood as mobility and, 
thus, not as part of migration. Consequently, 
migration only refers to movements over longer 
distances, including an essential amount of cleav-
age or even disruption.22 Although, from today’s 
perspective, it becomes clear that certain forms of 
mobility are excluded (e.g. long-distance travel for 
recreational purposes), Tilly opened up an impor-
tant aspect within migration research which is 
worth reflecting on. 

Various considerations are connected to these 
classifications of migration. First of all, one will 
have to answer the question of which forms of 
mobility are regarded as actual migration in each 
closer investigation. The classification of (semi-)
nomadic population groups for Egypt and the Near 
East is, thus, immediately put up for discussion. 
The relevant literature at least deals with it in differ-
ent ways, which makes the problem visible.23 How-
ever, in most cases, nomadism is omitted as a topic 
within the broader examination of migration.24

Another interesting point is the consideration 
of the social cleavage linked to the migratory pro-
cess. It can be assumed that distance will have 
played an important role, since the possibility of 
regular exchanges or even short-term stays in the 
home region alone makes a big difference. The 
notion that the further the distance, the higher the 
social cleavage, seems to oversimplify the situa-
tion. However, the reflection is not irrelevant, as 
the extent of a social rupture has a direct impact 
on cultural exchange and interaction between the 
regions involved. In the case of larger migratory 
movements or groups composed of individuals 
with high social status, a break in contacts also 
has consequences for trade and, thus, for the eco-
nomic situation of the individual regions. 

Both aspects, drawing the line between mobili-
ty and migration and the question of social cleav-
age, are relevant to the methodological approach 
and should, therefore, be taken into account.

The search for migration patterns

A sensible way of facing up to the complex ques-
tions of migration is a twofold orientation. On the 
one hand, as much information as possible should 
be collected that can be, but does not necessarily 
have to be, connected with migration; regardless 
of the type of source or the personal assessment of 
which data is considered more useful. 

On the other hand, considerations should be 
formulated that are within the general framework 
of the typologies mentioned before, since some 
elements within the migration processes may not 
be reflected in the archaeological material. In the 
generally accepted assumption that migration does 
not necessarily have to leave material traces and 
that, in addition, traces left behind cannot always 
be discovered and recognized, a partly hypotheti-
cal-theoretical examination of the topic is not only 
recommendable but a necessity. 

In connection with migration, basic assump-
tions are implied in many descriptions – of differ-
ent periods and regions – which in part conscious-
ly, but very often also unconsciously, influence the 
interpretation of the respective results significant-
ly. A good example of this is the use of the term 
ethnicity, which has been controversially discussed 
in the various disciplines in recent decades. If one 
wishes to speak of ethnicity in the context of 
migration, one’s own opinion must be, at least 
briefly, revealed.25 In order to be able to start a 
broad and constructive discourse, however, these 
thoughts and preconditions must be formulated 
and made available to the scholarly community. 

Two common approaches should be briefly 
mentioned at this point, as they are problematic 
and, therefore, need some exposition. At first, the 

22 tilly 1978, 58.
23 Cf. criBB 1991; Barnard and wendriCh 2008; szuchMan 

2009.
24 A first attempt to draw attention to this under-illuminated 

aspect in the Egyptian Middle Kingdom context: 
PriGlinGer 2019.

25 Two broad directions exist in the Social Sciences: the ‘pri-
mordialists’ believe that one is born into an ethnicity (i.e. a 
given family, language, religion, etc.). The basic premise is 

that these dispositions are widely unchangeable and inflex-
ible. Opposed to this line of thought, there is an orientation 
that implies ethnicity as a relationship of alterity, which 
means with a more flexible nature. In this paper, the term 
is utilised in the spirit of the ‘situationalists’, who propose 
that individuals adapt their self-identification to specific 
situations when it is of use. Furthermore, ethnicity is also 
ascribed to groups or individuals in a way that may differs 
from their self-ascription.
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‘pots equal people’26 contention must be brought 
up, as different variations of it still provide the 
underlying basis for some explanatory models. 
The issue is that looking into the distribution of, 
for instance, pottery,27 scarabs28 or specific burial 
goods29 cannot answer the question of ethnic 
groups’ origins. So, if the search for this is actual-
ly the research question, then distribution maps 
are certainly not the appropriate methodological 
approach. 

Foremost, the question should be asked wheth-
er ethnicity plays such a major role within group 
identities, because this assumption obviously leads 
quite often directly to theories about migration. 
An important perspective that is not always con-
sidered is the diversity of identities which the 
migrating groups may have had, particularly in 
regions where different landscapes and lifestyles 
meet. Moreover, it is by no means certain that 
what initially appear to be social entities have had 
any conscious group identity.30 For this reason, one 
must be very careful in the interpretation of the 
written and archaeological remains and perhaps 
think about whether the research question should 
not be put differently.

The second approach, less problematic, is the 
use of acculturation concepts for the study of cul-
tural contact.31 The inherent understanding of cul-
ture in general makes it necessary to discuss this 
concept, since all migration theories are in some 
way related to cultures and their contacts with 
each other. The main point of criticism on accul-
turation concepts is the history of their application 
(imperialistic premises) and the mainly trait-driv-
en, systemic view of acculturation in the archaeo-
logical context.32 

The original concept of acculturation (evolved 
in the Anglo-Saxon tradition of anthropology) 
focused on the reconstructions of cultural contact, 
through which social groups receive and assimi-

late elements from other groups/communities. One 
basic assumption regarding cultural evolution was 
that changes are brought about by the conjunction 
of two or more original, separate cultures. As a 
result, a dominated culture passively receives cer-
tain elements from the other, automatically result-
ing in the loss of its own cultural elements.33 More 
recently, these studies were criticized because they 
are within the framework of European/Western 
colonialist ideals. The criticism expressed itself 
above all against the unidirectional conceived 
mechanisms of change.

Two problematic aspects that are often part of 
acculturation concepts are of particular interest for 
migration studies: firstly, the tendency to mix up 
changes in behaviour (or behavioural systems) 
with changes in identity. Secondly, the equation of 
culture traits with material culture and, thus, dis-
cernible changes in material culture over time are 
equated with acculturation.

