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Preface 

The conceptualization and pursuit of this project have their origin in three 
basic sources which interlock and mutually reinforce one another, i.e., my 
intellectual and practical work as an Africana Studies scholar, as an ethicist and as 
a Seba Maat, a moral teacher, of the recovered tradition of Maatian (ancient 
Egyptian) ethics. First, this particular project is a part of an ongoing and larger 
project of Africana Studies, a kind of intellectual archaeology directed toward 
recovering and reconstructing classical African cultures as sources of paradigms for 
enriching and expanding modem African intellectual discourse and culture. And 
by extension, it becomes and is offered as a contribution to a truly multicultural 
discourse in academia, using my own ethical tradition and culture as grounding and 
the fundamental point of intellectual departure. 

Related to this thrust is also an interest in enriching and expanding the 
discipline of Africana Studies with critical ethical discourse from both classical and 
modem sources in African culture--continental and diasporan. This responds not 
only to an internally generated development thrust, but also to one of the most 
important recent developments in academia, viz., the addition of an ethical 
emphasis to standard discipline discourse in many traditional fields. Thus, one sees 
new stress on business ethics, political ethics, biomedical ethics, computer ethics, 
archaeological ethics, teaching ethics, etc., in addition to the regular treatment of 
ethics in religion and philosophy. African culture - continental and diasporan - has 
an ancient, rich and varied legacy in ethical discourse, and Africana Studies (Black 
Studies) can only be enhanced by the structural inclusion of ethics in the 
discipline. Not only are the oldest ethical texts located in Afiican culture, but one 
of the most important contributions of Africans to U.S. society is their playing a 
vanguard role in setting its social ethical agenda and providing it with a significant 
discourse and practice in the interest of social justice. This project, then, becomes a 
contribution to intellectualizing this ancient and ongoing legacy and posing it as an 
important option in ethical discourse and practice. 

Thirdly, discussions on the value of the recovery of tradition by theorists such 
as Robert Bellah, Alasdair MacIntyre, William Sullivan and others parallel and 
recall a similar emphasis by intellectuals and activists in the African American 
community, viz., Malcolm X, Fannie Lou Hamer, W.E.B. DuBois, Carter G. 
Woodson, Mary M. Bethune, et al. Also, such a stress on tradition is central to 

xiii 
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Maatian ethics and thus raises the question of in what ways do these African and 
European discourses differ from and resemble each other in their stress on 
tradition? 

Fourthly, given Maatian ethics' stress on virtue, I find significant the renewed 
interest in European classical virtue theory as well as in responsibility ethics as an 
alternative to andlor enrichment of the dominant utilitarian and deontological 
modes of doing ethics. Here, too, I am interested in similarities and dissimilarities 
in the Afiican and European models. Certainly, I realize that given the 
inclusiveness, complexity and diversity of each group of traditions -African and 
European - one will find similarities as well as differences, however cast in their 
culturally specific forms. 

Finally, I have undertaken this project as a Seba Maat, a moral teacher, of the 
recovered ethical tradition of Maat. As a Seba, in the Maatian tradition, I am 
interested and involved in the intellectual and practical project of concept 
generation and the development of new modes of analysis of Maatian texts, in the 
utility and disutility of various analytical approaches to Maatian ethics and in the 
development of canonical, critical and general literature essential to the defmition 
and development of the tradition itself. I, thus, write from a definite stance as does 
an adherent of Ifa, Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, Islam, Judaism, 
Hinduism and other adherents within their own ethical traditions. The dissertation 
is conceived and pursued, then, as both a clarification process for me through the 
critical examination of my own tradition and an invitation to other scholars and 
adherents to engage in an ongoing and mutually beneficial dialogue around the 
hermeneutical reconstruction I offer. 

Like all works of any value, the work owes its completion and thus due 
acknowledgment to many. So the list of those whom I have to thank is consciously 
long. This book began as a dissertation at the University of Southern California so I 
extend thanks to my dissertation committee: especially to Professor Henry Clark 
(normative issues) who chaired my committee and offered critical assistance and 
advice; and to Professors Jack Crossley (theology); William Williams (public 
policy) and Antonio Loprieno (Egyptology, UCLA) all of whose critiques, advice 
and creative challenge were essential to the pursuit and completion of the initial 
project. They were both colleagues and committee members and offered insightful 
contributions fiom the vantage point of their own areas of intellectual focus and 
competence. 

A special, profound and continuous gratitude is always reserved for my friend, 
colleague and wife, Tiamoyo, whose support in conception, research, typing, 
proofreading, inspiration, and creative challenge as a fellow Seba, were and are 
indispensable in this and all other of my projects. Moreover, profound appreciation 
is extended to my friends and colleagues Seba Chimbuko Tembo and Sebati 
Limbiko Tembo for years of research, assistance and ongoing support. 

Also, I extend thanks to my colleagues and students at the Kawaida Institute of 
Pan-African Studies and at the Temple of Kawaida, especially those who with me 
have become the first Seba in the recovered tradition of Maat: Seba Tulivu Jadi, 
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Preface xv 

Seba Tiamoyo Karenga, and Seba Chimbuko Tembo. It is they who since 1982 
have joined with me in systematic and sustained study of the texts and the building 
of institutions in the ongoing project of serudj ta - repairing the world, i.e., to 
restoring that which is damaged or destroyed, and raising up that which is in ruins, 
setting right that which is wrong and replenishing what is lacking, making it better 
and more beautiful than it was before, as the Maatian texts urge us. 

Thanks goes also to other advocates and supporters of Us Organization, 
especially: Sanifu Adetona, Thabiti Ambata, Thanayi Karenga, Mpinduzi 
Khuthaza, Sebati Mshinda Nyofu, Hasani Soto, Aminisha Tambuzi, Robert 
Tambuzi, Sebati Wasifu Tangulifu, Malaika Msaidizi, Sebati Limbiko Tembo and 
Ujima Wema, who helped to fmance these projects of recovery and restoration, 
provided volunteer work in research, proofreading, typing and other vital services, 
and planned and hosted various forums and conferences in ancient Egyptian 
Studies, including the founding conference of the Association for the Study of 
Classical African Civilizations (ASCAC) in 1984. A special thanks also goes to 
Kamau Tyehimba of Us, in Chicago, for his research assistance at the Oriental 
Institute, University of Chicago, and to Segun Shabaka, Maisha Ongoza and all the 
NAKO advocates for ongoing critical questions concerning the Maatian project. 

I am also gratefbl to my colleagues and students in the Department of Black 
Studies at California State University, Long Beach, especially Professor Amen 
Rahh whose collaboration and support have been laudable and continuous. 
Likewise, I am deeply appreciative of the collegial exchange that I share with 
Professor James Stewart, Black Studies and Economics, Penn State University- 
College Park. Also, I extend thanks to Professor ThCophile Obenga, Afiicana 
Studies, California State University San Francisco for collegiality, collaboration, 
and ongoing creative challenge to continue the work of Marehemu Cheikh Anta 
Diop whose work both informs and inspires our projects to rescue and reconstruct 
the rich and varied legacy of classical African civilization and use it as a source of 
paradigms of and for human possibility and creativity. 

Deserving thanks also for critical questions and comments are the students in 
my class "Ancient Egyptian Ethical Thought" in the Department of Black Studies 
at CSULB. Also, thanks goes to my colleagues and professors in the Social Ethics 
program at USC, Professors Henry Clark, Bill May, Don Miller, Jack Crossley, 
Robert Ellwood, and Barry Seltzer, for their collegial exchange and instructive 
insights in comparative ethical philosophy and traditions. 

Gratitude is also expressed to the staff of The Wilbour Library at The 
Brooklyn Museum, especially to Mary Gow who was very helpful in my many 
visits there as well as in sending requested materials; to the late Ronald J. Williams 
at the University of Toronto; and to Emily Teeter of the Oriental Institute at the 
University of Chicago for brief but valuable discussions on concepts and bibliogra- 
phy; and to all those who have year after year encouraged and challenged me with 
continuing ethical and spiritual questions to me in my capacity as Seba Maat at the 
Temple of Kawaida, the African American Cultural Center, the National 
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Association of Kawaida Organizations, the Organization Us and the Kawaida 
Institute of Pan-African Studies. 

Furthermore, I am grateful to Professors Antonio Loprieno and Jan Assmann 
for their collegiality and the creative challenge posed by our different ways of 
thinking about and engaging the culture, history and ethics of ancient Egypt. I have 
benefited greatly from both the content and open-textured character of our 
exchange. Also, I would like to particularly thank Professor Jan Assmann for 
taking the initiative to write the foreword to this work, for his laudatory assessment 
of its significance, and his thought-provoking comments on our common grounds 
for fruitful interdisciplinary dialog and cooperation. I share the perception of the 
possibilities and promise and look forward to an ongoing mutually beneficial 
exchange. 

Finally, I am profoundly grateful to Professor Molefi Asante, African 
American Studies, Temple University, for his encouragement and collaboration in 
this and other intellectual projects for Afi-icana Studies, his model of consistent 
scholarly productivity, and for his recommending this book to Routledge as editor 
of its African Studies series. Our friendship and ongoing exchange have been and 
continue to be an unique source of reinforcement, inspiration and intellectual 
insight. 

Maulana Karenga 
Professor of Black Studies 

California State University, Long Beach 

Executive Director 
Kawaida Institute of Pan-African Studies 

Los Angeles 
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Foreword 

With Maulana Karenga's Maat, the reception of ancient Egypt enters a new 
phase. In order to better understand the importance of his work, it may be useful to 
briefly summarize the history of this reception or afterlife of Pharaonic Egypt. This 
history, which may be divided in three phases with Karenga inaugurating a fourth 
one is in itself a unique phenomenon of cultural memory and deserves a much 
fuller treatment than what will be sketched out in the following lines and what is 
meant only to provide a context for Maulana Karenga's innovative achievement. 

The first phase of the reception history of ancient Egypt occurred already in 
antiquity when Egypt was still a living civilization, looking back to a past of three 
millennia. In this last phase of Pharaonic history, Egypt was regarded as the oldest 
and the most glorious civilization of the ancient world-an image which the 
Egyptian themselves eagerly helped to shape. Egypt attracted many visitors and 
became the subject of a great many literary, historiographical, and ethnographical 
descriptions by Greek and Latin authors. The important aspect of this first phase of 
the reception history of Egypt is that the interest in the Egyptian past was shared by 
the Egyptians themselves who devoted themselves increasingly to the study of their 
national past and who developed new forms of relating to it. 

The second phase built on the f ~ s t  one, not on Egypt proper. It was part of the 
Renaissance and the humanist interest in Greek and Roman antiquity. Egypt was 
seen as a part of that antiquity. Thus it belonged to the "classical" heritage of 
Europe. It may seem strange that Europe received it into its own past a civilization 
that was situated on another continent, that reached back in time far beyond its 
more central traditions, Biblical and Classical, and that was inaccessible to any 
deeper understanding because its scripts were not deciphered and the texts were 
illegible. However, the map of cultural memory is different f?om that of physical 
geography. Physically, Egypt belongs both to Afiica and to the Mediterranean. 
Culturally, Egypt belonged for a while to Europe, because it was regarded as an 
important and even normative part of its past. 

European Egyptophilia started in the 15"' century with the discovery of 
Horapollon's books on hieroglyphs (composed in late antiquity) and Marsilio 
Ficino's translation of the Hermetica (dating mostly fi-om the 3 I d  century AD but 
believed to be of much higher date) and lasted until the decipherment of the 
hieroglyphs by Francois Champollion in 1822 and the subsequent establishment of 
Egyptology as an academic discipline. This second phase engaged in several most 

xvii 
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intense discourses on, or even dialogues with Egypt based solely on Greek and 
Latin sources. The most important foci of interest were theology, grammatology 
and political theory. Egypt became to be regarded as the origin and homeland of an 
arcane monotheism, a mnemonic writing system codifying ideas independent of 
language, and monarchy enlightened by wisdom and perfect laws. The sources for 
theology were mostly Hermetic writings, whereas the source for grammatology was 
Horapollon. 

The concept of Egypt as the school of law-givers and enlightened rulers was 
mainly based on Diodorus who, in his turn, excerpted Hecataeus of Abdera. It is 
this discourse on justice and politics which comes closest to that which Maulana 
Karenga is now taking up in his book on Maat. In the 17~'' century, this discourse 
was addressed to the monarchs of the time with the intension of taming absolutism 
and transforming it into a tolerant and enlightened form of centralized government. 
Jacque-Benigne Bossuet addressed his Histoire Universelle to the Dauphin (later 
Louis XV) and Ignaz von Born addressed his Mysterien der Agypter to Emperor 
Joseph 11. It is interesting to remember that already Hecataeus of Abdera was 
addressing a monarch with his description of Egypt. He went to Alexandria 
immediately after the founding of the city and spent 15 years there with Ptolemy I 
trying to influence the emerging Egyptian form of Hellenistic monarchy. The 
second phase in the reception history of Egypt was aiming not only at interpretation 
but also at application. The theology was studied in order to refute atheism, the 
hieroglyphics were studied in order to invent new forms of picture-writing and 
emblematics, and the political system was studied in order to inform the political 
systems and discourses of the time. These forms of applicative interpretation and of 
engaging in a dialogue with Egypt were abandoned by Egyptology and are 
returning in the fourth phase. Maulana Karenga is likewise addressing a 
contemporary audience looking for a new moral orientation. 

European Egyptophilia reached its peak with Napoleon's expedition to Egypt 
and the monumental publication of its results in 17 magnificent volumes. This even 
led to the third phase in the reception of Egypt which is characterized by a split 
between "Egyptology" and "Egyptomania." Egyptomania is the continuation of 
Egyptophilia under the conditions of historical critique and scientific analysis that 
led to a complete demythization of ancient Egypt. Egyptomania occurs in several 
forms of occultism such as theosophy, astrology, necromancy, "pyramidology" and 
so forth - all of them equally abhorred by professional Egyptologists - and in 
several forms of commercializing Egyptian motifs in all kinds of products fiom 
architecture to cosmetics. Egyptology had to contra-distinguish itself from both 
phase 2 as its own prehistory and from Egyptomania as its rival. Therefore, 
Egyptology necessarily developed particularly critical, positivist and "uninspired" 
styles of scholarship and professionalism. 

The dialogue with Egypt came to an end as soon as the Egyptian sources 
began to speak in their own voice. The decipherment led to a complete 
disillusionment. Egyptian religion was found to be purely polytheistic, Egyptian 
writing was as language-based as every other normal writing system, and Egyptian 
monarchy became characterized as the earliest form of "Oriental despotism." The 
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more Egyptian texts Egyptology was able to make accessible, the greater the 
distance grew. The establishment of Egyptology as an academic discipline meant a 
complete deconstruction of the "Egyptian myth." Egypt ceased to be considered as 
an integral part of the classical tradition. It is only natural that the Greek and Latin 
sources about ancient Egypt lost their importance for Egyptology to the same 
degree as the hieroglyphic and hieratic sources became accessible again and began 
to speak in their own voice. The Hermetic and Neoplatonic texts were no longer 
taken for codifications of Egyptian theology. Nor was Diodorus any longer 
received as a faithful account of Egyptian laws and politics. With the dismissal of 
the classical sources, Egypt ceased to be part of Europe's cultural memory. 
However, this determined turning away from the Egyptophilia of the 18th century 
and the discontinuation of an imaginary dialogue with an imagined Egypt was 
necessary and inevitable in order to establish Egyptology as an academic discipline. 

Maulana Karenga's book on Maat is the f is t  attempt to re-open the dialogue 
with ancient Egypt. It is neither a return to the second phase nor does it belong to 
Egyptomania, because it is based on a full-fledged Egyptological treatment of all of 
the available sources. In no respect does it fall short of any of the achievements of 
the third phase. However, it does not stop there but opens a new phase and a new 
dimension. Karenga is right in locating his work not in Egyptology but in ethical 
philosophy. It is the f is t  philosophical book that is based on a philologically and 
historically critical treatment of frrst-hand Egyptian material. It is a philosophical 
book in that it addresses current issues in African and Western philosophy. But it is 
also an Egyptological dissertation in that it contains all the relevant sources in 
reliable transcriptions and translations, and in that it is based on a very complete 
discussion of Egyptological literature. 

However professional his contribution appears to the Egyptologist, Karenga 
nevertheless is right in drawing a clear and critical distinction between his new 
approach and that of professional Egyptology. The borderline that separates his 
approach from that of Egyptology is the same as that which runs between Greek 
philology and philosophy or Hebrew philology and theology. It is the difference 
between interpretation and application. Philosophy engages in a dialogue with 
Plato and Aristotle that continues the discussion of common problems and ideas on 
a common ground of argumentation and with the intention of applying their 
insights to modem issues. 

Unlike the author, however, I cannot see any need for polemical contra- 
distinction between Egyptology and philosophy. On the contrary, the distinction 
between the two approaches is prerequisite for fruitful interaction and cooperation. 
It is rather a question of a division of labor than of controversy. The task of 
Egyptology was and continues to be to make the relevant sources available in 
critical editions of texts and monuments. As far as the texts are concerned, this has 
mostly be done by scholars such as Gardiner, Sethe, Erman, Breasted, de Buck, 
Naville and many others in a way that has nothing to do with "Orientalism" and or 
"Judaeo-Christian" cultural bias. It has never been the aim of Egyptology to 
criticize its sources from a Judaeo-Christian point of view. On the contrary, 
Egyptology understood itself like all the other branches of critical philology and 
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history as "value-free" and opposed theology in this respect. The problem of 
Egyptology is not its cultural bias, but is relativism and neutrality. Unlike the 
Egyptophilia of the second phase, modem Egyptology is unable to provide any 
theological, political or moral orientation. 

But even in this respect, Egyptology has changed since World War 11. It has 
made considerable efforts to overcome its positivist phase and to move in a more 
interpretive direction. Especially in the fields of religion and ethics, Egyptology has 
produced books of synthesis and interpretation that venture far beyond the limits of 
"value-free" documentation. Moreover, during the last 15 years, a new approach 
has been opened which is to be distinguished from both positivist philology and 
philosophy. This is the comparative study of culture, based on cultural theory and 
the interdisciplinary study of certain cultural fields such as writing, literature, 
transmission of knowledge, political organization and so forth. It is in this domain 
that I would locate my own study of Maat. In view of all these various efforts of 
Egyptological interpretation, it was only to be hoped that one day, modem 
philosophy and especially modem Afkica's search for identity and tradition would 
notice the contribution of Egyptology and would bring its more important results to 
fruition in the context of contemporary debates. 

With Maulana Karenga's book on Maat, this day has come. Notwithstanding 
its carefully documented basis which meets the most exacting standards of 
Egyptological philology, its approach is definitely different from Egyptology in 
that it is value-oriented, meta-historical and interpretive in the sense not only of 
understanding, but of application. With this book, Karenga inaugurates a new 
phase of Egyptophilia which must not be confused either with Egyptology nor with 
Egyptomania. The following remarks are meant to make these distinctions clear 
and to prepare the ground for a fruitful dialogue and cooperation. 

