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a structure becomes its transformation (Sahlins
1981: 8). 2 "

This paper applies Dumont’s ideas of hierar
chy and encompassment along with concepts of
markedness and unmarkedness used in linguistic
and semiotic studies (Dumont 1986). The impor
tance of these notions and concepts in articulating
structures has been recognized by scholars only
in the last decade. 3 Dumont’s notion of hierar
chical asymmetric opposition, distinguished from
Lévi-Strauss’ idea of binary symmetric opposition
(1963) is utilized in the structural analysis. Two

 terms or opposites are equal in the binary oppo
sition while they are unequal in the hierarchical
opposition which necessitates the attachment of a
value to one of two opposites.

Hierarchical opposition is diachronic and con
tains a double relation of identity and contrariety.
First, there is a distinction within identity and
second, there is an encompassment of the contrary
(Dumont 1986: 227). In this hierarchical or mark
ed relationship, an opposition between a whole
and a part of that whole exists. The diachronic
feature of the hierarchical structure can be shown
by Dumont’s example of Adam and Eve. As an
encompassing whole Adam exists alone. Then,
Eve has been created from a rib (or part) taken

 from Adam’s body. Adam and Eve compose a
set of opposition in which Adam encompasses

 Eve (Dumont 1986: 253). Structure, then, “is
processual: a dynamic development of the cultural
categories and their relationships amounting to
a world system of generation and regeneration”
(Sahlins 1985: 77).

Applying linguistic ideas of markedness and
unmarkedness and Dumont’s notion of encom
passment, Lyle (1995: 171 f., 178 f.) states that
the old-world cosmological structure rests on three
axes of polarity: heat/cold, light/darkness, and dry
ness/wetness. The common ground of these oppo
sitions, Lyle maintains, is the polarity of bright
ness/dullness. This study finds Lyle’s statement of

 the three sets of oppositions to be applicable to some
significant aspects of archaic Egyptian cosmol
ogy. However, one should mention that although

2 According to Sahlins’ account (1981: 7, 67 f.) the Hawai-
ians’ ritual reception of the British navigator, Captain Cook,
in 1779 as their returned God, Lono, is a reproduction
of their cultural structure. For further discussion of the
significance of Captain Cook who was treated by Hawaiians
as their returned God and how and for what reasons they
ritually murdered him see Sahlins (1981: 22-28; 1985: 106
-109).

3 See, for example, Sahlins 1985, Barnes 1985, Traube 1989,
el-Aswad 1987, 1988, 1993, 1994a, 19946, 1996a, 19966,
and Lyle 1990, 1991, 1995.

the polarity of brightness/darkness is remarkably
of great interest to Egyptian material it does not
constitute the common ground of the aforemention
ed sets of opposites. This paper suggests that for
Egyptian material the opposition visible/invisible
is the fundamental principle upon which old or ar

 chaic Egyptian cosmology was constructed. In pre
vious studies (el-Aswad 1987, 1988, 1993, 1994a,
1994fi), the author concludes that the opposition
between the visible and the invisible is the under
lying principle of the cosmological belief system
of contemporary Egyptian peasants.

 Archaic Egyptian cosmology is basically con
cerned with two intermingled and inseparable
themes associated with two dominant and over
arching sovereigns. One theme deals with natu
 ral cosmology or cosmogony as associated with
the sun god Ra, while the other concerns social
 cosmology that treats social and political relation
ships as well as the dilemma of life and death

 closely connected to the slain god Osiris. These
two interconnected forms of natural and social
 cosmologies indicate a significant development of
 ancient Egyptians’ thought and worldviews.

Natural Cosmology: The Creation of the
Universe

 At the beginning, according to the Heliopolitan
cosmology based on the earliest Egyptian mythol
 ogies and theologies that go back to the Old King
dom (2700 B.C.), there was Nun, the primordial
 ocean in which germs of all things floated. Nun
was chaos or formless mass that had no structure.

 In short, Nun was “unorganized chaos, nothing
ness” (Moret 1972: 374). It was also a lake of

 chaos and darkness (Grimal 1992: 265). By an
 effort of his will, Atum “stood up out of Nun and
rose above the water; thereupon the Sun came into
being, the Light was, and Atum, duplicated and
made external to the primordial Water, took the

 name of Ra” (Moret 1972: 374, italics are added).
 The sun god Ra, then, became visible after being
 invisible. Although the sun emerged from the cha
os, its origin was not known. It came into being
 out of itself. “The unique deity was not the visible
sun which has always existed. It was omnipresent,
 and the entire earth lived, rejoiced and flourished
in its light “ (Sourouzian 1987: 28 f., italics are

 added). The visible entity or the sun is a marked
figure compared to the invisible reality which is

 the unmarked ground. The marked term conveys a
more narrowly specified and delimited conceptual

 item than the unmarked (Waugh 1982: 301).