Middle Kingdom Egypt and Migration from 
the Near East34

What indications of Near Eastern people who 
migrated to Egypt can be put forward for the Mid-
dle Kingdom? The most important source is ini-
tially the texts, which give either a contemporary 
or retrospective impression of the situation. Before 
this question can be answered, however, some par-
tial aspects in connection with the way in which 
Egyptians dealt with the ‘other/-ness’ should be 
explained. 

Egyptian demarcation

Regarding an assumed general attitude of demar-
cation, the following observations are essential for 
a study of migration to Egypt: firstly, the distinc-
tion between topos and mimesis in the depiction of 

26 This concept was originally developed in the school of 
thought associated with culture-historical and primordial-
ist approaches. Cf. for an overview of culture-history: 
Jones 1997, 15–29.

27 McGovern 2000.
28 E.g. Ben-tor 2007, 190–192, 2009; weinstein 1981, 1991, 

107 f.
29 One has to keep in mind that the burial’s context is special 

in terms of spiritual meaning (and the intention behind 
features and practices), but the assumption that a certain 
burial object can be traced regionally and through time to 
locate a practice’s origin and an associated migratory 

movement is a variation of the “pots equal people” conten-
tion. See e.g. for the finding of weapons in burials, Prell 
2019.

30 Well elaborated, for instance, in the case of Late Bronze/
Early Iron Ages western Anatolia: MaCsweeney 2009.

31 For the application within Egyptology: schneider 2006, 
2010, 144–146; kousoulis 2012; sMith 2015 [1998]. 

32 See e.g. cheek 1974; Fowler 1987, 6–8; wilson and roG-
ers 1993, 3–4; cusick 2015; saunders 2015, 417–423.

33 E.g. redfield et al. 1936; herskovits 1937; Mason 1955.
34 All region designations mentioned are meant geographi-

cally – explicitly not nationally.
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the ‘others’ in Egyptian literature and art.35 
Loprieno made clear that the foreigner-topos 
serves a rhetorical goal within the ideological 
sphere. It is to be understood as a timeless con-
stant of the Egyptian presentation of strangers and 
their land.36 These representations on monuments 
and texts were part of a conscious construction of 
an (ethnic) ‘other’. On the other hand, there is 
mimesis, reflected in sources with a more favoura-
ble perspective, probably demonstrating positive 
(more realistic?) cultural encounters.37 Therefore, 
it is important to distinguish between the two 
spheres in the context of migration and the ques-
tion of perception of the ‘other’. 

Secondly, Assmann demonstrated that it was 
not the state (or the territory ruled by the Egyptian 
king) but the individual home town that prompted 
a sense of belonging.38 This observation is based 
on the strong linkage between burial and home-
land, which is connected with the fact that the 
home town is supposed to be the place of one’s 
own grave, but that the graves for which one is 
responsible as a descendant are also located 
there.39 Assmann’s explanation is of interest, as the 
self-ascription to a certain group or area is crucial 
for the demarcation from the ‘other’ and, thus, the 
typical manifestation of strangeness would be seen 
in someone who is unfamiliar with the home-
town.40 

Accordingly, Schneider argues that “Neither 
from the internal perception of the Egyptian nor 
from the external perception of the immigrant was 
non-Egyptian origin seen as a framework of group 
identity and solidarity.” Thus, the definition of eth-
nic identities in Egypt proceeded on a smaller 

scale.41 If ethnic identities persevered in Egypt, 
they defined themselves on a smaller scale.

Ethnonyms and toponyms offer indications of 
certain group descriptions and regional demarca-
tion. They usually remain in use for quite a long 
period of time, which means that the semantics 
and morphological patterns could have changed 
significantly during this time. In addition to vari-
ous difficulties in terms of attribution, such as the 
influence of other languages or changes in the 
meaning over time, another hitch is the preconcep-
tion of the absolute local stability of toponyms and 
the steady correlation between ethnic identities 
and ethnonyms.42 Names of places and peoples 
may change for several reasons, which is why top-
onyms and ethnonyms must be evaluated within 
the context of the single periods of attestation.43

In this context, the most essential Egyptian 
term for this topic is aAm (aAm .t, aAm .w), common-
ly translated with Asiatic(s).44 The development of 
aAmw.w from the Old to the Middle Kingdom is 
interesting for the historical reconstruction based 
on the written sources. In the Old Kingdom, the 
term is a phylonym or ethnonym designating a 
distinct Semitic tribe/people, which originated in 
the Negev region,45 but in the Middle Kingdom, 
aAm .w had disappeared as a distinct ethnic identity 
and was used for all kinds of Asiatic people(s), 
regardless of their specific origins.46 Gundacker 
explained recently that during the Old Kingdom, 
aAmw.w left their homeland (probably also con-
nected to climate change) and, subsequently, dif-
ferent branches occupied particular regions (the 
Sinai Peninsula, northern Levant [xnt-S, tA-
aAmw.w], xAc . t -aAmw.w, DAt j). Concerning the 

35 loPrieno 1988.
36 loPrieno 1988, 22–34.
37 See for Loprieno’s understanding: loPrieno 1988, 11 f. 
38 assMann 1996.
39 assMann 1996, 87-91; see also: Moers 2003.
40 On the link with language identification in the regional 

context, see Moers 2000, esp. 59–80.
41 schneider 2010, 145.
42 Gundacker 2017, 334, note 5 with a comparative example 

of Avars and Huns.
43 Gundacker demonstrated well how important it may be to 

differentiate between terms referring to distinct classifica-
tions, such as ethnonyms stricto sensu (names of peoples 
with common identity), laonyms (names of peoples), geno-
nyms (names of races and groups of related peoples or 
tribes), phylonyms (names of tribes and subdivisions of 
peoples), etc. Additionally, the differentiation between 
endonyms (names which are proper self-designations and 

which are commonly recognized as such by the people to 
whom the name is applied, although they need not be their 
own creations or derive from their own language) or exo-
nyms (names which are used by neighbouring peoples in 
order to designate another people and which – regardless 
of their language of origin – are not used by the designated 
people themselves). Gundacker 2017, 336–342.