The philosophical approach to ancient Egypt can disregard certain 
methodological requirements which are obligatory for the historian and for the 
philologist: 

1. The philosopher seeks to extract out of Egyptian culture those elements 
which he deems important in the light of current philosophical debates. 
He is not interested in differentiations and discontinuities, conflicts and 
contradictions, but in a coherent tradition to which he can connect and 
which he tries to elevate to the rank of a classical tradition, able to serve 
as a model for contemporary orientation. However, Karenga gives a very 
careful and differentiated account of the several historical phases of the 
development of "Maatian" philosophy and avails himself in the most 
conscientious way of all the achievements of critical philology. Yet he 
views this history as one coherent process of unfolding without any breaks 
and major changes. Even the revolutionary era of Akhenaten is integrated 
into this homogeneous picture. As Maurice Halbwachs has shown, this 
way of eliminating differences and discontinuities in view of creating a 
coherent image is typical of memory as opposed to histoiy. If "Maatian" 
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morals are to be re-entered into modem moral discourse, it has to be 
transformed into a coherent and homogeneous tradition. 

The philosopher can afford to be selective. He selects those elements to 
which he can connect and which seem important in the light of his quest 
for identity and moral orientation. Unlike the historian, he is allowed to 
feel free to leave out those aspects which remain strange and 
unconnectible with regard to modem concerns. The most conspicuous 
absence, in Maulana Karenga's harmonious and homogeneous portrait of 
"Kemetic" culture, is the political dimension, the vertical axis of social 
cohesion and the principles of monocentric rule. No historian could 
abstract from these central aspects of Pharaonic civilization. Therefore, it 
is small wonder that there is a marked disagreement between Karenga's 
views and those published by the author of these lines. The philosopher's 
search for ideas to take up and to apply in the context of modem debates 
has no use for Pharaoh and for the pessimistic world-view underpinning 
the state of the Middle Kingdom. For the philosopher, it is legitimate to 
leave aspects aside that would not fit into his normative image. The 
historian and philologist cannot afford this selectivity. But in the same 
way as the historian shows empathy for the philosopher's selectiveness, 
the philosopher should be generous enough not to criticize the historian 
for his giving account also of the darker sides of Egyptian history. If the 
historian sees signs of a marked pessimism and skepticism in the texts of 
the Middle Kingdom, this should not be misconstrued as European 
criticism of an African culture. It is the task of the historian to do justice 
to all aspects of ancient Egypt including those of less appeal to modern 
sensitivity. At least the Middle Kingdom does not look to the historical so 
exclusively serene, harmonious, and "communitarian" as the African 
American philosopher wants Egypt to be. As soon as the philosopher 
engages in a controversy with Egyptology, his selectiveness becomes 
problematic and his arguments suffer from the blind spots in his picture of 

Egypt. 

The selective approach of the philosopher is guided by what might be 
called a frame of relevance and a system of values. In the present case, the 
system of values is that of communitarianism and the frame of relevance 
is determined by the quest for a "classical tradition" upon which to found 
an Afiican and African American identity. It is fascinating to see how 
much of ancient Egyptian values such a value-oriented approach is able to 
make visible and understandable. It is true that the same light that makes 
certain aspects appear in much clarity and fullness also casts darkness 
over other aspects of the Egyptian world. But the general gain in 
understanding and applicability is obvious. This becomes particularly 
striking in the context of Egyptian creation concepts and concepts of 
personhood. The Egyptian concepts about the origin of the world are 
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centered around the idea of a self-generating god. Karenga links this with 
concepts of human creativity regarding (wo)man's self-development and 
arrives at very deep insights into moral self-creation and realization of 
Maat. 

Karenga's communitarian orientation predisposes him for a deep 
understanding and beautiful description of what I have called the "constellative" 
aspect of the Egyptian person. I am happy to see that in the domain of Egyptian 
"anthropology" and "sociology" we are in full agreement and that we differ only in 
the domain of "political philosophy." It is also with respect to the concept of person 
and to the central aspects of human sociality that traditional African values seem 
most illuminating. In these areas, Egyptology will have much to learn from African 
philosophy. Karenga's frame of relevance imposes a structure of foreground and 
background on the Egyptian evidence which gives meaning and importance to the 
image which he draws of "Kemetic" civilization. It is evident that his method of 
interpretation goes far beyond E,wtological interpretation. Whereas Egyptological 
interpretation contents itself with understanding, philosophical interpretation aims 
at application. 

With Karenga's book, as I said, the reception of Egypt is entering a new phase. 
Egyptology is now confronted with, or complemented by another discipline that 
deals with the same sources but on the basis of a different methodology and with 
different questions. It is this same situation of a twofold approach which is typical 
of Classical and Biblical studies. Egyptology can only gain by this development. It 
is now dealing with a material which at least partly is becoming elevated to the rank 
of a classical tradition by a new branch of African and African American 
philosophy bold and imaginative enough to re-enter Egyptian concepts into its own 
thinking. 

There can be no doubt about the boldness and singularity of Karenga's project. 
It is true that modem thought, in East and West, is still based on concepts of great 
antiquity such as Tao and Dharma, Plato's idea of the "good", Aristotle's entelechia, 
Jewish Messianism and many others. But these ideas were more or less always 
present in some traditions or others. None had to be "excavated" after millennia of 
disappearance. Karenga's book is the first attempt to revitalize a completely 
forgotten tradition of highest antiquity. This could only be achieved by someone 
embodying the skills and characteristics of a full-fledged Egyptologist and the 
competence and commitment of an equally full-fledged African American 
philosopher. Karenga is both. His book is an example of the finest Egyptological 
scholarship and it will certainly prove to be of highest interest for the ongoing 
debates in philosophy and Black studies. 

Jan Assmann 
Professor of Egyptology 
University of Heidelberg 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE MAATIAN IDEAL 
A Conceptual Framework 

1.1 Introduction 

The essential thrust and purpose of this work is to delineate and critically 
examine Maat, the moral ideal of ancient Egypt, using the Declarations of 
Innocence in the New Kingdom text, The Book of Coming Forth By Duy, and other 
key ethical texts as the fundamental foci for analysis, and in the process explore the 
usefdness of Maatian ethical thought as a resource for modem moral discourse and 
philosophic reflection on critical moral issues. By moral ideal I mean the defmitive 
set of axiological assertions and assumptions which provide a paradigm of the 
ancient Egyptian conception of the moral or ethical. In other words, I am interested 
in extracting from the available texts a reliable portrait and understanding of 
ancient Egypt's highest moral standards, its delineation of right and wrong, its 
defmitive concepts of relational obligations and rules of conduct and other data 
which composed and informed the ancient Egyptian moral universe. 

The focus on the moral ideal rather than the assumed moral practice of ancient 
Egypt is done for several reasons. First, this project is essentially a project of moral 
philosophy and the notion of ideal or paradigm serves this interest. Secondly, I hold 
that an accurate delineation of the moral ideal is fundamentally contributive to a 
critical understanding and discussion of the ancient Egyptians assumed practice. 
Thirdly, the ideal expressed in the literature is more readily accessible and saves 
one from problematic claims about practice which often are at best, only 
speculative and at worst prejudicial and reductive. 

Also, the choice to focus on the moral ideal in Kemetic society aids in 
beginning to disentangle it from various reductive versions of it and to attempt to 
frame and understand it in its own terms. For a Seba (moral teacher) in the Maatian 
tradition, such an effort at authenticity is indispensable so that both developmental 
and critical works can be pursued fiom this process and its achievements. Finally, 
there is clearly an interest in the ideal as a point of departure and motivation for 
philosophical discourse in the same sense the ideal motivates discourse in other 
religious and ethical traditions, i.e., the central idea of iwa (character) in Ifa, 
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(justice) in Islam, jen in Confucianism, nirvana in Buddhism, dharnm in Hinduism, 
tzedek in Judaism, agape in Christianity, etc. This is not to say that the various 
ideals cited for the various other religions have the same role as Maat in ancient 
Egyptian religion. On the contrary, these are posited rather to indicate how ideals 
central to a tradition can and do generate a discourse which both helps to explain 
and develop the intellectual foundations of the faith or tradition. Thus, the inquiry 
here is directed toward delineating the foundations of the Maatian moral ideal, 
testing its conceptual elasticity and its fruitfihess as an ethical option in our times. 
To conduct this inquiry, I wish to treat the moral ideal as a composite of two kinds 
of expressions of moral excellence and aspiration, i.e., Maat as an ideal theme and 
the Declarations of Innocence as an ideal norm or set of norms. 

As A.S. Cua (1978, 131ff) has observed, there are at least two basic ways to 
interpret moral ideals. The first is moral ideal as norm which is a standard of 
excellence that suggests "programmatic action." Moreover, it is a vision which 
serves "as a sketch . . . or blueprint . . . for concrete action." An ideal norm, Cua 
notes, may have a personal or social significance. On a personal level, it can 
"constitute a telos for [a] way of life." On the social level, such "ideal norms are 
espoused as public and universal standards like justice or benevolence. And finally, 
an ideal norm is a standard of measurement "to assess actual conduct in the degree 
of approximation of the requirements set forth" in a particular moral vision. Some 
examples of this are the Buddhist Eight-Fold Path, Ifa's Five Requirements for a 
Good World, the Judeo-Christian Ten Commandments, the Hindu Sadharana- 
dharmas and the Maatian Declarations of Innocence. 

A second way of interpreting a moral ideal is as a theme. "An ideal theme is 
not a typical conception or an archetype that establishes a pattern of behavior," Cua 
(1978, 137) asserts. Rather, it is a "telos of a style of life" which "functions as a 
standard of inspiration, not by providing an articulate norm to be complied with, 
but by providing a point of orientation." It contrasts with an ideal nonn which 
"functions as a standard of aspiration which issues in a sense of moral progress in 
one's efforts toward ideal achievement." For "with an ideal theme . . . moral 
progress is measured not in terms of compliance with a norm but rather in tenns of 
the degree of comportment with the ideal focus." Some examples of ideal themes 
are the Confucian concept ofjen, the Ifa concept of iwa, the Taoist concept of tao, 
the Dinka concept of cieng, the Christian concept of agape, the Zen concept of 
satori, the Hindu concept of rta or dhurma, the Zulu concept of ubuntu, and the 
Kemetic concept of Maat. 

Cua observes that an ideal theme is a plurisignation, a term borrowed from 
Philip Wheelwright (1968) to suggest a polysemic category and concept. Or as Cua 
(1978, 138) states, it is "a notion that possesses as it were a power to suggest and 
stimulate different thoughts and interpretations." Because it is such an open- 
textured concept, "an ideal theme is a quasi-esthetic vision, a telos of a style of life 
to be developed with no a priori directive." Thus, he notes, Jesus leaves no 
defmition of "love thy neighbor," Confucius no defmition of jen, and Plato no 
defmition of the Good. And likewise, the ancient Yoruba left no definition of iwa 
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and the ancient Egyptians left no extensive defmition of Maat, only statements of 
its centrality in the conception and practice of the Good and its meaning for the 
divine, social and natural. What is offered, therefore, is not so much a detailed 
document of things to do and not to do but a kamework of possibility, a unity of 
focus, a point of orientation and reference for a diversity of actions leading to ideal 
achievement (Abimbola 1997; Tu 1979). 

Within this conceptual kamework which allows for two interpretations of 
moral ideals, Maat is clearly the ideal theme, and the Declarations oflnnocence are 
a collective set of ideal norms which taken as a whole and considered as a single 
unit become an ideal norm or standard of conduct. Maat is the ground and point of 
orientation and the Declarations of Innocence (DOI) evolved as an ideal norm by 
which the Maatian person set programmatic tasks which conformed to the moral 
vision of Maat, the ideal theme or conceptual ideal. I will now turn to each of these 
expressions of the moral ideal and give a more extensive account of their meaning 
in the context and conception of Maatian ethics. 

1.2 Maat: The Conceptual Ideal 

The starting-point for any serious discussion of ancient Egyptian ethics is and 
must be the central concept of Maat. For as Bleeker (1967, 7), Tobin (1989, 180), 
Lichtheim (1992), and others maintain, Maat was the foundational ideal of ancient 
Egyptian religion and ethics. Maat, however, is highly polysemic and apt to strike 
one unfamiliar with the conceptual elasticity of such ancient and central t e rm as 
lacking categorical preciseness and thus, analytical utility. Actually, this conceptual 
elasticity which at first glance might seem problematic, on deeper inquiry proves 
promising due to what Morenz (1984, 16) calls Maat's "rich treasury of meaning." 
For here one encounters in Maat what Cua (1978, 138) defmes as plurisignation 
which allows for and encourages a wide range of thoughts and interpretations. 
Moreover, within the framework of a monistic ontology which, as Finnestad (1985, 
1986, 1989b) notes, is central to the Kemetic worldview, the conceptual elasticity 
of Maat as a category of interrelated ethical, social, religious, political andlor 
natural order significance proves invaluable. 

It is a generally accepted fact in Egyptological studies that Maat is a 
hndamental, pervasive and enduring element in ancient Egyptian civilization and 
an inclusive and defming cultural category (Teeter 1990; Tobin 1989; Morenz 
1984). Beginning with Wiedemann's (1887) and Bleeker's (1929) pioneering 
works, the study of Maat in its varied meanings has been taken up by many authors 
including the following: Moret 1940, 1988; Anthes 1952; Frankfort 1961, 43-44, 
53-88; Brunner 1963; Morenz 1984, 110-136; Tobin 1987, 1989; Hornung 1988; 
Assmann 1984a, 1984b, 1989a, 1989b, 1990; Teeter 1990, 1997; and Lichtheim 
1992, 1997. Major book-length works on Maat as a moral concept have been less 
extensive than general works on ancient Egyptian religion which include 
discussions of Maat rather than essays on Maat similar to Erik Hornung's (1988) 
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"Maat-Gerechtigkeit fbr alle? Zur altagyptischen Ethik." Thus, works such as 
James Breasted's Dawn of Conscience (1934), Jacques Pirenne's (1965) La 
Religion et la morale duns l'kgypte antique, Jan Assmann's Maat, 1kgypte 
pharonique et l'idke de justice sociale, (1989a) and Maat: Gerechtigkeit und 
Unsterblichkeit im alten kgypten, (1990), and Miriam Lichtheim's (1992) Maat in 
Egyptian Autobiographies and Related Studies and Moral Values in Ancient Egypt 
(1997) stand out as notable exceptions in the discourse on ancient Egyptian ethics. 

The etymology of Maat, E?npdj, suggests an evolution fiom a physical concept 
of straightness, evenness, levelness, correctness, as the wedged-shaped glyph 
suggests, to a general concept of rightness, including the ontological and ethical 
sense of truth, justice, righteousness, order-in a word, the rightness of things 
(Wilson 1948b, 108; Morenz 1984, 13). A study of the literature on Maat, as well 
as other relevant texts, reveals immediately that Maat has many interrelated 
meanings, ethical and otherwise, and thus, has been defmed in various ways 
depending on the emphasis any given author wished to make in a given text. 
Frankfort (1948a), Wilson (1956), and Tobin (1989) stress its defmition as divine 
or cosmic order established at the time of creation. Rudolf Anthes (1952) calls 
attention to its function as a "pneuma-like" life-giving substance by which the 
divine powers ( n w )  are nourished, and also stresses its role as an abstract 
principle, truth, especially in the Amarna Period. Teeter (1990), Shirun-Grumach 
(1985) and Wiedemann (1887) stress Maat's meaning as goddess (npt), whereas 
Tobin (1989) also mentions its role as symbol of truth, justice and order. 

Westendorf (1966, 202-225) stresses Maat's directive thrust derived from the 
verb " mjC " which for him means "to give things a direction." Thus, he posits Maat 
as having two distinct meanings, i.e., as guide and order. Given its central and 
comprehensive role in the Kemetic world view, Helck (1980, 11 lOff) poses Maat 
as the foundation (Grundlage) of human life and the world and a system of rules 
whose goal and nature as order is defense against chaos in nature and society. 
Bonnet (1952, 430ff) agrees concerning Maat's centrality, defining it not only as 
the "Grundlage" of existence, but also as a guiding principle (Richtschnur) and 
goal (Ziel) of the divine world order. Moreover, he defmes it as "rightness" and as 
a lawhlness of the social and natural order. 

Mubabinge Bilolo (1988, 7) posits Maat in essentially philosophical terms. He 
asserts that "the concept of Maat is a place of articulation of three ideals," namely: 

a) l'ideal de la connaissance, c'tst-a-dire I'amour de la science, l'aspiration vers la 
connaissance (tmlzj r r_h) et, plus prCcisement, de la connaissance de 'I'&tre- 
veritable,' de 'ce qui est vrai, sfir, certain' ; b) I'ideal moral de verite. de justice et 
de rectitude et ; c) I'ideal mttaphysique de l'amour et de la connaissance de l'ktre 
(Hpr) qui est au 'commencement' ($39 de tout Ctre (wnnt rzbt). 

[a) the ideal of knowledge, that is to say, the love of science, the aspiration for 
knowledge (tmlzj r rb), and more precisely, for the knowledge of 'true being', of 
'that which is true, sure, certain'; b) the moral ideal of truth, justice, and rectitude 
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and; c) the metaphysical ideal of love and of the knowledge of Being (Hpr) which 
is at the 'beginning' ($39 of all being (wnnt nbt).] 

He goes on to note that in addition to Maat as an epistemological (or philosophical) 
ideal, a moral ideal and a metaphysical ideal, it is, in a real sense, also "an 
ecological ideal, in as much as the ideal of Maat opposes all enterprises which tend 
to destroy the cosmic order, nature and thereby commits itself to the fimre (bpr) or 
destiny (SF) of humanity." 

Thus, in spite of the various interpretations of Maat, Maat's meaning as an 
interrelated order of rightness, including the divine, natural and social, is repeatedly 
affirmed. As Moret (1940, 1) observes, in studying "the doctrine of Maat" one is 
studying 

. . . ce qui doit Ctre considere, dam le monde physique et spirituel, colnme chose 
correcte, vraie: Mag. Le vrai, c'est le riel, le juste: c'est-a-dire ce qui s'ajuste a 
I'ordre de univers; les equivalences morales en sont: le bon, le beau, le bien (nefer) 
. . . (et) le contraire de ma& et de nefer c'est le mensonge ou I'erreur . . . , c'est-a- 
dire I'irrCel, le disordre, I'incorrect, la violence, I'injustice, bref. le mal. 

[. . . that which should be considered in the physical and spiritual world as correct 
and true. Maa, the true is the real, the just, that is to say that which conforms to 
the order of the universe, the moral equivalents of which are: the good, the 
beautiful, the beneficial (nefer) . . . (et) the opposite of the maa, the true and good, 
is lying or error . . . that is to say unrealness, disorder, incorrectness, violence. 
injustice, in a word, evil.] 

This basic concept of Maat as the foundation and order of the world lasts 
throughout ancient Egyptian history in a dynamic process of continuity and change. 

Finally, Theophile Obenga (1990, 158) affirms the wide range of interrelated 
meanings of the Maatian ideal, noting that "(t)he notion of Maat is complex and 
rich." It expresses itself in four basic areas (1990, 158, 166-167): (1) the universal 
domain in which Maat is "le Tout ordonne," the totality of ordered existence, and 
represents things in harmony and in place; (2) the political domain in which Maat is 
justice and in opposition to injustice; (3) the social domain in which the focus is on 
right relations and duty in the context of community and; (4) the personal domain 
in which following the rules and principles of Maat, "is to realize concretely the 
universal order in oneself; to live in harmony with the ordered whole" (1990, 158). 
Again, then, the conception of Maat as an interrelated order of rightness is 
reaffmned and points toward the fhndamental understanding and approach of this 
work. 

