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The Concept of ka between Egyptian
and Egyptological Frameworks*
Rune Nyord

The virtuality–positivity of which I am speaking is a deeper reality than
arbitrary will. We find it also in arbitrary will, or in the will generally, but as
an original, intimate, secret cause which sustains and finally constitutes
the will itself. It is above all an immediately and intrinsically purposive
value, a deep and tenacious faith, which lives in love, in hate, in power …
Leone Vivante, A Philosophy of Potentiality (London, 1955), 10

∵
1

Introduction

It is widely recognised that the concept of ka (kꜣ) is one of the most central
in pharaonic Egyptian religion, especially in its earlier phases. However, modern interpretations of the concept have tended to go in one of two directions:
either a particular subset of the occurrences of the word is identified as being
the most central and a hypothesis based solely on this more limited usage is
presented, or (especially in introductions and encyclopaedia entries, etc.) the
most frequent uses of the term are simply listed next to each other without any
consideration of how they might possibly have been related in the Egyptian
view. Methodologically, it seems that the former, more hypothetical, approach
* The main ideas of this paper were first presented in an embryonic form at a guest lecture at
the Oriental Institute, University of Oxford in February 2012. A Danish summary of the findings was published in ‘“Mennesket” bag mennesket: Det oldægyptiske ka-begreb’, Papyrus:
Ægyptologisk tidsskrift 35/1 (2015), 30–37. The current version has benefitted significantly
from discussions with Symposium participants. I am grateful to Giacomo Borioni for kindly
sending me a copy of his out-of-print monograph on the ka-concept and an unpublished
manuscript on the concept in personal names, and to Joanna Popielska-Grzybowska for providing me with copies of several of her articles. I also want to thank the two anonymous
reviewers for useful comments and suggestions.

© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2019 | doi:10.1163/9789004399846_008

the concept of ka

151

is the only alternative to the latter, purely descriptive, and the present paper
belongs clearly in the tradition seeking a more or less unified general understanding. Important challenges to such attempts in the past lie not only in the
singling out of a particular group of sources as the most important from the outset, but equally in a related tendency to sum up (or even ‘define’) the ancient
Egyptian notion in terms of one or two modern concepts. In an attempt to avoid
these problems, the interpretation undertaken here builds on the one hand on
well-attested general Egyptian religious notions, while on the other broadening the scope enough to incorporate all of the main groups of sources in which
the term occurs in the Old and Middle Kingdom.
The approach taken here differs from previous attempts primarily in its focus
on two basic ideas: relationality and ontology. A relational approach to concepts
such as the ka focuses less on the traditional idea of the ka as an essential ‘aspect
of the person’ and puts more emphasis on ancient descriptions of ka as a relation between different beings (which have been difficult to incorporate in the
traditional approaches outlined below). In other words, what kind of relation is
expressed between two beings by conceptualising X as the ka of Y? The stress of
ontology in the approach argued here is related in the sense that it insists on an
understanding of the ka in terms of broader Egyptian ideas about existence as
opposed to taking a point of departure in modern concepts such as ‘personality’ or ‘life force’. On the one hand, this approach accords a more central status
to certain groups of sources than they have had in previous discussions, but on
the other it also makes it possible to draw on the insights of each of the main
Egyptological ‘schools’ of thought concerning the nature of the ka-concept.
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Research History

The history of research into the concept of the ka and its place within overall interpretations of Egyptian religion is long and quite complex. The recent
monographs on the ka-concept by Bolshakov1 and Borioni2 as well as an unpublished PhD thesis by Kusber3 have examined the history and development of
these Egyptological ideas in some detail, so that it is possible here to focus

1 Bolshakov, A.O., Man and his Double in Egyptian Ideology of the Old Kingdom (ÄAT 37, Wiesbaden, 1997), 123–132.
2 Borioni, G.C., Der Ka aus religionswissenschaftlicher Sicht (Veröffentlichungen der Institute
für Afrikanistik und Ägyptologie der Universität Wien 101, Vienna, 2005), 59–74.
3 Kusber, E., Der altägyptische Ka: ‘Seele’ oder ‘Persönlichkeit’? (PhD thesis, University of Tübingen, 2005—defended 19/12 1994), 7–48.