44 Of course, this auxiliary translation is only meant geo-
graphically and does not reflect the ancient Egyptian per-
ception of their neighbours. Cf. in detail: schneider 2003, 
5–81.

45 schneider 1997, 195 f. (14.); schneider 2003, 5; Gundack-
er 2017, 349 f., Fig. 13.1.

46 Cf. hanniG 2006, 486 f.; Gundacker 2017, 346–352, 
Fig. 13.1, n. 28; see e.g. for aAmw in the Story of Sinuhe: 
koch 1990; and for the topos of the aAmw as the prototypi-
cal non-Egyptian: fischer 1976, 97 f.; loPrieno 1988, 
41–59; Baines 1996; Morenz 1997; felBer 2005.
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Middle Kingdom, he recognized a movement to 
tA-aAmw.w near Ullaza and probably another one 
to DAt j, the eastern desert.47 It can be assumed that 
the regions closest to Egypt, which means the 
Sinai, the area north of the eastern desert and 
maybe also parts of the Negev and the southern-
most parts of the southern Levant, were inhabited 
by different peoples. This already mixed cultural 
and ethnic landscape provides the basis for the 
immigration during the early second millennium 
BCE and, with this in mind, it becomes clear that 
one needs to be careful with assumptions about 
migratory movements of the aAmw.w and the only 
too much associated Egyptian attitude towards 
‘Asiatics’ in general. 

The second most significant designation in the 
context of north-eastern people is %T. t (and %T. tyw 
for the people). Moreover, it can occur in relation 
to the ethnonym aAmw.w.48 Interestingly, attesta-
tions of %T. t also point in the direction of changea-
ble region designations. %T. t is one of the earliest 
terms associated with the region north-east of 
Egypt, however, %T. t can neither be identified with 
a particular region nor %T. tyw with a particular 
group.49 The re-examination of the use from the 
Early Dynastic Period to the Middle Kingdom by 
Mourad offers new observations relating the 
term’s development.50 

During the Early Dynastic Period, %T. t as either 
an alien region or town was a source of fine prod-
ucts. In the artistic context, it seems that %T. ty 
reflected an ideological expression presented with 
the typical elements for an Asiatic figure. In the 
course of the Old Kingdom, the royal dominance 
over the ‘other’ was the primary connotation and 
there are distinct associations with the MnTw, the 
Sinai and the Levant. Finally, in the Middle King-
dom, %T. t also encompasses regions such as 
¤kmm, RTnw and IwA, and groups, such as the 
MnTw. The attestations are connected with both 
hostile and commercial expeditions (Sinai, Levant) 
and most of them present a topos of the negative 
treatment of people of other origins. Artistically, 

no difference between %T. tyw and other Asiatics 
can be noted.51

Mourad concludes that by the end of the Mid-
dle Kingdom, %T. t included the Sinai, the southern 
Levant and the northern Levant but was not mere-
ly a toponym. Instead, it can be interpreted as the 
ideological north-eastern entity (with the %T. tyw 
as the ideological inhabitants) that also served as 
as abstraction for an alien entity that was encoun-
tered beyond Egypt’s north-east border.52 In this 
context, it is important to note that the term 
%T. tyw not functioning as an ethnonym probably 
included different ethnic groups. Thus, the mixed 
cultural and ethnic landscape especially at the 
north-eastern border or contact zone becomes 
even more evident.

Asiatic presence

For the early second millennium BCE, the written 
sources do not only prove that Asiatics were pre-
sent, but even in comparison with the preserved 
testimonies from the Old Kingdom, a clear 
increase in references to this is to be noted.53 This 
refers to non-Egyptians as a whole and not only to 
individuals from the Near East. Historically, this 
fact can be, first and foremost, connected with 
Egypt’s intensified external relationships regard-
ing the Levant54 and, to the south, with the con-
quest of Lower Nubia to the south of the second 
cataract.55 

The strengthened relationship with the Levant 
certainly made it easier and more common to trav-
el in both directions.56 In fact, people of north-
eastern origin are represented in many different 
professions and social milieus during the Middle 
Kingdom. People with non-Egyptian names can be 
found from prisoners who have been used for 
forced labour to domestic servants to high ranking 
officials in the Egyptian administration, even 
within the royal house.57 It is also noteworthy that 
there have been individual cases in which a profes-
sional tradition within families is attested (in the 

47 Gundacker 2017, 351 f., n. 28.
48 Mourad 2015, 194–199, Figs. 7.8–7.9.
49 See for different views – Sinai: Černy 1955, 2; sowada 

2009, 31; Levant: wright 1985, 248, 250; broader region 
incorporating the Sinai and the southern Levant: Godron 
1990, 194; sowada 2009, 31.

50 Mourad 2017.
51 Mourad 2017, 304.

52 Mourad 2017, 301–305, Tab. 3.
53 Cf. comprehensive: schneider 2003.
54 helck 1971; ward 1971; cohen 2002, 2012.
55 ziBelius-chen 1988, 185–197; Meurer 1996; sMith 2003, 

75–78; török 2009, 79–102.
56 On some aspects of travel, see köPP-Junk 2017. 
57 Posener 1957; luft 1993; schneider 2003, 201–290.
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field of military and police, as well as metal-
work).58 

Additionally, literary text sources indicate the 
presence of Asiatics in Egypt also in the context of 
military actions during the Middle Kingdom.59 
Even if these written records are, of course, not to 
be understood as historical reports, they must not 
be dismissed as pure propaganda. To a certain 
extent, they may well be seen as a reflection of 
social and political concerns. In addition, other 
text sources also point to military conflicts that 
probably took place on Egyptian and Levantine 
soil.60