The understanding of Maat as an interrelated order ofrightness in the course 
of its development in Kemetic intellectual history evolves £rom the conception of 
Maat as a constitutive part of creation itself, both as a goddess or divine spirit and 
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as a conceptual personification of order, rightness, truth, justice, etc. In CoDn Text 
80, Maat is identified as Tehut (moisture), the female element of the fust act of 
creation which included also the male element, Shu (light, dryness and air). The 
text states that the Creator says, "Tehut is my living daughter and she shall exist 
with her brother Shu. Life is his name, Maat is her name" (CT I, 32). Maat here is 
right order, divinely established order and as such is "the Egyptian concept of the 
arrangement and relationship that underlies and governs all aspects of existence, 
somewhat akin to the western notion of natural law" (Allen 1988, 26). Moreover, 
"[ilt extends from the elements of nature . . . into the moral and social behavior of 
mankind." Maat as "order is the principle which makes the whole of existence 
possible." At the same time, it is a life-generating principle and force. Thus, it is 
written that Nun, the primeval waters, said to Atum, (the Creator) "Kiss your 
daughter Maat. Put her to your nose that your heart may live" (CT I, 35). Maat then 
is both a reality-constituting force and a life-giving force at the very moment of 
creation. 

Maat, as a principle and force constitutive of creation itself, comes to mean, 
then, an order of rightness which permeates existence and gives life. Thus, 
Siegfried Morenz (1984, 113) states, "Maat is right order in nature and society, as 
established by the act of creation and hence means according to context, what is 
right, what is correct, law, order, justice and truth." Anthes (1954, 23) also stresses 
the centrality of Maat as a divinely constituted order. He observes that "[the] idea 
of Maat primarily means the divine order of the world, including the political, 
theological and social order of Egypt." The existence of such a divine order has 
interrelated ethical, ontological and anthropological implications, as we shall see in 
the sections on ontology, anthropology and social practice below. Chief among 
these ethical implications is the moral responsibility this places on humankind. 

Given the divine character of this order, Anthes (1954, 23-24) observes, " . . . 
from the beginning the rightness of man, his being mjC depends up on the question 
whether or not he fits this order." Thus, he concludes, "this is a social question and 
therefore not answered by what he thinks of himself or by his own conscience 
directing him but by his reputation with his king and fellow citizens." This is not to 
say the person had no need of personal conscience. On the contrary, it simply 
suggests that conscience (ib or h3ty) is a relational concept and thus depends on 
both what is thought of one by one's moral community and what one thinks of 
oneself based in substantial part on this evaluation by significant others. Therefore, 
as argued below, Kemet evolves as a communitarian society, focused not on the 
individual but on relationships, reciprocal obligations and related rightful 
expectations (Gyekye 1987, 155; Assmann 2002, 133-34). 

This need for "fitting into" or being in harmony with the created order, i.e., the 
divine, natural and social order as an integrated whole, is also noted by Henri 
Frankfort. He (1961, 70) states that "a man's success in life appears as proof of his 
frictionless integration in (this divine) order." Likewise, his opposition to it and his 
practice of isfet, i.e., wrongdoing, evil, disorder, etc., the opposite of Maat, insures 
his destruction. For isfet is "the abomination of God" and "that which is perennially 
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defeated in the order of the universe" (Frankfort 1961, 75). Obenga (1990, 158) 
reaffirms this interpretation stating that "the most successful, useful, proper 
(suitable) human conduct is cosmologically circumscribed . . . ." And, of course, 
this circumscription expresses itself in the demands and boundaries of the Maatian 
order, the order of rightness in its most inclusive meaning. It is, thus, the Maatian 
life that is the truly successful and h i t fu l  life and the isfetic life which invites 
destruction and failure. 

It is in this meaning as natural and moral law and order that Maat has parallels 
with other foundational worldview principles in various other religious and ethical 
traditions such as cieng, in the Dinka tradition (Deng 1972), rta in the Hindu 
tradition (Singh 1984), dike in the Homeric Greek tradition (Tobin 1987), and tao 
in the Chinese tradition (Tu 1985). However, none of these parallel concepts is as 
all embracing in its conception and function as Maat is in the ancient Egyptian 
ethical tradition. In the Dinka tradition, cieng is, at its core, a moral-order concept 
and principle which means, as a verb, "to live together, to look after, to order or put 
in order, etc. (Deng 1972, 13). And as a noun, "it means morals, behavior, habit, 
conduct, nature of, custom, rule, law, way of life and culture." 

Like Maat, cleng means rightness, moral order, harmony, character, law, moral 
sensitivity, concern and care, and is a way of life. Moreover, "cieng has the sanctity 
of a moral order . . . inherited from the ancestors who had in turn received it from 
God." Thus, violation of this order promises not only social disruption but also a 
spiritual punishment. And "conversely, a distinguished adherence to the ideas of 
cieng receives temporal and spiritual rewards." However, cieng does not have the 
cosmic import that Maat has and therefore is not as all-embracing a concept as 
Maat. For Maat, as noted above, is the foundation of the world order. 

In the Hindu tradition, rta like Maat is the foundation of the universe. As 
Singh (1984, 19) states, "the entire universe is conceived as founded on rta, 
sustained by rta." Moreover, "rta is the universal law that necessarily subjects 
everything to its determination and fashions a universe that is governed by a 
defmitive law immanent in its working." Rta evolves into the concept of dharma 
and remains both moral and cosmic law. Murthy (1985, 145) defmes dharma in 
terms similar to Maat, i.e., as "righteousness, justice, duty." It is, he says, "the 
expression of the Vedic concept of cosmic moral order. It is the most important 
value in Hinduism and is the basis of both individual and social values." But rta 
differs from Maat in its justification of a caste system which ascribes different 
levels of human merit based, not on deed, but on biology. Maat, on the other hand, 
is not the foundation for the inequality of humans but the basis of their equality. 
Thus in the Four Good Deeds of the Creator, we read that Ra made all humans 
equal, and gave them equal right to and use of the bounties of nature (CT 1130). 

As Tobin (1987, 113-1 14) states, the Homeric Greek concept of dike parallels 
Maat "insofar as it functions as a regulating force of the natural order." But it 
differs £rom Maat in that it is a fatalistic, restrictive and "negative force, one that 
prevents change or development and holds the cosmos in a static situation." Dike 
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also contrasts with Maat as a "positive moral force working to right wrongs and to 
maintain a moral order." Dike was originally amoral and developed later with 
essentially the role of punishment. Tao, like Maat, is also both a moral and cosmic 
force and is closer to the concept and meaning of Maat than any of the other 
principles discussed above. It is both the way of Heaven and the way of earth in 
both a cosmic and moral sense. But it is unlike Maat in Maat's role as the shared 
essence of the universe as explained in Chapter V. To describe this substance the 
Chinese employ the concept of "chi" (Tu l985,36ff). 

The key point of this discussion, then, is that the practice of Maat is 
conceived and carried out within the worldview which links the Divine, the 
natural and the social. These three domains are interrelated, interactive and 
mutually affective. And a Maatian person understands this and acts accordingly, 
as the history of the idea of Maat, which is presented below, demonstrates. As 
Assmann (1990, 54) contends, Maat is an "einheitstiftende Idee," a unity- 
creating idea, which unites God, society, nature and universe. In a word, 
"Herrscher und Gott, Kultur und Natur, Gesellschaft und Kosmos, Gerechtigkeit 
und Weltordung sind in diesem Weltbild in der Tat ein und dasselbe." ["Ruler 
and God, culture and nature, society and cosmos, justice and world order are in 
this life view, in fact, one and the same."] This evolves out of an ontology which 
poses a unity of being and posits Maat as the fundamental ground for this unity. 
Ethically this has meaning in that it becomes a task of king and members of 
society to uphold this Maat-grounded world, which is essentially good, and to 
restore and recreate it constantly. It is in this context that Maat expresses itself as 
an ongoing ethical project, a project which is the central focus of this work. 

In conclusion, the central category here by which Maat is understood is the 
right with its expansive range of meaning indicated in its various forms: rights, 
rightness, rightful, rightfulness, righteous, righteousness, upright and uprightness. 
This field of meaning of Maat as the right includes in such meanings: that which is 
in accordance with the fair and due, i.e., justice; in accordance with fact and reason, 
i.e., truth; in accordance with the fitting and appropriate, i.e., propriety; and in 
accordance with the virtuous and valuable, i.e., the Good, etc. Thus, the idea of the 
right in its expansive field of meaning captures a significant part of the polysemic 
concept of Maat. And this focus on the right in the concept of Maat is relevant and 
required in the interrelated realms of the Divine, the natural and the social. 

Given this, in its essential meaning, Maat is rightness in the spiritual and 
moral sense in three realms: the Divine, the natural and the social. In its expansive 
sense, Maat is an interrelated order of rightness which requires and is the result of 
right relations with and right behavior towards the Divine, nature and other 
humans. As moral thought and practice, Maat is a wqv of rightness defined 
especially by the practice of the Seven Cardinal Virtues of truth, justice, propriety, 
harmony, balance, reciprocity and order. Finally, as a foundation and framework 
for the moral ideal and its practice, Maat is the constantly achieved condition of 
and requirements for the ideal world, society andperson, i.e., the Maatian world, 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: A Conceptual Framework 11 

the Maatian society, and the Maatian person. And it is within this inclusive 
understanding that this project is conceived and pursued. 

1.3 Conceptual Assumptions of the Study 

1.3.1 Stance and Tradition 

Moral philosophy or moral analysis as an intellectual project begins with and 
is constantly informed by a defmite stance or perspective (Harrison 1985; Curran 
1982; Gustafason 1968; Sellers 1966). In fact, Charles Curran (1982, 38) has 
correctly argued that "the question of stance or perspective is the most fundamental 
and logically frst  consideration in moral theology'' or ethics. Describing it another 
way, he states it is "an angle of vision which directs the entire enterprise o f .  . . 
ethics." Continuing, he posits that "the stance functions both methodologically and 
substantively," serving both "as a negative critique of other methodologies" and 
providing "a positive approach of its own." Clearly, the theoretical adequacy of any 
stance depends upon how well it delineates and develops the project under 
consideration. And it must not serve a priori as substitute or alternative for serious 
analysis. On the contrary, stance is simply the essential starting point for 
philosophical ethics, and thus a critical and thorough analysis of each issue 
involved in a given project must be made. My stance is rooted in the Maatian 
ethical tradition and arises out of my commitment to the recovery of this ethical 
tradition as both an intellectual and practical project. Given this grounding in 
tradition, this project is informed by several fundamental considerations and 
assumptions. 

The first assumption, then, is that one's tradition, which is at the core of one's 
stance, is what Alasdair MacIntyre (1981, 139) calls the "moral starting point" for 
philosophical ethics and serves as the foundation on which one's theoretical and 
ethical edifice is raised. Thus, tradition is indispensable grounding for this project, 
and it is fiom within the renewed Maatian tradition that I conceive and pursue this 
project. However, it is important to add that this does not mean one's tradition is 
exempt fiom either internal or external criticism. On the contrary, one of 
MacIntyre's (1988) main points is that although an ethics may be bound to a given 
tradition and to the practices on which the tradition reflects, it still can be and must 
be critical. Thus, I recognize and am attentive to the ongoing tension between the 
demands of critical adequacy and ethical commitment within a tradition, and I 
pursue my analysis accordingly. 

1.3.2 Difference from Egyptology 

A second assumption is that this project is essentially different from the 
Egyptological enterprise. Thus, it is important to state at the outset that this work is 
not a work in Egyptology. On the contrary, it is a work whose essential thrust will 
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of necessity offer alternatives to some common Egyptological understandings of 
ancient Egyptian ethics, their modes of articulation and some common positions 
held by Egyptologists which have grounded and shaped their assumptions. 

The project differs from Egyptological studies in several ways. First, it is a 
project of moral philosophy and thus is pursued from a different angle of vision and 
presented with a different mode of articulation. It is designed as a philosophic 
reflection on what it meant and means now to practice Maat, using a language 
drawn from ethics and philosophy rather than Egyptology. Inherent in its 
conception and pursuit are both a challenge to the perception of Maat as an archaic 
notion incapable of providing a conceptual ethical framework and the considered 
assumption that Maat as a renewed ethical tradition has relevance as a participant 
in modern ethical discourse. 

Secondly, the project is pursued from an African centered or Afrocentric 
perspective (Asante 1998) rather than a Judeo-Christian centered or Eurocentric 
perspective which poses Egyptian religion as an underdeveloped "pagan" project, 
eventually overcome and out distanced by the Judeo-Christian enterprise (Assmann 
1989a, 141). Thus, it does not accept the widespread preference for removing 
Egypt out of Africa and placing it in Western Asia in spite of geographical and 
cultural realities. And fmally, this project differs from Egyptological studies in its 
thrust to present the ancient Egyptian moral ideal and to discuss it in its own terms 
as a valuable ethical tradition capable of engagement in modem moral discourse 
rather than as an essentially archaic, mythic or cultic project of little ethical value. 
It is, then, a reconstructive hermeneutical project as distinct from the deconstructive 
thrust which often marks the Egyptological enterprise. The purpose, then, is not to 
duplicate or fit within the Egyptological framework of ancient Egyptian studies 
with its stress on the cultic, mythical, magical and pagan. Rather it is to explore the 
possibilities of genuine philosophic reflection within the renewed Maatian tradition 
on issues central to moral philosophy. 

1.3.3 The Open Texture of Maatian Discourse 

My philosophical approach, then, includes the assumption of an open-texture 
of Maatian ethical concepts and discourse. This essentially means that Maatian 
discourse contains a conceptual elasticity which enhances both its developmental 
possibilities and its capacity for modern ethical discourse. My task and aim, then, is 
to create and employ categories and concepts which are plausible and useful in 
explicating the Maatian ideal and engaging in this discourse. This also means 
framing the discourse of an ancient tradition in terms conducive to modern ethical 
discourse. And it requires that I be as faithful as possible to the textual contentions 
and philosophical concepts of this ancient tradition while at the same time 
presenting Maatian ethical philosophy as a competent resource for understanding 
and dealing with contemporary ethical issues and concerns. It is a task and project 
not dissimilar to the tasks of other scholars such as those in Confucianism, 
Buddhism, Christianity, etc., who early in the history of their traditions began to 
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translate the basic concepts of their traditions into a language and corpus of 
literature capable of addressing issues of their day. And, of course, the practice 
continues. 

I obviously recognize there are alternative positions which challenge and 
oppose my assumptions, but I nevertheless assume sufficient grounds for my own 
and seek to demonstrate them in the process of my analysis. My intention, then, is 
to present an authorial perspective which, while faithful to the texts and ethical 
tradition of Maat, nevertheless attempts: 1) to offer an alternative way to under- 
stand ancient Egyptian ethical thought and practice; 2) to establish the value of this 
restored tradition as an ethical option in our time; and 3) to bring this interpretation 
forward to engage it with contemporary ethical discourse and discussion. 

1.3.4 Beyond the Eurocentric Approach 

Given the above considerations and in order to discover current moral 
meanings for the Maatian tradition, I assume a need to go beyond those standard 
approaches to ancient Egyptian religion and ethics which are rooted in 
Eurocentricism (Amin 1989; Asante 1999; Asante and Mazama 2002; 
Lambropoulous 1997). This standard approach, usually called Western, and inclu- 
sive of a privileging of Greece and a Judeo-Christian emphasis, is defined, as 
suggested above, by its assumption of cultural and religious superiority and its 
correlative assumption that ancient Egypt's religion is essentially a pagan project, 
undeveloped, prelogical, mythopoeic and without serious cultural depth or 
intellectual and ethical insight. Moreover, in such a conceptual kamework, ancient 
Egyptian culture is seen as principally a focus of archaeological study rather than a 
suitable subject for modern religious and ethical discourse. Gardiner (1914) makes 
a similar point in his brief and early article on ancient Egyptian ethics. This is not 
to deny the vast and valuable work Egyptologists have done in unearthing evidence 
of ancient Egyptian cultural life or to deny that several Egyptologists, as discussed 
below, recognize and seek to avoid such cultural and conceptual provincialism. 
What is challenged here then are the dismissive and distortive interpretations of 
ancient Egyptian culture, especially of ancient Egyptian religion and ethics. 

Several authors within the Eurocentric tradition of ancient Egyptian studies 
have called attention to the conceptual limitations in which this Eurocentric 
approach operates (Frankfort 196 1 ; Hornung 1982; Baines 1984; Bleeker 1967). 
The problem, however, is that whereas these scholars may criticize some among 
them for imposing European views and values on ancient Egyptian cultural reality, 
they themselves at times end up doing the same thing. For example, Frankfort 
(1961, 18-20) calls for recognition of the difference of the ancient Egyptian 
worldview as a "multiplicity of approaches" rather than catering to Eurocentric 
sensibilities concerning what appears to them as inconsistencies. He invites us to 
recognize that ancient Egyptians in fact "display a meaningful inconsistency and 
not poverty but superabundance of imagination." And he concludes that "[ilf we 
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see in them failures, proof of Egyptian inability to achieve intellectual synthesis, we 
simply misconstrue their purpose." But in spite of this support for intellectual 
tolerance and philosophical diversity here, it is Frankfort et a1 (1948a) at the 
Oriental Institute who, as Beatrice Goff (1979, 19) reminds us, argued at length 
"the pre-logical mentality" of the ancient Egyptians. 

Building on this, Goff (1979, 19-20) identifies as an aspect of this "pre-logical 
mentality" a preference for the practical as distinct fiom the philosophical. "They 
were," she tells us, "essentially practical not philosophical people." In fact, she 
continues, "when they considered what was really a philosophical question, such as 
the origin of the world and life as they knew it, it was because this question had a 
bearing on some problem they had to face." 

She concludes stating that, "In any given period, then, their philosophical 
views were colored by their present situation, by their realization that many varied 
approaches might be helpful, and by a sense of fieedom to use or over-look any 
ideas in older tradition." Such an appreciation for the unity of thought and practice 
and for knowledge in the service of social practice is hardly a reflection of a 
prelogical mind. In fact, to view philosophy as an essential mode of problem- 
solving in daily life, to develop thought respectful of context, and to use various 
approaches to problem-solving, looking both to the past and beyond it fmds its 
modem parallel in the philosophy of praxis and is by no means a prelogical 
disadvantage (Sanchez-Vasquez 1977). What one witnesses here, then, is evidence 
that when ancient Egyptian thought and practice exhibit a capacity for contribution 
to modem discourse, it is redefmed so that it appears intellectually incapable of 
such a role. Thus, on one hand, Goff says that the ancient Egyptians were "practi- 
cal" not "philosophical" and then she goes on to speak of their "philosophical 
views" only to dismiss them as prelogical. 

Erik Hornung (1 982, 237-243) called attention to the fact that Egyptians had a 
logic and that it was simply different fioin European or "Western" logic. He calls 
this logic a "logic of complementarity" and a "many-valued logic" as opposed to 
the "eitherlor logic" of the Greeks. Of course, the category logic, like the category 
philosophy, is used here as a mode of thinking, not as the formal discipline which 
has its origins for Europe in Greece. John Baines (1984, 37) criticizes the 
"patronizing" interpretations of ancient Egypt which end up "implying that 
Egyptians had less rationality than we do." Such question-begging contentions, he 
argues, should be dismissed, "for to imply that the human nature of the subjects of 
study is so radically different fiom what we posit of ourselves is to deny the 
possibility of understanding them as human beings and is, in any case, not 
supported by other evidence." Baines, however, does not accept Homung's 
concession of a logic to ancient Egypt. He concedes that there is a need to discover 
operative "rules" in ancient Egyptian conceptualization, but believes we should 
concentrate on developing a language to facilitate communication of ideas of an 
"atheoretical culture" to a "theoretical" one. This, of course, carries a suspicious 
resemblance to the old "prelogical-logical" dichotomy and again reflects the 
difficulty of abandoning foundational suppositions of the Eurocentric worldview. 
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Closely related to the idea of the prelogical ancient Egyptian mind is the stress 
on the mythic character of ancient Egyptian thought at the expense of the rational 
and real. Here again Frankfort et al (1948a) played an essential role in this 
overstress. A more recent example of this dynamic can be found in key sections in 
Vincent Tobin's (1989) work on ancient Egyptian religion. Assuring us that at the 
heart of ancient Egyptian religion is myth and cult, he (1989, 6) notes the different 
logic ancient Egyptians employ and argues that "this freedom of Egyptian 
mythology to admit internal contradictions and to see them as compatible was the 
real strength of Egyptian religion." Reminding one of Homung's contention, Tobin 
continues, saying, "[olne may in fact maintain that such internal contradictions 
were not in reality contradictory but rather complementary, there being no strict 
dogmatic principles to defme either orthodoxy or heterodoxy." But in spite of the 
brief laudatory assertion, he (1989, 7) lapses into the frequent Egyptological 
discourse on the mythopoeic and prelogic mind, interspersing it with concessions 
concerning not viewing the "myths as simple and naive stories designed and 
invented to satisfy the questions of somewhat childish ancient minds." In the fmal 
analysis, then, Tobin (1989, 83) reaffms the standard Eurocentric position. In 
discussing the origins of Maat as principle and divine person, he contends that "one 
must . . . seriously question whether or not the Egyptian mentality was sufficiently 
inclined to the philosophical as to be able to develop an abstract principle and then 
personify it at a later stage of development." 

It is important to note here that I do not deny that there is substantial myth in 
ancient Egyptian religion (Otto 1958; Assmann 1977), even as there is in Judaism, 
Christianity and other religions. What I am posing as problematic is the tendency to 
overstress myth and cult and deny ancient Egypt a genuine theology and ethics in 
the process. Thus, an important assumption which informs my stance is that 
beneath the mythological narrative lies a rational core of philosophical value. In a 
word, much of ancient Egyptian sacred writing is symbolic and hides a deeper 
meaning than the narratives and assertions might fxst suggest. The need, then, is to 
treat such narratives and propositions as is done with Jewish and Christian myths, 
i.e., as sources of philosophical insight and as points of departure for 
developmental discourse in religion and ethics. 

1.3.5 Toward An African-Centered Approach 

Another central assumption which informs my stance is that an Afiican 
centered approach to the study and interpretation of ancient Egyptian culture offers 
a rich source of parallels and foci for comparative analysis which have been consis- 
tently overlooked to the detriment of critical and comprehensive analysis (Asante 
1999, 1990; Karenga 2002, 44-49). Such a stance obviously requires recognizing 
and respecting the geographical and cultural reality of Egypt in Afiica, exploring 
the historical and cultural links with other African societies and ending the fictive 
identity of ancient Egypt as a West Asian country. However, in pursuit of this 
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project, one must always be concerned with the limitation of comparison of 
cultures in such vastly different time periods and of assuming relationships which 
may be only parallels. 

W.F. Petrie (1914) was one of the earliest Egyptologists to realize that Egypt 
was culturally a part of Africa and that other African cultures could be used to 
explicate and understand Egyptian culture. Frankfort (1948b) also contributed to 
this limited thrust in Egyptology in his classic study of divine kingship which 
demonstrated defmitively the parallels of divine kingship and other practices in 
Egypt with those of other African societies while drawing a clear line of distinction 
between ancient Egyptian kingship and Western Asian forms of kingship. E.A. 
Wallis Budge (1960, 1961) also has pointed out both cultural similarities and 
parallel conceptions of theology and cosmology in Egypt and other African 
societies. Very often, however, he, as Hegel (1956, 198-219) did, attributes to 
Africa only what he considers the most "primitive" and "gross practices of ancient 
Egypt" 

It is, however, Cheikh Anta Diop (1959, 1974, 198 la, 198 1 b, 199 1, 1997) and 
his colleague Theophile Obenga (1 973, 1975, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1995) who have 
done most to demonstrate the African character of ancient Egyptian society and its 
affinity with other African societies and the relevance of this relationship in critical 
and comparative study. Within this framework, they have added an important 
counter to the early and erroneous yet insistent redefinition of Egypt as the product 
of an invading master race who ovemhelmed and absorbed the early African 
inhabitants (Vandier, 1952; Emery, 196 1). 

A central Diopian (1981a, 9-10) contention is that enduring attempts to deny 
the African character of ancient Egypt and recent claims that the racial or ethnic 
identity of the ancient Egyptians is irrelevant (Yurco 1989), although it is relevant 
for the rest of Africa and the world, are both products of an ideological 
"scholarship" which grew out of an age of imperialist expansion and the resultant 
"need" for a justificatory ideology. This, he states, led to a concerted effort to 
discredit dominated peoples through the manipulation of science and the falsifi- 
cation of human history, a falsification which in Africa's case involved depriving it 
of its most important classical civilization. The thrust seemed to have been one of 
taking Africans out of Egypt, Egypt out of Africa, and then Africa out of human 
history. Such a project and view reaffirmed Hegel's and others' Eurocentric claims 
that Africa was a non-historical continent and aided in justifying centuries of 
oppression and denial of African history and humanity (Mudimbe 1988; Amin 
1989). 

For Diop (1981, 12; 1991, 3), the rescue and reconstruction of ancient 
Egyptian history and culture as part of African history and culture is paramount. 
Such a recovery will give Kemet a central role in reconstructing African and human 
history and culture. He says, "For us, the return to Egypt in all fields is the 
necessary condition . . . " to achieve three basic goals: 1) "to reconcile African 
civilization with history;" 2) "to build a (new) body of modem human sciences;" 
and 3) "to renew African culture." Thus, he poses Kemet as a source of paradigms 
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for study and development saying, "Egypt will play in a reconceived and renewed 
African culture the same role that the Greco-Roman ancient past plays in western 
culture." It is this conception and meaning of Kemet in both Diop's and Obenga's 
work which have informed and inspired the projects of recovery in ancient 
Egyptian studies by other African scholars on the Continent (Bilolo 1986, 1988, 
1995) and in the Diaspora (Karenga and Carmthers 1986; Van Sertiina 1985, 1989; 
Asante 1990, 2000; Karenga 1984, 1989, 1990, 1999, 2003). Having accepted 
Diop's contention of Kemet's paradigmatic value for intellectual research and 
production, these scholars have introduced ancient Egyptian studies in the academy 
as a key area in the discipline of Black Studies and produced works which both 
study Kemetic society and pose it as a source of paradigms in their various fields 
(Karenga 2002, 60-67). 

Certainly, there are arguments against Diop's views as the UNESCO 
sponsored symposium on "The Peopling of Africa and the Deciphering of the 
Meroitic Script" in Cairo, January 1974 demonstrated (Moktar 198 1, 59 ff; Diop et 
al, 1997). At this gathering of twenty distinguished Egyptologists from Afiica, 
Europe and America (Canada), Diop and Obenga presented papers offering various 
forms of scientific evidence (linguistic, anthropological, iconographic, historical, 
physiological) of the African character of ancient Egypt. Although there was 
substantial disagreement with their position, the counter arguments were essentially 
undeveloped and not on the level of Diop's and Obenga's. In fact, in a summary of 
the symposium's conclusion, the editor notes this, saying that "[a]lthough the 
preparatory working paper sent out by UNESCO gave particulars of what was 
desired, not all participants had prepared co~ninunications comparable with the 
painstaking research contributions of Professors Cheikh Anta Diop and (ThCophile) 
Obenga." Thus, he concludes, "[tlhere was consequently a real lack of balance in 
the discussions" (Moktar 198 1, 77). 

However, it was felt that "nevertheless the discussions were constructive" in 
that they: 1) "brought home to almost all the participants the shortcomings of the 
methodological criteria which had hitherto been used in research;" 2) "drew 
attention to examples of new methodological approaches on the bases of which the 
questions before the symposium could be studied in a more scientific manner," and; 
3) "enabled specialists who had never previously had the opportunity of comparing 
and contrasting their points of view to discover other approaches to problems, 
other sources of information and other lines ofresearch than those to which they 
were accustomed" [emphasis mine] (Moktar 1981, 77-78). Among the 
recommendations were: that human remains in museums throughout the world be 
re-examined and "a rapid study" of recently discovered remains be made; that 
Egyptian authorities "facilitate the necessary study of examinable vestiges of skin" 
and "set up a department specializing in physical anthropology;" that "specialists in 
comparative linguistics . . . establish all possible correlations" between ancient 
Egyptian and other African languages and; that there be conducted "an enquiry on 
paleo-African vestiges of Egyptian iconography and their historical significance." 
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There is, of course, then no doubt that ancient Egypt is a contested terrain 
because of its meaning to African and world civilization and to the dominant 
Eurocentric conception of world history and culture (Bemal 1987, 1991, 1996). 
But the UNESCO symposium offered through its proceedings and recommenda- 
tions an opportunity for the development of creative exchanges between established 
and alternative views as well as more productive research through alternative 
"approaches to problems, other sources of information and other lines of research." 

Moreover, my assumption is also that even if Egypt were not African, its basic 
ethical teachings fmd many parallels in Africa, and that an enriched understanding 
of ancient Egyptian society can be gleaned by comparative analysis with other 
African societies (Asante and Abarry 1996). This, as will be demonstrated below, 
is evident in the comrnunitarian character of Maatian ethics, the focus on self- 
knowledge, the concept of divine kingship, the stress on tradition, the emphasis on 
character and on practice, the concept of the continuity of being, respect for 
ancestors, the absence of concepts of ontological stain, i.e., sin, stress on self- 
mastery, etc., (Abimbola 1997, 1976; Eze 1998; Gyekye 1987, 1997; Oluwole 
1999; Wiredu 1996; Wright 1984). It would, then, certainly be of intellectual 
benefit to pursue such a comparative analysis and draw appropriate analogies 
between the ethical ideals of ancient Egypt and those of other African cultures. 
Both Diop and Obenga have made seminal contributions through such a 
comparative approach. And it is clearly an important concern in this work. 

1.3.6 The Unity and Diversity of Tradition 

Another assumption central to the conceptual framework of this paper is that in 
spite of a tendency in Egyptology to divide ancient Egyptian religion and ethical 
tradition into royal and personal piety, or elite and popular expressions, there is a 
basic unity to the national tradition (Gunn 1916; Breasted 1934; Posener 1969; 
Baines 1987; Tobin 1989). Although one can recognize elite and mass approaches 
in all large-scale religions, this should not obscure the basic commonality of beliefs 
which defrne and give intellectual integrity to the religion and its ethics. Both 
Siegfried Morenz (1984) and Jan Assmann (1984b, 2002) have argued this point, 
positing religion in ancient Egypt as an essentially pervasive and ultimately unitary 
discourse and practice and suggesting that court-centered royal or elite forms can 
and do serve as framework for understanding the societal expression as a whole. 
Such a contention, however, must be qualified by the fact that there is a paucity of 
infonnation on mass expressions of religion which are not attested to in abundance 
until the New Kingdom. 

There is, of course, an alternative body of literature which could be used to 
argue for a diverse tradition. Focus of this argument tends to be on the elite as 
opposed to the masses and the royal as distinct from the popular. Both Georges 
Posener (1969) and Ronald Williams (1964) have made significant contributions to 
our understanding of literature, ethical and religious, as a possible medium for 
political "propaganda" in ancient Egypt. Posener posits the existence of "une 
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propagande royale" which appears in the literature of ancient Egypt especially 
during the First Intermediate Period and takes root in the 12th Dynasty. However, 
this development, by the very intention he assigns to it, i.e., to stabilize the state, 
necessitates, as he himself asserts, a massive and extensive diffusion throughout 
society. Thus, even though or if the literature is reflective of elite interest, it 
nevertheless becomes standard doctrine for society as a whole. 

Moreover, it is important to note that the category "propaganda," as we use it 
today is hardly equatable with the state doctrine of ancient Egypt. Thus, 
Mysliwiec's (1985, 9) characterization of royal presentations of Maat as a kind of 
political propaganda obscures more than reveals the complex interrelatedness of 
Kemetic state and religion and the pervasive character of religion itself in Kemetic 
society (Morenz 1984, chapter 1; Teeter 1990, 271). Also, the concept of 
"Konigsnovelle" introduced by AEed  Hermann (1938) and developed by Siegfried 
Hermann (1953-54) added another important dimension to understanding the 
relationship between politics and literature as well as the divine provenance of the 
king (see also Loprieno 1996b). But this does not discredit or diminish the real and 
sacred role the king played in ancient Egyptian society for the ancient Egyptian 
people. The divine ruler remained to the end of ancient Egyptian society an indis- 
pensable pillar in ancient Egyptian religious and ethical conceptions. And thus, 
royal texts are central to both the self-defmition and self-understanding of Kemetic 
society. 

In his article on "Practical Religion and Piety," John Baines (1987) criticizes 
the focus on the unitary understanding of ancient Egyptian religion and argues for 
focus on the practical everyday religion of the masses. He (1987, 82) argues that 
the "ideological focus" on the royal ruler and "decorum" mask the "negative and 
untoward," ignoring the suffering of the masses. Moreover, he suggests that Old 
Kingdom literature as reflected in a treatise on the divine role of the royal ruler and 
translated by Assmann (1970,22; 1989b, 58) and even Chapter 125 of the Book oj  
Coming Forth By Duy, reveal a negative, less optimistic picture of the life of the 
masses. Such a contention is in part based on his reading of the phrase "shtp nirw" 
as "propitiation of the gods in fear" in both texts. Actually, the passages are open to 
an alternative interpretation, and what Baines calls "propitiation" is more 
defmitively rendered as "satisfaction" of the divine powers by both ritual offerings 
and righteousness, i.e., the offering of Maat, in practice. As I argue below, the 
numerous autobiographies which appear in the next two chapters attest to this 
position. 

The drawing of distinctions between elite and popular religion or royal, 
official, state religion and the religion of the masses obviously has its uses, but it, 
like overfocus on the unitary view of religion, carries within it certain limitations. It 
is a necessary focus for a total picture, but it is not always the most productive 
approach. After all, one could, as some biblical scholars do, talk of Judaism and 
Christianity in terms of their rootedness in a political culture in which elite interests 
and ideology dominated and directed the course of their development. And thus, 
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one could argue that central concepts in Judaism like the "chosen people," 
"covenant," and "exodus" are essentially elite constructions to forge a national 
spirit and purpose, in a word, elite propaganda (Petrie 1925; Redford 1992, 408ff; 
Assmann 1997). Likewise, it is clearly arguable that Calvin and Luther's versions of 
Christianity were essentially elite ideological constructions supportive of the state 
and status quo (Marcuse 1983; Skinner 1978). But neither of these positions 
reveals or removes the profound meaning these teachings have for the masses who 
accept them as their own. Thus, even if one of necessity concedes to the political 
use of religion by an elite, this does not at the same time imply or necessitate a 
position that the masses do not take these teachings as their own and act 
accordingly, as Teeter (1990) has shown in her important study of royal and 
popular approaches to Maat. 

Secondly, Baines' decision to focus on suffering of the masses does not mean 
that this is the whole of their religious concerns. As Baines (1987, 94) himself 
concedes, religion and religious practices are both diverse and complex. Therefore, 
his decision to interpret popular practice essentially in the "negative" rather than in 
the positive and negative, i.e., not see also the spiritually elevating and 
strengthening aspect of it, is obviously problematic, even though his attempt to 
correct an imbalance in existing Kemetic religious studies is understandable and 
supportable. For whether one refers to pre-Amarna personal piety (Posener 1975; 
Stewart 1960) or post-Amarna personal piety (Gunn 19 16; Baines l987), one has a 
variety of expressions and concerns. These include thanksgiving, confession of 
wrongdoing, praise, petition both for the end of affliction and for life, health and 
prosperity, and of course, spiritual joy at being blessed or, granted favor (hswt) or 
shown mercy (hpw) as distinct from being a recipient of divine wrath (b:w) 
(Borghouts 1982). An over-focus on affliction and misfortune, then, misses the 
very rich variousness of religious experience which Baines rightly cautions about in 
a too-rigid unitary view of religious expression and experience. 

A related problem raised by Baines and Gunn is the question of whether or not 
a doctrinal shift in the so-called age of personal piety is just among poor people or 
the masses rather than throughout the entire society. As Griffiths (1988) notes, 
neither is precise about his line of demarcation between the masses and the elite. 
Thus G u m  (1916, 93) includes his concept of the religion of the poor "artisans 
taken from the lower ranks of the people, but rendered literate by the necessities of 
their occupation . . . ." Are we to believe these people are poor, and if so in 
comparison to whom, the peasants? And are these Deir El Medinah texts repre- 
sentative of one "class" or "stratum" and not poor people or the masses in general? 
As GriEths (1988, 101) points out, the workers at Medina "were royal workers and 
the higher strata were fairly well-off,'' Bierbrier (1982, 83) makes a similar point 
about tomb-builders, noting that "their lot was far above that of the average 
peasant." And Janssen (1975) distinguishes at least three social strata among these 
royal workers. What one discovers at this point is that this shift of emphasis is more 
widespread than suggested by Baines or Gunn and includes Kemetic society as a 
whole. 
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Assmann has made a strong case for the pervasiveness of this doctrinal shift. 
He (1989b, 69) argues cogently that the shift in religious focus from what he calls 
the "classical conception of theopolitical unity" was indeed "not restricted to 
certain groups of monuments, e g ,  ex-voto stelae or literary genres or social groups 
or classes." On the contrary, it "pervades the whole of Ramessid culture from royal 
to private monuments, from literature to art and religious institutions." 

Breasted (1934, 344-370) had also argued that this new religious sentiment 
and orientation pervaded the entire Ramessid age and thus designated it as the "age 
of personal piety." As he (1934, 349) notes, 

. . . although rooted in the teachings of an exclusive few heretofore, these beliefs 
in an intimate and personal relationship between the worshipper and his god had 
now with the lapse of centuries and by slow and gradual process become 
widespread among the people. 

Thus, "[aln age of personal piety and inner aspiration to God now dawned among 
the masses." However, as Griffiths (1988, 99) argues, the "revolutionary 
difference" that marks the confessional compositions of this period is not their 
stress on piety or relation with God, for that appears throughout Kemetic history. It 
is rather "the place they give to misfortunes suffered or evil deeds enacted." This, 
of course, is in contrast to the autobiographies which stress the positive and 
triumphant. But there is a similarity in that both the confessional compositions and 
the autobiographies show deference to the will of God. Thus, a standard 
autobiographical claim is that one has done Maat because it is "what God wills, 
wishes and loves (mu)" (Urk I, 57.14). 

Although this seems to represent a confluence of concerns and focus, Baines 
still is reluctant to concede. He (1 987, 96) raises the concern that 

[i]f this literary derivation reflected accurately the extent of the phenomenon, it 
would be necessary to exclude other possible manifestations of piety from 
consideration and to assume that piety arose in the core elite and was a 
diversification of their religious orientation. 

This concern is, of course, worthy of consideration, but does not prohibit 
recognition of the predominance of elite ideas and simultaneous idea generation 
and distinct practice of the masses. In a word, one would anticipate that the ruling 
ideas in any society are the ideas of the ruling group, but this does not preclude the 
development and maintenance of mass belief which is related to but different from 
ruling-class or ruling-group ideology andlor belief. What is required, then, is to 
view social processes as interactive and interrelated rather than isolated and totally 
distinct. 