The southern Levant drew Egypt’s attention 
during the reign of Amenemehet II, which is mir-
rored in the Mit Rahina inscription.61 One aim of 
the activities was to capture workers for the king’s 
pyramid city, while others were given to Egypt as 
a tribute. Whether there were several such pro-
curement measurements in the Levant during the 
Middle Kingdom is not known. In any case, the 
great political and economic interest in the Levant 
is also attested by the inscription in the tomb of 
Khnumhotep in Dahshur (Amenemhet III).62

Regarding the employment situation, the Papy-
rus Brooklyn 35.1446 from the reign of Sobekho-
tep III63 and the Sinai inscriptions, which prove the 
participation of Asiatics in mine work under 
Amenemhet III and IV, are of interest above all.64 
The institution called xnr. t wr ‘great enclosure’,65 
which is mentioned in the Papyrus Brooklyn, 
organized corvée work throughout Egypt. A list of 
names in this papyrus demonstrates the high num-
ber of Asiatics amongst this working population. 
Furthermore, it is mentioned that the deployment 
of Asiatic workers was not confined to the resi-
dence and its surroundings but extended to private 
property in the province.

The picture that emerges is that the population 
of Egypt during the Middle Kingdom was proba-
bly quite diverse and, in addition to the natives, 

numerous people (of different generations) from 
the Levant, Nubia, Libya, and the desert and mar-
ginal zones lived in the Delta and the Nile valley. 
It has been known since Schneider that immi-
grants appear in the written sources predominant-
ly no differently than Egyptian natives. Significant 
criteria for their different origins are no longer 
available or not recognisable and the persons con-
cerned do not provide us with biographical infor-
mation on this process.66

As a rule, ethnonyms appear only as external 
markers and not as conscious signs of self-attribu-
tion,67 which plays a major role in the interpreta-
tion of group membership. Regarding marriage 
behaviour, the complexity and, thus, the difficulty 
of responding to ethnicity could also be deter-
mined based on the analysis of about 100 cases. 
Marriage between two individuals with non-Egyp-
tian names is very rarely documented, although it 
can be assumed that it would have taken place 
more frequently.68 To the extent that our knowledge 
of the geographical origin of the people examined 
and the written tradition permits, it should be not-
ed that the marriage of Egyptian males to women 
with non-Egyptian names was more frequent than 
the marriage of Egyptian females to men with non-
Egyptian names.69 In this context, however, it 
should also be considered that the male perspective 
was usually adopted in written records. 

Live and die in Egypt

When assessing the living situation of Egyptians 
together with people of initially different geo-
graphical origin, it should, firstly, be noted that the 
archaeological settlement remains are not particu-
larly significant due to their number, size and the 
difficulties of ethnic interpretation. It is methodi-
cally delicate to divide them into groups of specif-
ic residential areas, which does not mean that such 
areas did not exist.70 Written evidence, for exam-

58 schneider 2003, 33, 246, 307, 334.
59 quirke 2004, 112–120, 140–150; Parkinson 2010.
60 Cf. e.g. the stela inscription of Khu-Sobek which records 

an early war of Egypt with its north-eastern neighbours: 
Peet 1914; Baines 1987.

61 altenMüller and Moussa 1991; Marcus 2007.
62 allen 2008.
63 hayes 1972 [1955]; Menu 2012. The document spans a 

period from Amenemhet III to Sobekhotep III (about 90 
years). 

64 Černy 1935; Gardiner et al. 1952-55; schneider 2003, 
246 f.

65 Maybe also attested by archaeological evidence: śliwa 
2005.

66 schneider 2003, 322.
67 schneider 2003, 334 f.
68 franke 1983; schneider 2003, 291–314.
69 schneider 2003, 292, 334 f.
70 Bietak, for instance, has conducted a residential area anal-

ysis for the Middle Kingdom and the Hyksos period in Tell 
el-Dabʿa/Ezbet Rushdi. Cf. Bietak 2018.
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ple, suggests that there have been separate settle-
ments for aAmw. From the time of Senwosret II, 
the Illahun Papyri mentions large numbers of 
aAmw who were located near the 12th Dynasty resi-
dence JTj- tAwj, near Lisht in so-called wnw.t.71 
Those aAmw lived in wnw.t installations and were 
servants or workmen. Perhaps it can be assumed 
that these installations were specific settlements of 
aAmw, surrounded by enclosure walls, which is 
indicated by the usual determinative of ‘crenellat-
ed circular wall’.72 However, there is no indication 
of where these aAmw came from and how long 
they stayed in the settlements. One possibility 
could be that they were captives brought to Egypt 
by expeditions or campaigns during the Middle 
Kingdom.73 The question arises whether voluntary 
immigrants lived in wnw.t. If such settlements 
were commissioned by the Egyptian crown and 
not built by Asiatics, the settling of captives seems 
more plausible, but there is no clear indication of 
the origin of the wnw.t. On the other hand, it 
might also be possible that immigrant individuals 
or smaller groups were assigned to wnw.t installa-
tions after a kind of border control. There could 
have been fortifications intended for this purpose 
in the Delta’s peripheral zone. Installations called 
inbw HqA ‘walls of the ruler’, which are known 
only from written sources,74 are said to have been 
built in the north-eastern Delta in the early 12th 
Dynasty.75 If they existed, it is conceivable that 
these installations were used especially in the ear-

ly Middle Kingdom not only for monitoring the 
traders and their activities but also to control the 
number of aAm .w and %T. tyw immigrating into the 
Delta.76

Other political measures related to aAmw.w are 
suspected within the administration and the mili-
tary – possibly for reasons of language. The exist-
ence of a separate administrative unit for aAmw.w 
may be derived from specific titles such as sXAw nj 
aAmw.w ‘scribe of the aAmw.w’77 and jmj-rA mSa 
nj aAmw.w ‘commander/officer of aAmw.w’.78 A 
separate unit for the military sector has been 
assumed for some time based on titles such as mr 
mSa n aAmw ‘Chief of staff of the aAmw’.79 

Only Tell el-Dabʿa comes into play for settle-
ment archaeological investigations in the eastern 
Delta, in order to approach the presence of Asiat-
ics.80 Beyond that, the archaeological evidence of 
the presence of people from the Near East is actu-
ally limited. More remains of typical Middle 
Bronze Age (MBA) material in the eastern Delta 
can be noted in the Hyksos reign, but it looks 
much thinner for the time before.81 One reason for 
this might be the lack of published evidence for 
some sites in the eastern Delta.82 However, the 
question arises as to which numbers of inhabitants 
and people from the Near East among them are to 
be assumed. Estimates may be quite difficult,83 but 
the MBA material in the Middle Kingdom – apart 
from Tell el-Dabʿa – raise doubts about a large 
mass of immigrants. 