It is important to note that both Baines and G u m  show a measure of 
ambivalence toward the interactive possibilities in ancient Egyptian society which 
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may have contributed to the development of this shift. Gum (1916, 93), in an 
attempt to explain both the origin and popularity of the development, states that 

[i]t may be the right view that we have here the evidence of a popular religious 
development of the Empire Period, noticeable occasionally zn the general 
literature of the time, but especially appealing to the poor, who would see in the 
new ideas of a merciful and forgiving God a solace for their difficult existence. 
[emphasis mine] 

However, Gunn goes on to suggest that 

[a]lternatively, it may be thought that we see here the folk-faith. always existent 
undisturbed by official or philosophic changes and speculations. becoming 
temporarily articulate in favorable circumstances, and affecting somewhat the 
views of the more educated. 

This supplemental suggestion, of course, is reflective of the tendency to paint 
portraits of the ruling stratum of ancient Egypt in predominantly negative terms and 
to imply that the mythic image of the nameless biblical pharaoh is a historical 
reality. Like all ruling classes or strata, a defming aspect of the ancient Egyptian 
ruling class or stratum is hierarchy and dominance, but as I argue below, a more 
critical picture reveals also a high level of commitment to ethical thought and 
behavior. Moreover, the ruling group itself is diverse and thus expresses a diversity 
of thought and behavior. 

Baines (1987, 17) also shows reservations about such a stark contrast, in spite 
of his severe criticism of the elite and his drawing of rigid lines of demarcation 
between elite and popular religious practices. Allowing for some interaction and 
unity of the elite and masses, he states that 

[tlhe elite and the rest may be united by everyday religious practices that are not 
part of official ideology and are concerned with problems of comprehending, 
accepting and responding to the world, to loss, and to suffering that are treated in 
religious terms by very many cultures. 

Likewise, the elite and the masses are "also united by the general absence of 
explicitly religious materials on the monuments" and the resultant need to satisfy 
one side of their religious need, the non-official, with "the rest of society." 

The real challenge of critical analysis, then, is not to assume all virtues and 
inactivity for the masses and only vices and vicious conduct for the elite, or to 
separate the two forms of religious thought and practice with a stark line of 
demarcation. Rather, it is a challenge to give appropriate weight and space to each 
in the analysis, to suspend temporarily the unity between elite and popular religious 
expression to achieve a more intimate and accurate view, but to return to the 
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comprehensive perspective to establish interconnection and interaction which 
produce the phenomenon and process of ancient Egyptian religion as an integral 
whole. While readily conceding the distinction between elite and popular practices 
and belief, this work focuses on the ideal form in written documents and in the 
general moral ideal in which they are both rooted and which in turn unifies them, 
i.e., Maat, especially as expressed in the ideal aspirations and values of the 
Declarations of Innocence and Declarations of Virtues. For as Bleeker (1967, 7) 
states, 

[i]t can be said without any exaggeration that Maat constitutes the fundamental 
idea of ancient Egyptian religion. It expresses the basic world-view whereby the 
various fields of nature and culture+osmic life, state policy, the cult. science, 
art, ethics and the private life of the individual-form a unity. [emphasis mine] 

It is upon this assumption of unity in diversity that this work is conceived and 
pursued. 

1.3.7 Continuity and Development 

Another assumption which informs the conceptual framework of this project is 
that in spite of obvious and general change in ancient Egyptian thought and 
practice which one expects in every society, there was also continuity. Thus, Maat, 
as the fundamental principle of Egyptian ethics and religion, endures in spite of 
changed concepts of it in various periods of Egyptian history. Moreover, even 
when we allow for a drastic change in the Amarna Period (Aldred 1988; Bonnel 
1990; Murnane 1995), and in the Late Period (Otto 1954; Brunner 1963), Maat 
still maintains its ontological and ethical significance albeit in modified form and 
without always use of the category Maat. Thus, Maat remains the way of life (w3t n 
'nb), i.e., truth, justice, righteousness, from the Old Kingdom through the Late 
Period, including the Greek and Roman conquest (Lichtheim 1983; 1992). And 
other concepts, as will be shown below, show a similar longevity. 

In the discussion of continuity and change which is central to ancient Egyptian 
studies discourse, it is generally conceded that change is an essential aspect of 
Kemetic history as well as the history of all societies. The essential question, 
however, for this author and others is to what degree and in what manner? 
Frankfort (1961, 59ff) surely offers the paradigmatic view of essential changeless- 
ness of ancient Egyptian society, more specifically its ethical and social thought, 
arguing that the concept of "development of social and ethical thought in Egypt" is 
essentially "untenable if we study the evidence without prejudice-that is, without 
evolutionary bias." He goes on to say that "the differences between the earlier and 
later texts seem largely to have been caused by accidents of preservation, while 
resemblance consists, on the contrary, in a significant uniformity of tenor." Given 
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this, he concludes reality and ancient Egyptian commitment to permanence over 
change, 

[i]n this as in other respects Egyptian culture preserved its distinctive character 
throughout its long history and we may therefore speak of an Egyptian way of life 
without dwelling on the modifications which the basic concept underwent in the 
course of time. 

C.J. Bleeker (1967) makes a similar point in responding to Breasted's (1934) 
seminal work on the Dawn ofconscience in which he traced the development of 
the moral tradition in ancient Egypt. Questioning the utility of such a development- 
focused study, Bleeker proposes a study of the enduring aspects of Kemetic 
culture. 

The most salient feature of this civilization and religion is. that at the beginning of 
the historical period a style arose, which is easily recognizable as typically 
Egyptian and which continued well into the last decades of this culture. 

However, he concedes that "[nlaturally there were great changes in a cultural, 
social, moral and religious respect in the course of more than three millennia." For 
example, changes during the Amarna and New Kingdom periods are evident, 
interesting and on one level worthy of study. But he concludes that "from a 
religious view point little of importance has changed." In a word, "the basic 
patterns remain the same." For "[tlhe motifs which already prevailed in the Old 
Kingdom, are still to be found in the texts and in the representations of the temples 
of the Ptolemaic period." 

Obviously, Frankfort and Bleeker have overstated their case, but they have 
focused on problems of studying Kemetic society and suggested certain foci of 
consideration which invite critical discussion. Granted there is inevitable change in 
every society, but does this preclude continuity? Are not the basic concepts of 
kingship, judgment and justification, immortality, divine order, tradition, doing 
Maat and Maat itself marked by continuity as well as change? And is there not also 
what Frankfort calls an "evolutionary bias" among many Egyptologists which 
clouds judgment and gives more weight to change and less to continuity than might 
be warranted? Baines (1987, 98), an advocate of the development and diversity 
model, seems to recognize this and suggests that given that varying degrees of 
integration of new practices existed in the various periods of Kemetic history, "[a] 
social analysis along these lines implies that some changes in religion may not be 
as great as is often thought . . . ." 

Another focus for discussion is the tendency to confuse the ancient Egyptians' 
desire for "that which endures in the midst of things which are overthrown" as 
evidence of changelessness (Karenga 1984, 107). Certainly, it is deficient 
scholarship to confuse a people's cultural preference for the permanent with the 
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actual flow of events around them. But it is equally intellectually problematic not to 
recognize that cultural preference for maintenance of tradition is indeed a factor in 
the pace and nature of change. Thus, Wilson's (1956, 76) claim that "ancient Egypt 
survived 'unchanged' for long centuries by changing constantly and ignoring 
changes" seems to misstate the issue. For the issue is not ancient Egypt's possible 
self-deception, but her conception of tradition and its effect on the rate and 
character of change within ancient Egyptian society. This commitment to tradition, 
as I argue below, is indispensable to a critical understanding of Kemetic culture in 
general and its ethics in particular. 

Bleeker and Frankfort's contention that there is an identifiable ancient 
Egyptian way of life which keeps its basic character throughout its history is a 
difficult one to deny. For if there is no distinct Kemetic culture with relative 
continuity, then, it lacks the ideational, practical and organic integrity to have either 
identity and existence. In other words, without such a cultural integrity with 
adequate permanence, there is no identity or possibility of existence. What we 
study as ancient Egypt already implies a relatively stable and permanent society, a 
society whose continuity is not enervated or dissolved by either the diversity or 
changes within it. The concern of this work then, is to focus on continuity within 
change. For without this continuity, there is not only no ancient Egypt, but also no 
moral tradition available for study. 

1.4 Tasks and Delimitations of the Study 

As noted above, the central interest and fundamental thrust of this project is 
the delineation and critical examination of the moral ideal in ancient Egypt with an 
eye toward revealing its capacity for and potential contribution to modem moral 
discourse. To do this I will focus on the foundation of ancient Egyptian ethics, the 
concept of Maat, using the Declarations oflnnocence of the Book of Coming Forth 
By Dqy as the central point of departure, as well as the Declarations of Virtues, the 
Sebait (The Instructions), and the Book of Khunanpu which are the central moral 
texts of ancient Egypt. Within this dual interpretive focus, Maat is the philosophical 
ideal and the Declarations of Innocence represent an ideal conception of the moral 
practice within this framework. For the Declarations are, in fact, an evolved 
summary of the major ethical concerns of ancient Egypt which appear in more or 
less standard form in the New Kingdom in Corning Forth (Budge 1898; Maystre 
1937; Allen 1974; Saleh 1984; Faulkner 1985; Dondelinger 1987). 

In this regard, it is important to note that I accept the intellectual, indeed, 
cultural impossibility of translating ancient texts in terms which totally represent 
ancient approaches to thought and practice. The limitations of time, space and 
culture are obvious. In this regard, Finnestad (1989b, 37) has made an important 
contribution to understanding the problematic of interpretation and translation. The 
problematic he poses includes: 1) imposition of modem ways of thinking and 
communication; 2) the problem of taking into account the "total hermeneutical 
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situation;" and 3) the challenge of giving due weight to the historical. One is faced 
with a formidable task, he notes, because "transferring a message into a language 
understandable to modem man necessarily entails reference to world views of 
modem man." What one must recognize, then, is that one's "interpretation is both a 
result of perception, analysis, explanation and one of adding something to the 
material." For "in all interpretation, a supplementing act is involved through which 
the receiver makes the contents of the message comprehensible to him." Given this, 

[tlhe important task is not to prove this; it is plain to see, but to clarify its relation- 
ship to the message of the document, and ask the hermeneutical question: in what 
sense is the interpretation an exegetical 'reading into' . . . and in what sense is it an 
exegetical 'drawing out of the document. 

It is this tension between "reading into" and "drawing out of '  that lies at the center 
of the challenge to render a contemporary interpretation of the moral ideal in 
ancient Egypt which is both plausible and insightful and yet constantly conscious of 
its own limitations as a hermeneutical reconstruction. 

Secondly, it should also be noted that because I write within a definite ethical 
tradition, my categories and conceptualization will reflect this. This work began in 
the context of intellectual collaboration to make live again (sdb) an ancient 
tradition. It therefore became an act of restoration (srw4, an effort, as the ancient 
Egyptians taught, to restore that which is in ruins and raise up that which was 
damaged and destroyed. As an intellectual project, the renewal of tradition centers 
on hermeneutical reconstruction which, of necessity, requires new modes of 
articulation both in terms of concepts and categories. This has meant using old 
concepts and categories in new ways and creating new ones which more accurately 
and usefully serve the analysis. 

Such a conceptual reconstruction begins with the category and concept of 
Maat itself which is used here to signify the ethical and religious tradition of 
ancient Egypt. There was no name for ancient Egyptian religion. As with other 
African cultures, religion in ancient Egypt was an integral part of life and required 
no name for its thought or practice. But the study and renewal of the tradition 
required a name and thus I (1990; 1989) proposed in the early 80's that the renewed 
tradition be called Maat. For there is no category or concept as definitive of ancient 
Egyptian spirituality-religion and ethics-as Maat. Having established the 
category Maat as the name of the tradition, its adjectival derivatives developed in 
the discourse. Thus, one speaks of Maatian ethics, Maatian theology, Maatian 
ontology, Maatian anthropology, Maatian social practice, the Maatian tradition, the 
Maatian person, etc. 

In addition to this use of Maat, this work will use other categories and 
concepts reflective of similar use in the renewed tradition. Kemet and Kemetic are 
used interchangeably with ancient Egypt and ancient Egyptian, as Kemet is the 
vocalized form of Kmt, the formal name ancient Egyptians used for their country. 
In terms of texts: Coming Forth is the abbreviation for The Book of Coming Forth 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: A Conceptual Framework 27 

By Day, often called the Book of the Dead; Declarations or DO1 is used for the 
Declarations of Innocence; and the Virtues or DOV is used for the Declarations of 
Virtues (DOV), also called ideal biographies or autobiographies; and the category 
"Book o f '  is used to refer to many texts especially the Sebait, i.e., the Book of 
Ptahhotep, the Book of Amenomope, etc. Also, what is called among other things, 
the "Eloquent Peasant" is called the Book of Khunanpu in the renewed Maatian 
tradition, and the Book of Merikara is called the Book of Kheti or Kheti's 
Instructions for Merikara. Moreover, conceptually speaking, the renewed Maatian 
tradition recognizes one Supreme Divinity whose primary name is Ra and who has 
many manifestations in and as other divine forms. Thus, one reads Kemetic phrases 
such as "Ra in his identity as . . ." or "Ra in his name o f .  . . ." 

Also, it is important to note that my reference to and discussion of classical 
Afi-ican ethics does not intend to suggest any more for the term "African" than is 
indicated by the terms "European" (Western), "Asian" (Oriental) or "Latin 
American." The discussion of African philosophy, ethical or otherwise, simply 
suggests shared orientations born of similar cultural experiences. As Gyekye (1987, 
x) notes, "[ilt is the underlying cultural unity or identity of the various individual 
thinkers that justifies references to varieties of thought as wholes, such as Western, 
European or Oriental philosophy." In other words, he continues, 

. . . even though the individual thinkers who produced what is known as Western 
philosophy are from different European or Western nations, we nonetheless refer 
to such body of philosophical ideas as Western philosophy (in addition to, say. 
French. German or British philosophy). 

One can justifiably conclude that "the real reason for this is surely the common 
cultural experience and orientation of those individual thinkers." 

Likewise, in spite of the obvious differences among Indian, Chinese and 
ancient Persian philosophy, as well as the differences among Hindu, Buddhist, 
Confucian and Taoist thought, they are generally called Asian philosophy. And as 
Tu Wei Ming (1985, 7) states, it is based on the notion of "shared orientations." 
Therefore, to say African philosophy is to assume certain shared orientations based 
on similar cultural experiences. Among these shared orientations are: 1) centrality 
of community; 2) respect for tradition; 3) high level spirituality and ethical concern; 
4) harmony with namre; 5) the concept of the sociality of selfhood; 6) veneration of 
ancestors; and 7) the concept of the continuity of being. And to say "classical" in 
the phrase "classical African ethics" refers both to a certain chronology and level of 
achievement. In the sense of historical location, the classical here is ancient, but in 
the cultural sense, it refers to a civilization or culture whose level of achievement 
invites, indeed demands, both preservation and emulation. And certainly ancient 
Egypt in both the historical and cultural sense is a classical civilization for both 
Africa and humanity. 
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Also, I use ethical and moral, ethics and morality interchangeably even though 
I recognize as a matter of categorical preciseness the distinction. It is for this reason 
that my main title is "Maat, the Moral Ideal of Ancient Egypt" and the subtitle is 
"A Study in Classical African Ethics." The stress on the moral ideal is both a 
chosen focus to delineate the concept and practice of Maat as reflected principally 
in the Declarations of Innocence and Declarations of Virtues, which is the DOI's 
primary source, as well as a recognition that Maatian ethics of ancient Egypt, is an 
ethical doctrine rather than a system of ethics. Maatian ethics, before its recent 
revival, did not set forth any definitive or explicit moral theory or analysis of moral 
concepts. As mentioned above, it is noted for its lack of dogma, open-texture and 
resistance to orthodoxy (Tobin 1989, 6). It does, however, have a central moral 
focus and rich theoretical possibilities as is expressed in the polysemic concept and 
moral ideal of Maat. For here one fmds the grounds for the conception, practice 
and justification of the good ( n f w ) .  The challenge of this work, then, is to present 
the ethics of Maat in the language of modem moral discourse, while at the same 
time preserving and building on its distinctiveness as a moral ideal capable of 
inspiring and sustaining philosophic reflection. 

Finally, in the process of reading and interpreting the texts, I have studied and 
employed interpretations, translations and commentaries by Egyptologists to make 
valuable use of their vast scholarship as both a base to build on and as a point of 
departure for contestation and critique. In the fmal analysis, however, I have 
ultimately relied on my own interpretations when I found myself unable to concede 
for conceptual or linguistic reasons a given standard interpretation. I have thus 
translated, retranslated and rephrased textual passages in order to extract from a 
given text its real and most relevant meanings as I understand them. And when I 
have differed from these standard Egyptological positions, I have offered 
alternative grounds for my own position. 

This work, then, is pursued as a contribution to the development of a 
distinctive modern Maatian ethical discourse. And by its very nature, as a 
beginning and open-textured project, it is also an invitation to others for intellectual 
engagement and challenge. For it is in the process of such indispensable exchange 
that not only is a clearer view of Maatian moral sensibility established, but also 
Maat demonstrates its capacity for meaningful contribution to modem moral 
discourse. The attempt here is both one of interpretation and transmission of an 
ethical tradition, a project in which tradition is seen not simply as a precondition 
and process into which one comes, but also as an ongoing product of one's efforts 
to understand and participate in it. For by such efforts of understanding and self- 
conscious participation, tradition is made to live and develop and thus, be effective 
and of value to its adherents. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Q 9npj THE MAATIAN IDEAL ?WL4 
From the Old Kingdom Gdb- 
to the Middle Kingdom 

2.1 Introduction: Formative Context 

If with the correlative recognition of change, one can argue continuity in 
ancient Egyptian culture, the formative years of the Old Kingdom are key to 
understanding and appreciating the character and course of ancient Egyptian 
culture and ethics (Breasted 1934). As James (1979, 44) states, this period "was 
undoubtedly a great formative time in which the bases of Egyptian civilization were 
f m l y  established." These included concepts of state and kingship, artistic 
conventions, writing, literary forms, technology, science, medicine and other 
achievements and disciplines of human knowledge (Assmann 2002, chapter 2; 
Grimal 1992, chapters 1-5; Gardiner 1964a, chapter 5; Trigger et al. 1983, chapter 
2). 

The socio-historical setting for Maatian ethics, then, unfolds in a period 
between approximately 3 100 and 2150 BCE, i.e., l?om the founding of the unified 
Kemetic state through its Old Kingdom period. After passing through what Wilson 
(1956, 43ff) calls "the search for security and order," the Egyptian state was 
established out of two opposing kingdoms, Upper and Lower Egypt, in two 
successive unions. Breasted (1934, 19) states that: 

These two unions, the earliest great national organizations of men in history, 
brought before the minds of men an imposing fabric of the state which at length 
made a profound impression upon religion. 

At the same time, however, as argued below, religion was always a critical 
force in the organization and shaping of the state, for it gave the state both its moral 
and political paradigm (Morenz 1984, chapter 1). This is reflected in the Pyramid 
Texts which contain concepts of judgment, justification and immortality based on 
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Maat (Moret 1922) and in the Sebait, (the Instructions), which offer an implicit and 
explicit theory and view of leadership and society based on Maat, the Egyptian 
moral and spiritual way (Brunner 1988, 1992; Fox 1980). And it is also reflected in 
the Declarations of Virtues which express similar views and values (Lichtheim 
1988, 1992). 

Maatian ethics, then, evolved in a period of consolidation, growth, peace and 
security with Menes' conquest of Lower Egypt and the uniting it with Upper Egypt 
circa 3 100 BCE, which laid the basis for the establishment of the First Dynasty and 
the expansion and growth of the Egyptian state (Peyera de Fianza 1991). This 
expansion of the state is marked by the development of two key institutions- 
divine kingship and a bureaucracy with a stress on meritocracy and moral 
leadership. 

2.1.1 The Decisive Factor of Kingship 

It has been stated that "[dlivine kingship is the most striking feature of Egypt 
in these periods" (Kemp 1983, 71). This feature, as Frankfort (1948b) argued in his 
seminal work, Kingship and the Gods, is rooted in African culture. Rice (1990, 48- 
49) concurs with this, defming divine kingship as "that most typically Egyptian of 
all philosophical and practical concepts" and concluding that "[ilt is to Africa that 
one must look for the most abiding characteristics of Egyptian kingship which 
made it the unique institution it was to become." Among the features of this unique 
institutions are: the divinity of the king, his obligation to do and defend Maat and 
thus uphold the cosmic order and society, and his acting as "the channel through 
which the powers of nature flowed into the body politic to bring human endeavor to 
fruition" (Frankfort 1948b, 34; Derchain 1962; Assmann 1970). 

Kemp (1983, 72) has pointed out that there are three basic texts which are 
important in understanding the conception and practice of divine kingship in 
ancient Egypt. They are the Shabaka Text, called also the Memphite theology, the 
Ramesseum Dramatic Papyrus and the Pyramid Texts. The Pyramid Texts 
(Faulkner 1969; Sethe 1908-22), the oldest Keinetic literature, essentially paint a 
portrait of the king's capacity for eternal life as a divinity in the otherworld (Moret 
1922). He is here portrayed as the son of God, Ra and shares with him a cosmic 
life, alternately serving Ra, imitating Ra and assimilating with Ra. Moreover, 
fi-agments of the Osiris-Horus-Seth narrative which is more definitively dealt with 
in the Shabaka Text appear here. Also, the king, as discussed below, is shown to 
have to justify himself "by what he has done" (PT 3 16d-3 17a) and to be innocent 
of accusation by man, woman, bird and beast (PT 1775a-b). And fmally, the king 
establishes his claim of both the right to rule and to life in the otherworld by 
claiming he has "put Maat (justice, order) in the place of isfet (chaos, wrong)," its 
opposite (PT 1775,265). 

The Ranzesseum Dramatic Papyrus which dates from the reign of Sesostris I 
(c. 1971 B.C.E.) is apparently a series of rituals with instructions designed for 
either royal ascension or the jubilee ceremony (Sethe 1928a; Helck 1954; Barta 
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1976). It again deals with the Osiris-Horns-Seth religious narrative which treats the 
king's rightful ascension to the throne of his deceased father. Again, it is this rite of 
passage which identifies the pharaoh with the divine and makes him Horus 
incarnate (Frankfort 1948b; Goedicke 1960). As supportive texts reaffm,  once in 
this role, the king becomes like and as a divinity or god, doing Maat and bringing 
order to the world. 

The Shabaka Text, although copied by King Shabaka in the eighth century 
B.C.E., appears to be a "copy of a document composed much earlier, possibly in 
the Old Kingdom or even before, although this is a disputed matter" (Kemp 1983, 
72; also see Junge 1973 for a much later dating in the Ramessid period). The 
central importance of the text lies in its role of legimating kingship through the 
principle of right over might, and the positing of right as that which is loved and 
brings life and wrong as that which brings hatred and death. Moreover, it also 
contains a religious drama of creation and a religio-political drama of the founding 
of a united Egypt (Junker 1940, 194 1). 

The Shabaka Text is notable and relevant, then, for several reasons relating to 
the evolution of Maatian ethical philosophy (Junge 1940, 194 1; Karenga 1989, 
375ff). First, it is both cosmology and a theory of kingship which "describes the 
order of creation and makes the land of Egypt, as organized by Menes (The Uniter) 
an indissoluble part of that order" (Frankfort 1948b, 24). The monarchy becomes 
then a part of a divine plan and the social order becomes a reflection and part of the 
cosmic order. Secondly, it offers a principle of the triumph of right over might in 
the narrative of the struggle between Horus, the righteous, and his uncle, Setekh 
(Seth), the coercive, and through the decision of the Ennead in favor of Horus (see 
also Assmann 2002, 39-45). 

Thirdly, the Shabaka Text posits moral polarities of Maat as what is loved and 
rewarded with life and isfet, its opposite, as what is hated and punished with death. 
The text says: 

Thus, Maat is given to one who does what is loved (mr-vt). 
And isfet is given to one who does what is hated (msddt). 
Thus life is given to the peaceful (hr-htp), literally, 

one bearing peace). 
And death is given to the wrongdoer (hr-knbt, literally, 

one bearing crime) (57).  

Breasted (1934, 38-40), assuming an early date for this, remarks on how the 
categories "loved" (approved) and "hated" (disapproved) and the text itself 
represent a "reflective morality" which is the oldest on record in human history. 
However, as commonly accepted, this text is much later, perhaps in the New 
Kingdom. Nevertheless, its concepts do emanate £rom the oldest reflective morality 
recorded and are key to Maatian ethics, especially in terms of the concepts of the 
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need for the cultivation of love (srd mnvt) (Ptahhotep, 398) and reciprocity (irt n 
irnv n.k) (Vernus 1985; De Meulenaere 1965, 1984) which will be discussed 
below. 

Fourthly, the principle by which the cosmic order and the social order are 
established is Maat. Thus, Maat is both a cosmic and social principle which sets the 
standard for both God and human. As I (1984, 11) have argued elsewhere, Maat "is 
a divine concept, power and practice which not only informed and aided the 
Creator's action, but was established as the fundamental concept, power and 
practice for the organization, maintenance and development of human society 
also." It is a link and dialectic which points to the Maatian concept of the need to 
constantly create and sustain a moral context for good thought, emotion, speech 
and conduct. 

Given this, the fifth significant aspect of this doctrine of united cosmology and 
divine kingship is that it places an ethical obligation on the king, the civil service 
and community to do Maat, to uphold it and live it (Hornung 1988). Comparatively 
speaking, it parallels the Confucian concept of the Mandate of Heaven (T'ien-ming) 
with its stress on legitimacy of rule through divine appointment and moral 
worthiness (Tu 1979, 49-52; Hall and Ames 1987, 208-216). But it also points to a 
shared responsibility of those who in daily operation of govermnent must emulate 
and insure the righteousness demanded of the king. 

Maat, then, is the order established by the Creator, and king and community 
are called upon by the sacred texts to preserve it, restore and enrich it. This is the 
call for and establishment of a Maatian or moral culture in which Maatian thought 
and practice take root and thrive. The king was morally compelled to drive out 
isfet, Maat's opposite, and establish Maat in its proper place so that one may say 
"the land is as it was at the first time" (Urk IV, 2026.19). For as Frankfort (1948b, 
149) notes, "the order established at the beginning of the world was considered to 
be normative for all times." This meant that Ra as creator and king of the world and 
the pharaoh was in his likeness, i.e., creator, king, law-giver, etc. 

Thus, it was said of Ramesses I1 in the 19th Dynasty, "You are the living 
likeness of your father Atum . . . for Authoritative Utterance is in your mouth, 
Understanding is in your heart and your speech is the shrine of Tmth (Maat)" (KRI 
11, 356.18). Again, at the coronation, Queen Hatshepsut in the 18th Dynasty is 
acknowledged and welcomed by the powers of heaven with the words, "Welcome, 
0 daughter (of Amen-Ra). Behold your law and order in the land. You establish it, 
you set right that which is wrong in it (Urk IV, 247.12-15). They conclude saying 
"we acknowledge the descent of him (Amen-Ra) who created us" (Urk IV, 248.15). 
In Maatian ethics, divine kingship is both an obligation and right to rule. The 
obligation is to rule in righteousness and the right is derivative f7om and based on 
the successful execution of the obligation. This is also the concept of imitatio dei, 
or as in the ancient Egyptian, irt mi Rr, which means "acting like Ra" or emulation 
of God through righteousness as discussed below in Chapter V. 

Again, Seti I was praised at Abydos as follows: "You have fixed Maat in 
Egypt; it has become united with everyone" (Mariette 1982, 52.14-15). This is both 
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sacred duty and honor. It is this ethical framework from which the concept of social 
welfare evolves which is so prevalent in the sacred literature, especially in the 
Declarations of Innocence and Declarations of Virtues as well as the Sebait. In the 
context of this commitment, King Kheti teaches his son, Merikara both the concept 
of snn ntr (imago dei) and irt mi ntr (imitatio dei) for humans and the granting by 
God of earth and sky and all therein for humankind (Helck 1977; Merikara 130ff). 
Ra, he says, "has built His shrine around them and when they weep he hears" (134- 
135). And equally important, Kheti recognizes his moral obligation to the people 
and his need to imitate Ra, by asserting that Ra "made for them rulers even from 
the egg, leaders to lift the load from the back of the weak" (135-136). This does not 
mean that declaration and deed always coincided, but what one has is an ideal 
which serves as moral standard and inspiration for political leadership and 
community, and a yardstick by which rulers and other leaders were measured and 
could measure themselves as Kheti does in this text. 

The divine installation of the king is further attested by a Middle Kingdom 
text, quoted below, which affrms the king's political and moral role (Assmann 
1970, 17-22, 1989b, 58). The text says that "Ra installed the king . . . to judge 
humans, satisfy (shtp) the divine ones, realize (sbpr) Maat (rightness) and destroy 
(shtm) isfet (wrongness)." He is also to make divine and evocation offerings to 
divinities (npw) and the glorious spirits (@w) It thus links the king with the divine, 
the blessed dead and humanity and suggests, as Baines (1991, 129) notes, that 
"they are bound together by moral obligations." Moreover, Baines (1991, 128) 
states, "kingship also provided a metaphor for the way others were to conduct their 
lives, so some aspects of the king's morality was to be emulated by the elite." It is 
this emulation by the elite and its role in constructing and disseminating ethical 
ideas and teachings which we treat below in the discussion of the bureaucracy. 

However, it is frst  important to note that the king not only served as a moral 
exemplar for the elite, but also for the Egyptian people, especially the nobles and 
then the common people who during the First Intermediate Period began to 
appropriate concepts and practices once apparently an exclusive royal privilege. 
Moreover, it is also important to point out that doing Maat was linked to serving 
the king who loved and wished Maat. And in earlier autobiographies, persons 
presented themselves and justified themselves in terms of service to the king as 
well as rectitude (Lichtheim 1988, 1992; Schenkel 1965; Clere and Vandier 1982). 

By the Middle Kingdom, one also encounters a varied presentation of 
kingship. Especially important is Kheti's Sebait for his son Merikara mentioned 
above (Golenischeff 1916; Volten 1945, 3-82). Here Kheti confesses a mistake and 
moral offense, accepts responsibility for this destructive act in his reign even 
though he did not commit it directly, and stresses that Maat is central to rulership. 
Among the principles he teaches his son are: 
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May you be justified before God . . . Make your monument last through love of 
you. Respect the nobles, sustain the people. Make people come to you through 
your good character. Speak truth in your house that the princes of the earth might 
respect you. Uprightness is fitting for a ruler. For it is the front of the house that 
puts respect in the back. Do justice, that you may endure on earth (Merikara 30fQ 

Also he affrms the divine appointment or installation of the king and his moral 
obligation to the people whom he calls images (snnw) of God saying, as noted 
above, rulers were made "to lift the load from the back of the weak" (Merikara 
135-136). Thus, Maat is central to the concept of kingship and remained 
throughout Kemetic history although in varied ways. 

2.1.2 Civil Service and Social Ethics 

A second formative institution in the Old Kingdom is the state bureaucracy. 
Such bureaucracy is central to both the formulation and evolution of Maatian 
ethics. It is they who formulated the ethical ideals of both king and civil servant as 
the Sebait and Virtues reveal. In these texts, there is a clear stress on social 
responsibility and moral leadership rooted in the concept of Maat. And much of it 
is not only directed toward this class but also from it (Williams 1972b, 198 1; Urk I; 
AEL I, Part One). 

The bureaucracy was essentially a civil service and "The practice of official 
authority was inspired by disinterested service and justice on the part of the 
bureaucrats in the interests of the king and his subjects" (James 1984, 52). The 
chief executive officer of the bureaucrats was the prime minister @I@) and those 
under him in the greatest numbers bore the title "sS," literally scribe, but with the 
extended meaning of civil servant and intellectual. Thus, sesh became synonymous 
with civil service and the scribal profession was "the principal repository of literacy 
and learning in the land." Moreover, the mastery of reading and writing were, 
James states, "essential for proper exercise of administration, and the scribal 
schools, . . . were undoubtedly academies for the bureaucracy." 

Williams (1972b, 215) notes that "information from contemporary Egyptian 
sources is sparse with respect to scribal education in the early periods." However, 
he continues, "it is clear that in the Old Kingdom officials personally trained 
suitable lads in their own homes." Both the Sebait of Ptahhotep and Hardjedef 
seem to attest to this (AEL I, 58ff; Zaba 1956). In the case of Ptahhotep, he asks 
the king for the power to appoint a successor, literally "a staff for old age," so that 
he may instruct him in the ways of the ancestors and the divine so that the 
successor, his son, may serve the king and society. He says: 

May this servant be ordered to make a staft'of old age so that he may instruct him 
in the words of those who have heard the counsels of ancestors who have listened 
to the divinities (Ptahhotep 28-32). 
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The king grants permission saying, "Instruct him, then, in the sayings of the 
past, so that he may become an example to the children of the great" (Ptahhotep 37- 
39). Thus, one sees here the evolution of leadership by moral example, a concept 
that is central to both kingship and civil service. In fact, Ptahhotep reaffirms this 
lesson toward the end of his Instructions (Sebait), telling his son 

Every man teaches as he acts 
He will speak to his children 
so that they will then speak to their children. 
(Therefore) set a good example; don't give offense 
For if Maat is made to flourish (srwd), your children will live (593-97). 

In addition to personal instruction in homes, there is also evidence of 
"organized teaching of youngsters for court service in the Old Kingdom." And thus, 
although Williams (1972b, 215) notes that "the word for 'school' (? n sb:) first 
appears in the Tenth Dynasty," this does not preclude the existence of schools 
attached to the court which carried no formal name. However, Williams cites 
evidence for such a school on the Stela of Ikhernofret which is in the Twelfth 
Dynasty under Sesostris 111. 

The bureaucracy continued to grow and "with the consolidation and expansion 
of the state at the outset of the Twelfth Dynasty after the civil wars and social 
upheaval of the First Intermediate Period," William observes, "an enlarged 
bureaucracy was required." This continued the development of a code of ethics for 
civil service and leadership as the existence of the Sebait and the Instructions to the 
Prime Minister attest (Urk IV, 1086-1093). The prime minister's office and 
tradition were significant, then, not only for its administrative role but also for: 1) 
the formal royal instructions by which the prime minister carried out his duties, and 
2) the tradition among prime ministers of setting down Instructions (Sebait) for 
those who succeeded them. These texts, in turn, became one of the main sources of 
Maatian ethics. Although this is a matter of debate, it appears that the oldest 
complete book of Instructions is by Ptahhotep, vizier or prime minister of King 
Isesi of the Fifth Dynasty (c.2350-2310 B.C.E.) (Zaba 1956; Jequier 191 1; Devaud 
19 16). 

One can obtain an important view of the professional ethics of the civil 
service, also, by turning to The Instructions of the Prime Minister (Urk IV, 1086- 
1093; Theodorides 1984). This text was possibly developed in the Twelfth or Thir- 
teenth Dynasty, as a standard for bureaucratic ethics which are reflected, reinforced 
and expanded in the general ethics of the Sebait and other ethical sources. Found in 
the tomb of the prime minister Rekhmira of the 18th Dynasty, it contains ethical 
values which are central to the Maatian concept of moral rulership (Davies 1973b, 
pl. cxvi). First, it calls for due process, seeing "that everything is done in accor- 
dance with what is specified by law." Secondly, it calls for "letting a man plead his 
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innocence," and not dismissing "a petitioner before you have considered his 
words." For the petitioner prefers "consideration of his petition to judgment in the 
matter." Thirdly, there is a command to avoid bias for "God hates biased behavior." 
"Treat equally the one you know and the one you do not know, the one who is near 
and the one who is far away." In addition, the prime minister is commanded to 
avoid arrogance. Finally, he is commanded to do justice. "You will succeed in 
fulfilling your office by acting justly," it concludes. For "What is wanted is that 
justice be done" (see also BAR 11,266-270). 

This call for justice is, in fact, is a call for Maat, for Maat is both the moral and 
linguistic equivalent of truth, justice and righteousness. What one has here, as 
James (1984, 73) observes, is an established ethical code which was taken seriously 
by the rulers of Egypt and the people. For Maat and its command for justice and 
impartiality "embodied a long-established, and much-cherished aspiration which 
formed one of the principle tenets of behavior in public and private life in ancient 
Egypt." It is in this context that civil servants, who served in the capacity of advisor 
to the king, note among their declarations of moral and social virtues that they 
"filled the ears of Horns (the king) with Maat" (Urk IV, 96 1.13, 1 172.13) and that 
the king praised them "for doing his Maat" (Urk IV, 16.1 1-12). Thus, Maat was the 
foundation and motivating principle for both governance and the paradigmatic just 
and harmonious society (Breasted 1934,202-21 1). 

The prime minister, Rekhmira, in whose tomb we fmd these Instructions to the 
Prime Minister reaffirms this commitment to Maat. In his autobiographical moral 
self-presentation he says: 

I exalted Maat to the heights of heaven. 
I caused its goodness to pervade the breadth of the earth, 
So that it rested in their nose like the north wind. . . . 
- - - - - - - - 
I judged the (humble) and the rich (alike) 
I rescued the weak from the strong 
I restrained the rage of the evil of character. 
I suppressed the greedy in his hour. 
- - - - - - - 
I protected the widow who had no husband. 
And established the son and heir on the seat of his father 
I gave (bread to the hungry), water to the thirsty, 
Meat, oil and clothes to those who had none. 
I made the old man secure, giving him my staff. 
Causing the old women to say, "It is a good deed." 
I hated evil and I did not do it. 
- - - - - - 
I was justified before God 
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- - - - - - - - 
I was not neglectful at all toward the weak, 
Moreover, I did not accept a bribe from anyone (Urk IV, 1077.13-1079.6). 

This moral self-portrait is a definitive representation of the interrelatedness of 
Maat as public and personal morality and of how laws or governmental regulations 
are often the carriers of a society's morality. Note the desire to make Maat both the 
highest standard of the land and pervasive in society. Also, note how the analogy of 
Maat resting in the nose of people is meant to signify its life-giving power. For as 
the text of Khunanpu says, "Doing Maat is breath to the nose" (Bl,  146). Finally, it 
is important to note that the hinge on which this public morality turns is concern 
and care for the vulnerable, i.e., the weak, poor, elderly, the hungry, thirsty, the 
clothesless, et al. 

This same ethic of Maat is restated, reinforced and elaborated in the Sebait, 
literary products of prime ministers, seshu (scribes) and priests. Maat required 
justice, personal and social, and the departure point was respect for the human 
personality, both as an image of God stated in the Book of Kheti and as a fellow 
equal human as posited in CofJin Text 1130 in which the Creator, Ra, establishes 
the principle of equality through his "making every person like his or her fellow," 
and creating wind, water and earth "so that the humble might benefit fiom (them) 
like the great." 