71 Papyrus Berlin 10021 found at Lahun, scharff 1924, 45 f.; 
drioton 1943, 488, n. 2; helck 1971, 80; Bietak 1994, 
18–20; fischer 1959, 264.

72 For the development and attestation of wnw.t during the 
Old Kingdom, see: Gundacker 2017, 361–372.

73 See for relevant Egyptian activities in the Levant: Posener 
1957, 157 f.;Click or tap here to enter text. altenMüller 
and Moussa 1991; Goedicke 1991; Marcus 2007; alten-
Müller 2015, 28 f., 67–82, 116–120.

74 The first occurrence is found in the Prophecy of Neferti: 
helck 1970, 56 f. The second time the “Walls of the Rul-
er” are mentioned is in the Tale of Sinuhe: Parkinson 1997, 
28.

75 For the possibility of archaeological evidence for an Egyp-
tian fortification system at the route between Egypt and 
the Levant, see hoffMeier 2006.

76 Aaron de Souza drew my attention to the possible compar-
ison with the fortresses in Lower Nubia, which were prob-
ably built to control the trade and movements of people. 
However, this control does not automatically mean that all 
people have actually been registered. There will always 
have been ways to get around them.

77 kaPlony-heckel 1971, 3, 5 f.
78 darnell et al. 2005, 87 f.; see Gundacker 2017, 371.
79 ward 1982, 29 [206]; chevereau 1991, 56 (105).
80 The site was identified with ancient Avaris. See haBachi 

1954, 443–448; Bietak 1975, 179–221.
81 Tell el-Habwa (late 13th Dynasty onwards): aBd el-Mak-

soud 1983; aBd el-Maksoud and valBelle 2005; see 
Mourad 2015, 44–48. Tell el-Yahudiyah: naville and 
Griffith 1890; Petrie 1906; adaM 1958; tufnell 1977; see 
Mourad 2015, 57–61; Kom el-Hisn in the western Delta: 
haMada and el-aMir 1947; kirBy et al. 1998; see Mourad 
2015, 49 f.

82 For instance, for the Wadi Tumilat, which would be due to 
its location between the Delta and the Sinai Peninsula an 
extremely important source. See Mourad 2015, 19.

83 Bietak estimated the presence of Canaanites in Egypt 
(with focus on the Eastern Delta and the Lisht region) at 
30000 for the 18th and 17th centuries. See Bietak 1988, 39, 
n. 34.
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The settlement at Tell el-Dabʿa in the early 12th 
Dynasty can be called typically Egyptian, with 
just a few imports.84 Later on (late 12th/13th Dynas-
ty), traces of new elements in the archaeological 
record may potentially be related to the immigra-
tion of people from the Near East, comprehensible 
as a gradual process.85 During the early to mid-13th 
Dynasty, exact imitations of previously imported 
pottery also occurred. However, whether these 
imitations can actually be seen as an indication of 
immigrants who have brought their way of pro-
ducing pottery with them must probably be deter-
mined by the number of existing examples.86 A 
large part of the evidence of Levantine MBA 
material comes from burial contexts of that time.87 
Even though the assessment of this material in 
terms of the people behind it is difficult and com-
plex, it can at least be said that part of the material 
culture is similar to that of the MBA Levant and 
beyond, which opens up assumptions regarding 
immigrants in Tell el-Dabʿa. Among the MBA ele-
ments of burial customs are donkey burials, spe-
cific weapons, personal adornment (toggle pins, 
metal belts), intramural interments, or supine body 
position with flexed legs. In any case, the burials 
alone cannot be used to identify immigrants. Buri-
als are complex ritualized practices that may not 
directly mirror the social or economic, let alone 
ethnic status of individuals.88 Their significance is 
not to be underestimated though. The character of 
the burial is decided upon solely by the living 
members of the community and, therefore, 
expresses their idea of a good afterlife. If certain 
members of a group decided to bury another indi-
vidual in a specific (untypical Egyptian) manner, 
one can assume that this practice is a manifesta-
tion of identification. Nevertheless, the assumption 

of a greater presence of people from the Near East 
in Egypt can only be substantiated by the combi-
nation of funerary traditions with other links to 
this region such as the pottery or architecture 
already mentioned.89 

Along with the written sources mentioned on 
the general presence of aAm .w and %T. tyw, it can 
be assumed that population groups from various 
regions settled in Tell el-Dabʿa in the course of the 
Middle Kingdom. Immigration is conceivable on a 
somewhat larger scale only for the advanced 13th 
dynasty. However, the Egyptian population always 
accounted for a certain proportion of the inhabit-
ants.90 

As the thorough investigation of the late Middle 
Kingdom settlement at Tell el-Dabʿa has shown, it 
is probably not possible to speak of an elite in area 
A/II as far as the inhabitants are concerned.91 Bad-
er states that the developments in the different are-
as and phases of the site need to be separated and 
should not be thrown together. Even if the exact 
assessment of the inhabitants’ social position can-
not be satisfactorily clarified, the evidence seems 
to indicate that they did not belong to the poorest 
stratum of society, but the remains of settlements 
and finds do not indicate the wealth of an elite (lay-
out and size of buildings).92 This is in a certain 
contrast to the funerary context, where there are at 
least some examples which, judging by the burial 
equipment, suggest a higher social status.