2.1.3 A Context of Peace and Stability 

Another aspect of socio-historical setting in which Maatian ethics was shaped, 
was Egypt's secure and peaceful context. As James (1984, 71) notes, the settled, 
peaceful and tradition-oriented life "encouraged a more placid and benevolent 
attitude to humanity than might be found in countries afflicted by endemic warfare 
and poor living conditions." In other words, "[iln Egypt where society was nurtured 
in such relatively comfortable conditions, the virtues of moderation and justice 
were more easily practiced and sustained than in lands tom by conflict," such as 
Palestine and Mesopotamia. Wilson (1956, 13) agrees with this, arguing that 

The relative sense of security bred in the ancient Egyptian an essential optimism 
about his career in this world and the next, and it permitted a marked element of 
individual freedom for the ordinary Egyptian. 

Continuing, Wilson maintains that 

in contrast to his neighbors-the Babylonians and the Hebrews-the ancient 
Egyptian was not constrained to slavish obedience to authority in the interests of 
the complete conformance of the community. 
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On the contrary, "[hlis rules were general and well-understood, but within those 
rules he enjoyed a high degree of liberty to exercise his own personality." 

Thus, the model person is not the warrior or even priest, but the gentle person 
(sjiv&who serves and is responsible. Sheltered by a strong central government, a 
self-sufficient economy, a capable army and a difficult geography which discour- 
aged invaders, Kemet, up to the 8th Dynasty, enjoyed an unparalleled era of peace, 
development and great achievement (Grimal 1991, 140; Kemp 1983, 1 12). And 
although this state of things was interrupted in the decentralization process of the 
First Intermediate Period, when order and strong central government were restored 
in the Middle Kingdom, Kemet's and creative literature flourished and expressed a 
self-confidence, optimism and humanity reflective of the socio-political state of 
things (Grimal 1992, chapter 7; Gardiner 1964a, chapter 6). 

In summary, then, Maatian ethics evolves in a context of social order and 
development, and key to its emergence is the sesh (scholar, scribe or bureaucrat). It 
is from the sesh that the formulation of the ethical vision emerges and it is they who 
advocate and attempt to bring into being the just society. In a word, it is they who 
craft and give intellectual content to the moral ideal in ancient Egypt. Moreover, 
the scribes as writers of ethical treatises pose a philosophical paradigm of righteous 
leadership supported by a moral culture as key to the achievement of the just 
society through Maat (Breasted 1934, chapter 9, 11, 12). And it is this paradigm 
which offers a philosophical framework and grounding for the conceptualization 
and development of the ethics of large-scale organizations and the central role 
moral or Maatian leadership plays in this. 

2.1.4 The Economic Conditions 

The economy of Egypt in the Old Kingdom rested on a solid agricultural base, 
maritime trade and an urban commerce suggesting "a complex and extensive 
marketing system" (Trigger et a1 1983, 81). It was managed, as mentioned above, 
by a large professional civil service which produced its laws, rules and ethics as 
well as "collected taxes in kind throughout the country, stored these goods in 
government warehouses and supervised their distribution . . . " (Trigger et a1 1983, 
58). They, of course, ruled in the name and at the pleasure of the king, but were 
effectively in control of the daily operation of the government. Within the "class" 
or "stratum" structure of Egyptian society, the royal family in its extended sense 
was at the apex, followed by land-holding nobles, civil servants, merchants, 
peasants and domestic servants. 

In spite of the erroneous biblical depiction of ancient Egypt as a land of 
bondage and the uncritical scholarship which supported these contentions, many 
scholars now concede there was no large-scale slavery in early Egypt in the modern 
sense or even Greek sense of the word, that essentially domestic service is a more 
accurate category, and that temporary conscription, not slavery, was the nature of 
labor recruitment for building the pyramids (Ruffle 1977, 36; James 1972, 37-38; 
Bierbrier 1982, 12- 13). James (1 972, 37) contends that "Herodotus may have been 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: Old Kingdom to the Middle Kingdom 39 

chiefly responsible for the belief that the pyramids were built by slave labour." But 
the Hebrew myth and narrative of bondage in and exodus ii-om ancient Egypt in 
Judeo-Christian literature was also contributive to this charge (Redford 1992, 
257ff; Assmann 1997). 

Bierbrier (1982, 12) states that "it cannot be emphasized too strongly that 
these men (who worked on the pyramids) were not slaves but temporary 
conscripts." In fact, what one has here is a mandatory national service on national 
building projects similar to mandatory military service. "Every Egyptian citizen 
was in theory required to lend a hand in this effort and had to provide the state with 
a certain number of days of labor" (Bierbrier 1982, 10,12). Bierbrier tells us that 
"The organization of manpower would have been straightforward. During the time 
of the Nile flood when land would have been covered with water and unfit for 
agriculture, the farmers could be conscripted to work on the royal pyramid 
complex." In addition to these workers, professional craftsmen were also 
employed. 

Recent discoveries have been made which rea f fm the public works nature of 
the pyramid projects and cast added doubt on the idea that the pyramids were built 
by enslaved or forced labor (Hawass, 1996, 1999; Hawass and Lehner, 1997). The 
discoveries provide items which reflect a daily life of work and enjoyment, 
payment, family forms, art and literature. Again, this is in stark contrast to concepts 
of bondage which have pervaded many earlier works on the subject and which 
often reflect a problematic deference to the Judeo-Christian myth and narrative of 
bondage and exodus. 

Finally, it is of value to note that the Maatian ideal condemned coerced labor 
as clearly and often attested to in the texts. In the Old Kingdom, in the 
autobiography of the Masterbuilder, Nekhebu (Dunham 193 8; Urk I, 2 15-22 1) we 
fmd a clear disavowal of coerced labor. As part of his declaration of virtues, 
Nekhebu says: "Never did I beat a man so that he fell by my hand. Never did I 
enslave any people there. As for any persons with whom I had arguments, it was I 
who pacified them" (Urk I, 217.4-7). Likewise, the nomarch Henku (Urk I, 77.4) 
disavows coerced labor and sexual exploitation of women saying, "No daughter of 
yours was ever made to do forced labor (or enslaved) . . . her arms against me." 
Moreover, the nomarch Khety notes proudly that he also did not use forced labor in 
his building and development of the town of Siut (Griffith 1889, pl. 15). He says, "I 
gave a gift to this town without use of corvCe labor (h3w) ii-om Upper Egypt or 
draft labor (srkyw) ii-om Lower Egypt." Such declarations are the Maatian ideal and 
certainly do not signify the total absence of the use of coerced labor, no more than 
the U.S. Constitution or any other legal or moral document does. But the texts do 
give us evidence of the Maatian ideal on this issue, and joined to historical 
evidence cited above, contribute to a more balanced picture of Kemetic society and 
tend to undermine the distorted religious view of ancient Egypt as a mythic "land of 
bondage. " 
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It is relevant to note here, then, that as Moret (1940, 3) states, "(s)ociety in 
Egypt is composed of permeable classes; it behaves as our modern societies with 
inequities of fact . . . but the divine and royal law proclaims the principle of 
equality of all." This ideal of equality, Moret continues, is based in the principle of 
Maat and the king is not only its chief interpreter and guardian on earth, "it is he 
above all who renders an account of his acts in Maat before being admitted to the 
other world." Also, significant is the fact that not only does "the law of Maat 
address all without social distinction: kings, princes, great and small officials, 
people engaged in all kinds of work," it also places equal burden of moral conduct 
on them. Thus, the duties of social solidarity are found in the Declarations o j  
Virtues as early as the Old Kingdom and persons are concerned with how history 
and heaven will judge them. Breasted (1934, 13) contrasts Maat and its insistence 
on equal justice for all with Harnrnurabi's code which "dispenses justice according 
to the social station of the litigant or defender." 

It was again, however, the civil service administrator who organized the huge 
labor force referred to above, ostensibly based on experience gained in irrigation 
works and projects for the Nile as well as handled "the administration of law and 
justice, an obligation for which justification was found in the Egyptians' concept of 
Maat to the extent that some offices bore amongst their titles that of 'priest of 
Maat"' (Kemp 1983, 83). Also, as mentioned above, the Sebait (which are central 
treatises on ethics) were written, at least at f ~ s t ,  essentially to establish the ethical 
grounds for a Maatian leader or civil servant. It was through teaching, tradition and 
development that Maat became the collective moral focus and legacy of the entire 
Egyptian people. 

However, as Frankfort (1961, 61) notes, given this origin in the context of 
government and the stress on success or prosperity, many scholars make "a 
pragmatic interpretation" of the Sebait. But when Ptahhotep gives advice for 
leadership, it is both practical and moral (Zaba 1956). For in the fmal analysis, 
ancient Egyptian morality requires proof in practice. A key category in Maatian 
ethics is "@" or akh which means both moral and practical good. Thus, when 
Ptahhotep says Maat is akh or good and effective, good is both of moral and 
practical value (British Museum 10509, 88). It is in a word, not only righteous, but 
right, not only morally good but effective, advantageous and beneficial. For Ptah- 
hotep, then, Maat is not only right, it works and yields benefit. And it is in this dual 
value that the greatness (wrt) and goodness (nfrw) of Maat lie (Ptahhotep, 88). 

We turn now to a brief history of the evolution of Maat as a moral concept and 
practice. To do this, a critical review of some of the works from sources of Maatian 
ethics is necessary, i.e., religious texts, the DOV, the Sebait, the moral narrative of 
Khunanpu, and the Books of Contemplation also called "complaints" or "Klagen" 
by Egyptologists. This will lay the basis, then, for a discussion of the Declarations 
oflnnocence (DOI) as a codification of Maatian ethics in the New Kingdom. 
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2.2 The Evolution of the Maatian Ideal: 
The Old Kingdom 

One of the most interesting aspects of the study of Maat as a moral concept and 
practice is its development from its central role in royal conception to a widespread 
moral practice and ethical heritage of the ancient Egyptian people. A review of its 
growth and development along these lines is both instructive and engaging. 
Breasted (1934, 122) spoke of the development of morality in the Old Kingdom as 
an essential aspect of human development. He (1934, 122-23) asserted that: "We 
are dealing with the earliest surviving body of evidence disclosing historically that 
man's moral ideas are the product of social conditions and form a part of a social 
process." 

Moreover, he (1934, 123) continues saying that: 

in this period we are watching the higher aspects of an evolutionary process 
which cannot be observed at so early a stage anywhere else in the career of man. 
We are contemplating the emergence of a sense of moral responsibility as it was 
gradually assuming an increasing mandatory power over human conduct, a 
development which was moving towards the assertion of conscience as an 
influential force. 

Breasted (1934, xv) has also pointed to another point of interest and 
engagement in his contention that not only does ancient Egyptian morality form a 
fundamental part of human moral development, it also contributed significantly to 
what we understand as the Jewish-Christian-Islamic tradition. "It is now quite 
evident," he says: 

That the ripe social and moral development of mankind in the Nile Valley, which 
is three thousand years older than that of the Hebrews contributed essentially to 
the formation of the Hebrew literature which we call the Old Testament. Our 
moral heritage therefore derives from a wider human past enormously older than 
the Hebrews, and it has come to us rather through the Hebrews thanfvorn them. 

In fact, he concludes, "the rise of man to social idealism took place long before the 
traditional theologians' age of revelation." These specific contentions have been 
taken up by various scholars and certainly Ronald J. Williams (1962, 1969, 1972a, 
1977a, 1977b) stands out as a defmitive authority on Israel's debt to Egypt. 
However, these particular concerns are beyond the scope of this work and thus 
such comparisons and parallels will be offered only where deemed important to the 
analytical treatment of Maatian concepts and practices. But Breasted's contentions 
concerning ancient Egypt's role in general in the moral development of humankind 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



42 Maat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

are engaging and do invite critical consideration in the course of study of the 
development of the concept and practice of Maat. 

2.2.1 The Pyramid Texts 

The oldest source for the category of Maat as a moral concept and practice is 
the Pyramid Texts (Piankoff 1969; Faulkner 1969; Mercer 1952; Sethe 1908-22). 
Maat evolves in these texts in a context of a theology at whose center the king is 
f m l y  fixed (Anthes 1959, 1954; Barta 1981). In such a context Maat becomes a 
means of defming the activities, aspirations and justifications of the king. Maat is 
posed as a divine spirit before Ra (mjrt m-b:h R? in PT 1774 and behind him (r-s: 
R3 in PT 1582. The king is engaged with Maat in several basic ways. First he is 
said, in the texts, to have brought Maat with him as a "doer of Maat." Indeed, 
"Unas comes forth as a doer of Maat that he may bring it, it being with him (pr 
wnis ir mJrt int.f s is 4r.f (PT 319b)." This going forth (prt) and bringing Maat (int 
d r t )  is repeated in PT 323 and becomes a fundamental way of offering Maat. 
Also, as Teeter (1997, 49ff) points out, the verbs srr (cause to ascend), hnk (offer) 
and rdi or di (give) are also used in various texts. 

It seems clear that the king brings and offers Maat so that he may be justified 
(mJr hnu) before heaven and earth. Thus, he says "0 you who ferry across the 
righteous boatless (iwy m33 I am deemed righteous (mF knu) in heaven and on 
earth" (PT 11 88). A claim to have no accusers among humans, animals or birds is 
also made (PT 386-387). This concern with vindication is central to Maatian ethics 
and culminates in the New Kingdom in the Book of Coming Forth By Day, 
especially in Chapter 125, in the DOV and in the general theology ofjudgment and 
justification as discussed below in Chapter IV). 

Maat is also engaged by the king as a life-giving sustenance and is joined in 
the text with the issue of protection of Egypt. In PT 1483, the king is described as 
one of the four sons of Horus "who live by Maat, who lean on their staffs and 
watch over Upper Egypt" (rn_hiw m mjrt tw3w hr _drmw.sn nznhsiw t:-Sm). This 
stress on Maat as that by which God and king live is also a central concept in the 
theology and ethics of Maat and appears in full form in the New Kingdom practice 
of offering Maat (Teeter 1990, 1997). 

Finally, the king is posed in the Pyramid Texts as one who appears and acts 
like Ra. In one utterance, the text says: "May you shine as Ra, repressing wrong 
and causing Maat to stand behind Ran (PT 1582). But, perhaps, the most defmitive 
expression of the king's acting like Ra is that he puts Maat in the place of isfet, its 
opposite. As the texts say: "Heaven is at peace; earth is in joy. For they have heard 
the king has set right (in the place of wrong) (PT 1775) and "Unas has come forth 
i5om the Island of Fire. Unas has set Maat in it in the place of isfet" (PT 265). This 
putting of Maat in the place of isfet or replacing evil with good is fundamental to 
both royal and later general human responsibility. Thus the Pyramid Texts establish 
the basis of moral justification. For the texts say, the king "wishes to be justified by 
what he has done" (PT 3 16d-3 17a). And what he has done is Maat or again, "put 
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Maat in the place of isfet." Moreover, as stated above, he has suppressed 
wrongdoing and also he states, "there is no evil which he has done" (n dwt ir tn 
N N )  (PT 1238a). 

Finally, it is important to note that as early as the 4th Dynasty, kings began to 
take royal names which expressed a commitment to Maat. King S n e h  of the 4th 
Dynasty is called "Nb MjCt," possessor of Maat, and his son is named "Nfr M2M" or 
Maat is goodheautihl. In the 5th Dynasty, King Userkaf was called "'lr-M:Ct," the 
doer of Maat, and King Isesi had as part of his titulary the name "MFt K3 R:" Maat 
is the essence or Ka of Ra. Moreover, Kitchen (1987) in his study on titularies in 
the Ramessid period, showed that kings of this period designed their titularies to 
include Maat as an ideal expression of kingship. 

In the Pyramid Texts, then, Maat is a moral claim for justification before 
history and heaven, humanity and God by the king. This moral claim is at the same 
time the core of the clajln which legitimates the king's rule (Assmann 1990, 1989a; 
Bergman 1972). It is in this connection that Bergman calls Maat "the fundamental 
state myth," i.e., an ideology which undergirds the king's right to rule and thus the 
legitimacy of the Kemetic state. At the heart of this legitimation doctrine of state is 
the dual clajln that the king was placed in office to realize Maat and destroy isfet, 
its opposite, and that he has indeed accomplished this. 

Assmann (1989b, 58) has made available a text dating probably froin the 
Middle Kingdom which explicitly provides us with evidence of divine intention for 
the king and thus a strong support for his legitimacy. It reads: 

Ra has installed King N 
upon the earth of the living 
forever and for eternity, 
judging people and satisfying the divinities, 
realizing Maat and destroying evil. 
He gives offerings to the divinities 
and evocation offerings to the dead. 

Thus, the text explains the king's claim in the Pyramid Texts that he has put Maat in 
the place of isfet and is without accusation. And it also reaffirms the central role of 
the king in realizing Maat and the role of Maat in the world. 

This text fmds parallels and corroboration in royal writings which elaborate on 
this theme and pose them in various ways. Such a text is the Building Inscription of 
Sesostris I (pBerlin 3029), a Middle Kingdom text copied by an 18th Dynasty 
scribe, in which Sesostris says: 

He begat me to do what should be done for him, 
To achieve what he commanded to be done . 
He appointed me as shepherd of this land, 
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For he knew the one who would join it together for him 
(El-Adly 1984, 7.16-19). 

Moreover, he says, "I excel by acting for my Maker, pleasing God with what he 
gave." To act for and please his Maker is, of course, to speak and do Maat or again 
to "set Maat in the place of isfet." 

2.2.2 The Declarations of Virtues 

Certainly, a fundamental source of Maatian ethics is the rich array of 
autobiographical statements which are called also Declarations of Virtues (DOV). 
The DOV, in spite of their evolution in the Old Kingdom in a context of regular 
and pervasive reference to the king, were nevertheless "a product of the personal or 
private domain" (Lichtheim 1988, 5). The Sitz im Leben of this genre of ethical 
literature is the private funerary practices and discourse which would eventually 
assume a structured form in the Declarations of Innocence (DOI) in the Book of 
Coming Forth By D q .  In the DOV, the deceased left in the tomb or on stelae a self 
presentation for posterity which described an illustrious career and a praiseworthy 
moral personality. 

Evolving from simply prayers for offerings and a good reception in Amenta, 
the land of the departed, the DOV expanded to include career data, moral self- 
presentation, warning against desecration of the tomb, an appeal to the living with 
the promise of reciprocal benefactions and even instructions as in the Late Period 
tomb of Petosiris (Lichtheim 1992, 1988; Edel 1981; Jansen-Winkeln 1985; Otto 
1954). 

J. Spiegel (1935, 26) has called this genre of texts, an "Idealbiographie" and 
argues that they are essentially a portrait of an ideal righteous man, not a real 
record of an individual or his or her acts. Lichtheim (1975, 4) asserts that the 
Virtues are essentially a "blending of the real with the ideal." For "with eternity the 
ever-present goal, it followed that neither a person's shortcomings nor the ephemera 
of his life, were suitable matter for the autobiography." In fact, the DOV "grew up 
in the shape of an epitaph and in quest for immortality." Thus, many appear 
"excessively self-laudatory," but are "an image designed for everlastingness," as 
Lichtheim states. They, like the Declarations oflnnocence, are real in that they are 
standards of moral excellence for self and society and therefore were like the 
Declarations, aspirations and standards as much as statements of virtues. 