A further district in late Middle Kingdom Tell 
el-Dabʿa is also assigned to a quite wealthy popu-
lation in area F/I.93 The thorough examination by 
Müller emphasized the important role of the site as 
a trade hub and melting pot, predestined for a cul-
turally mixed atmosphere and good chances of 
upward social mobility. 

84 czerny 1999.
85 Settlement in Area A/II, local Phases H, G/4 and G/3-1. 

Bietak 1977; Bader 2015, forthcoming. See for an over-
view of disputable things in the context of Levantine-
Egyptian contacts in the early 2nd millennium: sParks 
2004.

86 See for a detailed discussion: Bader 2011; Bader 2013, 
271–275.

87 Bietak 1991a; Bietak 1991b; PhiliP 2006; forstner-Mül-
ler 2008; schiestl 2009; for a summary analysis: Bietak 
2010.

88 E.g. Parker Pearson 1999; eGGert 2001, 273–296; Porter 
and Boutin 2014; BurMeister 2016, 47, 51.

89 For Egypt untypical architecture in Tell el-Dabʿa already 
before the 15th Dynasty: middle-room house in Area F/I 

(Phase H, late 12th Dynasty) Bietak 1996, Figs. 8–9; 
sacred architecture: Bietak 2010, 142–144, 154–156; Bie-
tak 2019 (Broad-Room temple in Area F/I, Broad-Room 
temple (Temple III) in Area A/II (Phase F, rebuilt in E/3 
and continuously used later on), Bent-Axis temple at the 
western edge of the sacred precinct (Phases E/3 and then 
E/2).

90 Bader forthcoming; also for the Hyksos period, see Bietak 
2016. 

91 See the not yet published monograph by Bettina Bader: 
Bader forthcoming.

92 Bader forthcoming, Chapter 1 Introduction and on consid-
erations of social strata during the Middle Kingdom: rich-
ards 2005, esp. 49–74.

93 Müller 2015, forthcoming.
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Some historical considerations 

A look at the historical development and the role 
of the migratory movements mentioned above 
raises a number of questions. Two particularly rel-
evant connections will be discussed here since 
they are often brought into play: the significance 
of the Amorites and the link to the Hyksos. Both 
cases are as interesting as they are enigmatic. To 
anticipate the result right away, there are no sim-
ple, unambiguous answers to these complex ques-
tions. However, certain plausibilities can be pre-
sented that are important for further debate.

Amorites: “guilty of all charges”

Reading about the Amorites gives the impression 
that they can be held responsible for almost every-
thing, both at the end of the third millennium and 
at the beginning of the second millennium BCE.94 
The essential question in this context seems to be 
who brought about the social transformations at 
the Early/MBA transition. The underlying 
assumption, which basically provides the orienta-
tion of an interpretation, refers to the main trigger 
for cultural/social change. The idea that exogenous 
factors are primarily responsible for cultural dis-
ruptions and innovations may be closely connect-
ed to cultural-historical concepts of diffusion and 
migration. 

Amorites were frequently understood as 
migrating groups, carriers of a Syrian MBA mate-
rial culture, responsible for the emergence of 
urbanism in the southern Levant.95 Moreover, 
some scholars assumed that the Amorites trig-
gered the destruction of the urbanized EBA III 

culture and later EBA IV pastoral-nomadic popu-
lation.96 

This view changed when numerous typological 
studies painted a complex and, above all, regional-
ly differentiated picture.97 Positions in the argu-
mentation for a connection between migrating 
population groups and changes in material culture 
have shifted considerably also due to the renewed 
chronological debate.98 Again or still, the Amorites 
(partly understood as an ethnic group with an 
inflexible nature) are attributed an essential role on 
the stage of politics in the Levant, which also con-
nects them to the situation during the Middle 
Kingdom in Egypt.99 In fact, there were earlier 
approaches in the search for possible scenarios for 
the Hyksos seizing power which were associated 
with the Amorites.100

Amorite ethnicity is not equal to Amorite lan-
guage,101 which is also a crucial observation in 
connection to the Egyptian execration texts, but 
even if there had been a distinct language group, it 
does not mean that this would be equatable to a 
social group.102

The problem with ethnicity in the context of 
migration is that it takes on political and social 
meaning only when it is linked to drawing bound-
aries between dominant groups and minorities.103 
In connection with the Amorite identity,104 two 
conceptions seem to play a role once again. At 
first, the link between the written attestations of 
Amorites and specific material culture. Secondly, 
the understanding of Amorites as a unified socio-
political group, also acting in a united militarily 
movement.105 The former is problematic since 
there is still no archaeological record that could be 
certainly associated with Amorites. At the 

94 For various notions of Amorites through time, see livera-
ni 1973; kaMP and yoffee 1980; whiting 1995; hoMsher 
and cradic 2017.

95 E.g. alBriGht 1922, 1965; wright 1957; kaPlan 1971; 
ilan 1995; Burke 2014a.

96 E.g. kenyon 1957, 1966; de vauX 1970; dever et al. 1970.
97 E.g. GerstenBlith 1983; dever 1987; falconer and savaGe 

1995; staGer 2001; cohen 2009, 2016.
98 See Morandi Bonacossi 2008, 61–63; reGev et al. 2012; 

höflMayer et al. 2014; höflMayer 2017; Pfälzner 2017; 
sChwartz 2017.

99 Burke 2014a, 2014b, 2017; saretta 2016, 17; Bietak 2018, 
78–81.

100 van seters 1966, 192 f.
101 de Boer 2014, 42 f.; see also durand 2012 on the idea of a 

language continuum that means Amorite is part of a varie-

ty of Semitic languages that are mutually intelligible. An 
‘Amorite language’ is actually a scholars’ creation. 

102 Barth 1969; eMBerlinG 1997; Bahrani 2006; .
103 Brettell 2003; castles and Miller 2009, 35–37.
104 See for aspects of identity negotiation and interaction in 

the late 3rd/early 2nd millennium BCE: Burke 2014a, 
2017; also: sChwartz 2013.

105 See hoMsher and cradic 2017, 260, naming the problem 
and offering an alternative view: “(…) the indigenous 
populations of the southern Levant were primarily respon-
sible for the local innovations of the MB that transformed 
the social, technological, economic, demographic and poli-
tical landscape of the region. The changes throughout all 
Levantine society associated with the MB were in fact 
gradual, mainly continuous and bear few indications of 
cultural diffusion from outside the Levant.”
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moment when there is no clearly assignable mate-
rial culture and, simultaneously, conspicuous 
changes over large periods of time and different 
regions are, nevertheless, repeatedly associated 
with the Amorites mentioned in texts,106 the actual 
significance of what is generally referred to as 
MBA culture becomes blurred. In fact, it is not 
possible to link any category of Levantine MBA 
material culture specifically to any exogenous 
group.107 Of course, this does not automatically 
mean that Amorites and other groupings may not 
have played an essential role in the Levant and 
beyond. Arguing in this direction, clear statements 
on the assessment of the written and archaeologi-
cal remains must be made based on a theoretical 
framework. However, theories relying on ethnicity 
as an explanatory concept for changes in the MBA 
are debatable. 

Hyksos:108 “all but no invasion”

There has been a lot of speculation in the past 
about the origin of the Hyksos. The initial hypoth-
esis, based above all on Manetho’s text passages,109 
assumed that there was an invasion. Other written 
sources used include non-contemporaneous Egyp-
tian texts.110 The assumptions ranged from an ori-
gin in the Elamite region to Levantine to Indo-
Aryan connections.111 A little later, the supposition 
of Hurrian elements in the material culture was 
especially favoured.112

In the course of time, however, Manetho’s his-
tory was viewed more sceptically and the idea of 
an invasion was largely refused.113 The theories 
changed or were further developed particularly 
since the excavations at Tell el-Dabʿa, the Hyksos 

capital, revealed an abundance of new material.114 
In addition to the resulting focus on the connec-
tion with the Levantine MBA culture,115 the 
assumed mechanisms of the Hyksos’ accession are 
of special interest in this paper’s context. 

Even though some researchers are still in 
favour of the theory of an invasion,116 common 
explanations tend towards a gradual and mainly 
non-violent development. Some scholars assume 
that the Hyksos gained power in a gradual and 
peaceful way, facilitated by a north-eastern popu-
lation already resident in Egypt.117 Another scenar-
io that is brought into play is the gradual but 
forced take over (for instance, through a revolt) of 
the rule during the 13th Dynasty.118

What, however, is the assumption behind the 
hypothesis that Asiatics present everywhere in 
Upper and Lower Egypt finally made the basis for 
the seizure of power possible? Schneider argues 
that there is no reason to believe in a united Asiat-
ic interest and considers the networking between 
the individual groups of Asiatics living in Egypt to 
be unlikely.119 

What should be pointed out is that even if the 
Hyksos are of a different origin than the north-
eastern population already living in Egypt, the lat-
ter need not necessarily have resisted the seizure 
of power. Arguments seem to be far too associated 
with the assumed ethnic identity. The following 
two options are, therefore, practically ignored: 
firstly, the possibility that, regardless of their ori-
gin, the population in the eastern Delta did not 
oppose the accession of non-Egyptians, since the 
political situation at that time welcomed any new 
guidance. Secondly, it may be even more likely 
that a small group of local residents decided to 

106 Cf. esp. for the early Old Babylonian Period: de Boer 2014. 
107 hoMsher and cradic 2017.
108 In this paper Hyksos is only used for the kings who took 

the title HqAw xAswt, not for (a) people behind it. The prob-
lematic of the general use of this designation has already 
been criticized by: van seters 1966, 3. 

109 Manetho, Aegyptiaca, Figs. 42–44. Translation in wad-
dell 2004, 77–93.

110 First stela of Kamose: Gardiner 1916; lacau 1939; sMith 
and sMith 1976; Gardin and PeeBles 1992; second stela of 
Kamose: haBachi 1972; inscription of Hatshepsut at Speos 
Artemidos: Urk. IV, 390 [35–39]; literary story about the 
quarrel between Apophis and Seqenenra: pSallier I, recto 
1.1–3.3, verso 2–3; Gardiner 1932, 85–89; Goedicke 1986; 
the 400 year stela: Montet 1933.

111 toMkins 1890; MasPero 1901, 161; laBiB 1936; enGBerG 
1939, 42.

112 ward 1961, 137 f.; Beckerath 1964, 115–122; helck 1971, 
101–103. 

113 säve-söderBerGh 1951; alt 1961; van seters 1966, 181–
190. 

114 Cf. for the impact of the discovery of Tell el-Dabʿa on the 
portrayal of the Hyksos (also in popular fiction): schneider 
2018.

115 See recent summaries: Bietak 2006, 2010; Mourad 2015.
116 E.g. redford 1992, 101–113; ryholt 1997, 302–304; 

wilKinson 2010, 184–188.
117 lePsius 1852, 98 f.; hayes 1972, 149; more recent: Bietak 

1994, 1996, 2010; Booth 2005, 9–20; Mourad 2015, 215 f.; 
saretta 2016, 191 f.

118 E.g. knaPP 1988, 168–170; quirke 1991; an eventually vio-
lent takeover is presumed by: GriMal 1988, 186.

119 schneider 1998, 1 f., 2003, 339–341, 2006, 203.
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take the lead, regardless of origin, without any real 
opposition. This means that the Hyksos were 
formed from people living in Egypt who, in the 
course of their newly created power potential, (ide-
ologically and/or religiously) claimed their non-
Egyptian background. This circumstance does not 
have to contradict a far-reaching adaptation to 
Egyptian customs and lifestyle that took place pre-
viously. 

The fact that the designation HqAw xAswt was 
not used by the Egyptian side for the 15th Dynasty, 
but the Hyksos themselves took on this title is also 
interesting in this regard.120 Candelora hypothesiz-
es that the conscious use of this title would not 
only proclaim their geographical origin but per-
haps also an Amorite affiliation. The adoption of 
the title HqAw xAswt, which was in use, would, 
thus, be an attempt to negotiate their strange iden-
tity from an Egyptian perspective.121 In the sense 
of a flexible and situational self-identification, the 
proximity to so-called Amorite rulers could have 
been of political importance during the mid-sec-
ond millennium BCE. However, this link has not 
yet been clearly demonstrated. 

Conclusion

What can be summarized about migratory move-
ments, especially into the Delta from Egypt’s 
north-eastern neighbour region, during the Middle 
Kingdom? Migration took place and there are both 
written and archaeological sources pointing to it. 
According to the textual evidence, there were a 
much larger number of ‘Asiatics’ in Egypt than 
during the Old Kingdom. It is possible that the 
descendants of those aAmw.w who infiltrated into 
the regions to the east of Egypt during the 6th 
Dynasty (and probably later) may have still be 
there, also called aAmw.w,, inhabiting the eastern 
desert (as far south as the Wadi Hammamat road) 
during the Middle Kingdom.122 Additionally, an 
inscription in the Wadi el-Hudi depicts ‘over-

throwing the aAm’123 and the inscriptions of the sol-
dier Tjehemau at Abisko also mention aAmw.w 
nj.w DAt j ‘aAmw.w of Djaty’ (apparently a south-
ern location) against whom war was waged.124 Dif-
ferent branches of aAmw.w occupied particular 
regions (Sinai, northern Levant and the eastern 
desert). Overall, the impression is reinforced that 
aAmw.w of different group affiliations were resi-
dent in large parts of Egypt already in the early 
Middle Kingdom.

As has been shown, the term %T. t was not 
exclusively a toponym but is to be understood as 
an ideological north-eastern entity that included 
the Sinai as well as the southern and northern 
Levant by the end of the Middle Kingdom. 
Accordingly, the same is true for the people called 
%T. tyw. Thus, it can now be stated that the ‘Asiat-
ics’ mentioned in the written sources at the time of 
the Middle Kingdom were a heterogeneous group, 
composed of people from the entire Levant, the 
Sinai and the eastern desert. 

Interestingly, the archaeological record can also 
be interpreted in a similar direction. At least the 
opposite cannot yet be proven. A growth of typical 
Levantine MBA material in Egypt is noticeable for 
the Middle Kingdom. Two observations are of 
great relevance in this respect: the respective dis-
tribution of the individual artefacts and specific 
practices extend over wide landscapes (in the 
Levant and Mesopotamia) and appear over a very 
long period of time (already from Early Bronze 
Age (EBA) I).125 In connection with the ‘Asiatics’ 
present in Egypt, therefore, a certain affiliation 
and possible spiritual clusters can be located so 
far, but this does not yet say from which region 
people made their way to Egypt in the early 2nd 
millennium BCE.

Thus, the provoking question arises, whether 
past identities are textually and/or archaeologically 
detectable and reconstructable in the context of 
migration at all.126 Egypt’s geographic position 
offered its inhabitants many occasions to interact 

120 See the recent examination by candelora 2017; the only 
Egyptian source referencing the Hyksos is the Turin King 
List.

121 It is based on Richard White’s Middle Ground Theory that 
says that the social groups involved in the creation of mid-
dle ground may have tried to find a justification for their 
actions in what they assumed to be their partner s̓ cultural 
premise. See white 1991, 52; candelora 2017, 211–213.

122 Murray 1935, 14; darnell et al. 2005, 98, nn. 115, 116.
123 sadek 1980, 56 f., no. 31, n. 212.

124 roeder 1911, vol. 1, 103–111, vol. 2, pls. 106–108; Bro-
varski and Murnane 1969; darnell 2003; darnell 2004. 
The graffiti indicate armed actions as far south as Buhen 
or possibly Kerma.

125 For example, the custom of metal weapons in the funerary 
context are known from south-eastern Anatolia and north-
ern Syria in EB I-II; see for an overview of the develop-
ment Prell 2019.

126 E.g. Brather 2004; triGGer 2006, 166–314; Marchand 
2009, 292–386; antonaccio 2010.
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with various actors and groups (also with different 
ethnic identities) and to inter-exchange things and 
ideas. The question of the origin of ethnic groups, 
in the meaning of self-conscious identity groups, 
is certainly intriguing, but it is analytically distinct 
from that of the nature of ‘archaeological cultures’. 

In total, there are various variables: individuals 
or groups have social identities that are fluid and 
can change with situations. Consequently, the pos-
sible repercussions in material culture are mani-
fold and often not even comprehensible. Moreover, 
population groups do not necessarily create coher-
ent group identities that automatically question the 
visibility of different identities within single 
groups. Similarly, migration as a phenomenon 
does not have a single material correlate or a uni-
tary scheme. Thus, research questions such as the 
ethnic identity of immigrants or potential migra-
tion as main argument for material cultural change 
should probably be dismissed.127

Archaeologists and historians should, therefore, 
focus on the social and environmental context to 

understand the causes, ways and consequences of 
migration.128 Evidence in Tell el-Dabʿa, outlined by 
Bader, for instance, points to a late Middle King-
dom settlement in area A/II belonging to a middle 
class, not the poorest social stratum but neither 
was it the elite. A little higher standard of living 
may have prevailed in the late Middle Kingdom 
settlement in area F/I but it is probably not possi-
ble to speak of an elite either. At the same time, 
the sacred temple architecture in both areas seems 
to reflect the presence of people from an upper 
social stratum who could initiate such building 
projects. Consequently, the following questions 
arise: who indeed lived at this site (professions, 
social identities) and how did they interact with 
each other? How these individual aspects on a 
socio-cultural level can be brought together and 
integrated into the larger picture of migration still 
needs to be examined in detail. This study could 
then be followed by questions on the social cleav-
age between immigrants and their home regions to 
deepen the understanding of ancient migration.

127 Biological datasets cannot answer the question of ethnic 
identity either, because ethnicity is a social and not a bio-
logical fact. Instead, for instance, isotope analyses can 
detect certain temporary residences during an individual’s 
lifetime.

128 Concerning causes and ways of migration during the Mid-
dle Kingdom, see PriGlinGer 2019.
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