The earliest autobiographies or Declarations of Virtues appear in the 3rd 
Dynasty. One such autobiography is that of the provincial governor or nomarch, 
Metchen (Urk I, 1-7). After reporting on receipt of his inheritance from his father, 
Metchen's autobiography is defmed by its report of service and reward for service 
to the state or king. It is reflective of the early career autobiographies which stress 
state service and which did not yet contain explicit expressions of moral values. 
Although it becomes clear later that service to society through service to the king 
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is, in fact, a central value and virtue. Thus, we read throughout the Virtues that the 
person did Maat for the king. 

Here, it is important to note that there are two main interrelated themes in the 
autobiographies which serve as the most defmitive discourse on Maat-social 
service and personal morality. Lichtheim (1988, 6) terms these themes "a man's 
career and his moral personality." Also, Assmann (1989a, 66) has noted these two 
themes in the autobiographies which he calls "Maat and career." He defmes the 
career focus as service to the king and the Maat focus as service to the people and 
defmes the ethics associated with the former as an "ethics of integration," i.e., 
social integration and the latter as an "ethics of distinction." Having claimed that in 
the Old Kingdom "Maat is the will of the king," he (1989a, 33, 66) states that "it 
seems paradoxical that it would not be the career, that is to say, service to the king 
by which Maat is accomplished, but rather service to men." However, he states, 
"This is not a contradiction." For "in this period, there is no distinction between 
state and society; the king wishes (wills) that one serves man." For "he loves 
solidarity, because solidarity is the foundation of the state." 

This, of course, is a purely political interpretation of the king's desire that 
officials serve the people. The missing moral dimension here is the king's will to do 
Maat, to do justice as he is commanded, and to create a moral community in which 
both Maat and the people flourish. Certainly, the texts make such claims and the 
self-definition of the king in choice of name and delineation of duty attest to this 
interest (Assmann 1970; Kitchen 1987). Thus, the texts say, "do Maat (justice) for 
the king, for Maat is what God wills. Speak Maat (truth) for the king, for what the 
king wills (loves, desires) is Maat" (Urk I,  195.6-8); Edel 1953 11, 210ff). The king 
then is paralleled to God in his willing, desiring and loving (nzr) Maat. It is again, 
then, a question of whether one simply calls these moral claims state "propaganda" 
and "myth" or seeks to explain the claims in terms of the stated motives and 
aspirations of the authors. Actually, one can "draw from" the texts in their own 
terms or "read into" the texts according to authorial inclination and capacity for 
substantiation. But as noted above, it is important to distinguish between the two. 
Moreover, my governing interest is in extracting the moral content of the texts, and 
thus, my reading of the texts will tend to stress this without denying the real and 
possible political ramifications of such claims. 

Also in the cornrnunitarian theoretical framework in which this work is posed, 
there is a presumptive unity of the personal and the social, a dynamic unity of 
interactiveness as well as interrelatedness. Therefore one may concede a temporary 
suspension of that conceptual unity to achieve a more intimate and incisive 
understanding of a given item of study, but the unity is eventually reestablished in 
both a personal and social sense and thus, moral worthiness is based on both. 

Advancing beyond mere professional service and beginning to add the ethical 
dimension to the autobiographical narrative is the DOV of Sekhem-khet-en-ankh 
who served under King Sahure in the 5th Dynasty (Urk I, 38-40). He says: 
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His Majesty said to the chief physician Sekhem-khet-en-ankh. 
As these nostrils enjoy health, as the divinities love me. 
May you depart to the grave 
after an advanced old age as one honored. 
I praised the king greatly 
and lauded every divinity for Sahure. 
For he knows the desire of all the attendants. 

When anything goes forth from the mouth of his Majesty 
it comes to pass immediately. 
For God has given him knowledge of things in the body, 
for he is more noble than any of the divinities. 
If you love Ra, 
you shall praise every divinity for Sahure 
who did this for me. 
I am his revered one. 
And never did I do anything evil to anyone. 

Three things stand out here. First, the conception of the king as one whom God has 
given knowledge of things in the body and as one for whom one should praise the 
divinities, if one loves God, Ra. Secondly, the word irn:&, one honored, venerated 
and worthy has become an important concept in the moral vocabulary of Maatian 
ethics. This is seen as early as the 4th Dynasty in the narrative of Ikhi who defines 
himself as "a possessor of honor (worthiness) before the great God-nb im@ _hr 
Ntr r:" (Urk I, 9.1 1). 

In this same context, Debehen says, "things were done for him because he was 
worthy before his lord (Urk I, 2 1. 2). And Pepi-ankh-her-ib later sums up the four 
hndamental areas in which one is to stand worthy, saying he was one honored 
before the Great God, the king, the people and loved and praised by his family 
members (Urk I, 222.3-7). This concern with being (im3h) is important in Maatian 
moral reasoning, for it is in essence a concern and claim of worthiness before God 
and people as will be discussed below in chapters VII and VIII. Assmann (1989a, 
65) states that "the term im:bw defmes precisely the status of an owner of a tomb 
who is approved by public recognition and assured a permanent place in the social 
memory." 

He (1989a, 66) goes on to say that: 

During the Old Kingdom, there was always two roads which lead to the status of 
im3hw and through this survival after death: Maat and career. Each was 
indispensable. By one, one obtains affective integration in the social memory; by 
the other, one obtains the distinction of an important man. 
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In addition, it undergirded the quest and justified the claim of worthiness for eternal 
life. Thus one has already a beginning basis for a discourse on immortality in terns 
of its spiritual and social dimensions. Thirdly, in addition to stress on service to the 
king and concern for honor, Sekhm-khet-en-ankh's narrative ends with a clear dis- 
claimer of wrong-doing. He says: "n sp ir.i _ht nbt dw r rm! nb ( I  never did anything 
evil to any person)." This becomes a standard moral claim in the autobiographies 
and is the frst  disclaimer of wrongdoing in the Declarations of Innocence. 

Also, Maatian ethics evolves with a stress on filial obligation. In a collection 
of narratives assembled by Breasted (BAR I, 86.18 1, 185), sons record that they 
have acted for their father and mother which by now was a critical ethical obliga- 
tion. One Tjetji, overseer of the pyramid under Khafra (BAR I, 86.184; Urk I, 15), 
speaking of the tomb he built for his parents says: "he made (this) for his father and 
mother when they were both buried in the western highland." Although this deals 
simply with tomb building obligation, it represents a broader terrain of filial 
obligation of respect and care which will be expressed in an expanded way in the 
Virtues and Sebait. 

As can be seen from the discussion above, elements of ancient Egyptian 
morality begin to appear in the literature of biographies before the word Maat itself 
is used. The earliest direct reference to Maat as a moral category in the Virtues 
occurs in the 5th Dynasty. This is attested to in the autobiography of the priest 
Wer-huu of Giza which offers a basic set of early moral concerns and claims 
directly associated with the category Maat. He says: 

I have come forth from my town. 
I have descended from my district 
I spoke Maat there. 
I did Maat there. 

1 never did what was harmful to any person . 
I never let anyone spend a night angry with me about a matter, 
Since I was born. 
1 have attained peace. 
I am an honored one, 
One loved by his father, beloved by his mother, 
One worthy before those with him, 
Kind to his sisters and brothers, 
Beloved of his servants, 
One who never did what was harmful to any person (Urk I, 46.8ff). 

The moral vocabulary used in this autobiography expresses a definite moral vision 
of human relations rooted in and reflective of Maat. 
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First of all one sees the importance of location in Maatian ethics, that is to day, 
the need to defme oneself in terms of one's community. Doing Maat, then, is always 
concrete and contextual. One acts in a definite community called my town or my 
province or district and in relation to the people in it. It is in such a context of 
family, town and province that one proves one's worthiness or excellence (ikr) and 
attains the status of imjhw, an honored one. Certainly, the greatest proof of 
worthiness is being able to claim, as the treasurer Neferyu, does in his declaration 
of virtues, "My entire town is my witness" (Hayes 1990 I, fig. 82). Secondly, Maat 
is defmed in terms of both speech and action with a constant and central dual stress 
in Maatian discourse. Moreover, Wer-huu makes two other moral claims which 
will also appear repeatedly in the list of requisite virtues. These are: never doing 
anything which causes injury to others and never allowing another to remain angry 
with one overnight. 

Expanding Maatian discourse, Seshem-nefer (Urk I, 57. 1 lf) offers the ground 
of Maatian moral practice by stating it is "what God, loveslwishes daily" (mrrt n_tr 
vC nb) and that "it is the Good" (bw nfrpw). The ground of Maat, then, is that it is 
divinely sanctioned and it is the Good. Seshem-nefer also cites as a Maatian virtue 
his telling the king what serves or is useful to the people (3h n rm!). The category 3h 
is also a key Maatian category and has a range of meaning which includes 
serviceable, useful, fitting, and proper. This is used, then, not only to claim action 
of value to the people in general, but is also a central moral claim and requirement 
for filial responsibility. 

In addition to stress on Maat as a practice in one's community and career, there 
are also texts where Maat appears, as in the Old Kingdom, as a moral claim to 
having obtained one's tomb by rightful means and treated the workers fairly who 
helped build them. Thus, Hetep-her-akhet from Saqqara says: 

I have made this tomb from my rightful possessions, 
and I never took the property of anyone. 
All persons who worked on it for me 
worked praising God for me greatly. 
- - - - - - - - 
I never did anything by force against anyone. 
As God loves a true thing 
I am one worthy before the king (Urk I, 50. lf). 

The provincial governor, Inti reaff~ms that the moral importance of building a 
tomb by rightful means and ends asserting the ground of Maat in God's love/will. 
After declaring, then, that he had made his tomb by his rightful means or by his 
rightful possessions (m iSt(.i) mFt) and that he did not take anyone else's property, 
he says: 

I am one worthy before the king. 
I am one worthy before the Great God. 
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I am one who loves good and hates crookedness 
What God desires is right-doing. 

Thus, again Maat, in this case right-doing, irt ht mFt, is posited as the will of God. 
An interesting aspect of this grounding of Maat in the will of God is that it contrasts 
with the command ethics of various versions of Judaism and Christianity. Here, 
there is no commandment of God only knowledge and recognition of his will or 
what he loves and thus, the desire to do it so that, as the texts say, "I might stand 
well with the Great God" (Urk I, 123.2). 

Breasted (1934, 143) has pointed out that "After 3,000 B.C.E. the great men of 
the Old Kingdom began to discern the meaning of Maat in terms of their national 
experience." This essentially meant that: 

While not divested of its significance as a word designating personal qualities, it 
became in the minds of the Old Kingdom thinkers a term expressing a sense of the 
national order, the moral order of the nation, . . . . 

Maat also is at the same time posited as a cosmic conception which was tied to a 
parallel interrelated concept of the role of the king in maintaining the social and 
cosmic order (Derchain 1962). It is in this context of Maat as moral order that the 
chief judge in ancient Egyptian courts wore on his chest an image of Maat 
(Grdseloff 1940). And as Breasted (1934, 144) notes, "to indicate the winning 
litigant, the judge was accustomed to turn this symbol toward the winner as the two 
litigants stood before him." 

It is also with this conception of Kemetic society as a moral order that Seshem- 
nefer, quoted above, stated that he gave the king advice that serves or is useful to 
the people (+J m rmi) and which was informed by Maat. This conception of 
Kemetic society as a moral community is also reflected in both the Middle 
Kingdom instructions to the prime minister, quoted above, as well as the defmition 
of the role and qualities of the prime minister and other civil servants in the Sebait 
and DOV, such as that of Rekhmira, also quoted above. Another such description 
of a prime minister's moral qualities and moral practice is found in the 6th Dynasty 
autobiography of the prime minister Kagemni, parts of which were restored by 
Edel(198 1,2 10-226; Urk I ,  194-196). Kagemni says: 

His Majesty relied on all that his majesty ordered done, 
For I was worthy and greatly respected by his Majesty. 
0 you - - do Maat for the king, 
The Maat which God loves. 
Speak Maat for the king, 
(For) What the king loves is Maat. 
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0 you - - do not speak evil against me to the king through lies, 
For the sovereign knows my character and conduct. 
His Majesty relies on me more than all his officials . . . 
I was one who spoke truly and reported good 
In the way the king loves. 
For I wished to stand well 
with the king and with the Great God (Urk I, 195) 

Several things stand out in this text. First, there is the frequency with which the 
category Maat, its alternative abstract form, bw mTt, and its adjectival form, mT 
appear. Lichtheim (1992, 13) believes this frequency of stress on Maat is due to the 
fact that Kagemni was prime minister and chief judge. This is so and reflects again 
Breasted's (1934, 145) contention that moving from the individual, family and 
immediate community sphere, Maat "gradually passed into a larger arena as the 
spirit and method of a national guidance and control of human affairs, a control in 
which orderly administration is suffused with moral conviction." This, of course, 
was argued above in the section on "Civil Service and Social Ethics." Secondly, 
Kagemni, in reaffirming the ground for Maat as what God loves/wishes, mrvt n@ 
reaffms at the same time the king's and thus society's commitment to Maatian 
administration by asserting that Maat is also what the king loves/ wishes, mrrt 
niswt. 

Thirdly, Kagemni introduces an expanded moral vocabulary. In addition to 
other moral categories already cited, he speaks of himself as mnh, worthy and Spss, 
greatly respected. Lichtheim (1992, 12) translates Spss as "valued." But F a u h e r  
(1 98 1, 265) allows for "greatly respected" by listing "well-esteemed" as one 
possible meaning. The stress here is on moral excellence-ib or md-which is 
also moral worthiness and which was in ancient Maatian ethics and remains in 
modern Maatian ethics as a key moral category as explained in Chapter VII. 
Kagemni also introduces the words kd+haracter, and sfm--conduct, which expand 
in use in the Middle Kingdom and continues as an important moral category. 

Finally, Kagemni says he practiced Maat because he wished "to stand well 
with the king and with the Great God." The phrase is again a stress on worthiness, a 
desire to be morally worthy before one's family, community, nation and God. And 
this refers us back to the concepts of im:_hw, i k ,  and mnb. Lichtheim (1975, 4-5) 
has noted that in the 6th Dynasty the DOV yield an expansion "that bespoke the 
new ability to capture the formless experiences of life in the enduring formulations 
of the spoken word." The Inscription of Nefer-Seshem-Ra, called Sheshi is 
paradigmatic of such autobiographical expression. He states: 

I have come forth from my town. 
I have descended from my district. 
I have done Maat for its lord. 
I have satisfied him with what he loves 
I spoke truly, I did Maat. 
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I spoke good. I repeated good. 
I seized the right moment, so as to stand well with the people. 
I judged between two so as to satisfy them. 
I rescued the weak from one stronger than he as much as was in my power. 
I gave bread to the hungry, clothes (to the naked). 
I brought the boatless to dry land. 
I buried one who had no son. 
I made a boat for one who had none. 
I respected my father; I pleased my mother; 
I raised their children (Urk I, 198.13-199.7) 

In the 6th Dynasty, Weni, Governor of Upper Egypt (Urk I, 98-loo), still 
stresses his relation with the king. He says that his placement was because "I was 
worthy in his majesty's heart." But he also stresses his own moral worthiness, 
saying, his position as "commander" of the army and overseer of the royal tenants 
was "because of my rectitude" (mt-n-st) and that he acted "so that no one attacked 
his fellow, so that no one seized a loaf or sandals from a traveler, so that no one 
took a cloth from any town, so that no one took a goat from anyone." He then 
returns to the king as the grounding for his evaluation, saying "I governed Upper 
Egypt for him in peace, so that no one attacked his fellow. I acted throughout so 
that His Majesty praised me for it." But again his references are not exclusively to 
the king. And he ends his declaration of virtues by grounding his moral claims in 
being "one beloved of his father, praised by his mother, and gracious to his sisters 
and brothers." 

Harkhuf, Count and Governor of Upper Egypt (Urk I, 120- 131) likewise 
defmes himself by locating himself and then, in great part by his service to society 
through the king saying he is one "who does what his lord praises." And he records 
a letter of commendation sent to him by the king in which the king says "Truly you 
spend day and night planning to do what your lord loves, praises and commands." 
However, Harkhuf in addition to grounding his claims of worthiness in service to 
the king, also lists other virtues of being worthy. Thus, he says: 

I have come here from my city. 
I have descended from my district. 
I have built a house and erected (its) doors. 
I have dug a pool and planted sycamores. 
The king praised me. 
My father made a will for me. 
I was one worthy, 
One beloved of his father, 
Praised by his mother, 
and one whom all his brothers and sisters loved. 
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I gave bread to the hungry, 
clothes to the naked, 
and brought the boatless to dry land. 

I was one who spoke good and repeated what was loved. 
And I never spoke anything evil against any person to his superior 
For I wished to stand well with the Great God (literally, 

that my name be good before the Great God). 

I (never judged between two contestants) 
In a manner which deprived a son of his father's property 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of this Declarations of Virtues is the clear 
absence of the noun Maat or its adjectival forms. However, as Lichtheim (1992, 
14) asserts "when the main features of right-doing had been established, a man 
could present his moral self-portrait without mentioning (the word) Maat, the 
underlying moral principle." Thus, Harkhuf does not mention the word Maat, but 
he gives a moral self-presentation which in essence is Maat and thus the word itself 
is not necessary. All of his basic moral claims are fundamental to the concept and 
practice of Maat-location, worthiness before God, king, community and family, 
sensitivity to and care for the vulnerable, good speech, honesty, justice and the 
moral desire to stand well with the Great God. 

Thus Harkhuf reflects a practice prevalent in the First Intermediate Period and 
which occurs in varying degrees in other periods in which a moral self-portrait does 
not contain the word Maat but still retains and expands its fundamental concepts. 
This observation is important because it raises questions about the contention that 
the absence of the category Maat in Late Period texts indicated Maat was no longer 
an ethical idea (Assmann 1984a, 1989a, 1990). Both Lichtheim (1992) and Teeter 
(1991) have challenged this view and it will be discussed below. 

The autobiography of Harkhuf, which is perhaps the most famous of the Old 
Kingdom, contains a narrative of interaction with the king that marks a important 
change in self-presentation and perhaps self-understanding. In addition to the text's 
relevance concerning moral practice, it is also important morally and socially in 
that it reflects a fundamental change in how the king is approached and viewed; as 
well as how Harkhuf sees himself. And these have important implications for both 
ethics and theology. Harkhufs description of the king as having personal interests, 
open to exchange and being "your majesty," hm (a physical body and servant) 
points to a beginning shift in the moral self-understanding of the human person 
which appears in the First Intermediate Period and flourishes in the Middle 
Kingdom (Loprieno, 1988, chapter 8). In such a context, personal consciousness, 
intellectual competence and general appropriation of the moral and spiritual 
concept of the ba are an essential components of the self understanding which 
evolve and reach a classical height of development in the Middle Kingdom. 
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2.2.3 The Sebait 

The Sebait (sbjyt) or Instructions contribute to the conceptual development of 
Maat, both in terms of broad concept generation and expansion of the number of 
categories by which the Maatian project and its opposite are defined. The earliest 
Sebait which is that of Hardjedef and which is possibly from the 5th Dynasty is 
incomplete and does not in the current form mention the word Maat (Posener 
1952). It does, however, suggest a counsel of moral purity by saying "cleanse 
yourself before your (own) eyes. Lest another cleanse you." The Sebait of 
Kagemni, perhaps of the 6th Dynasty, is also fragmentary (Gardiner 1946). 
Moreover, it too does not mention the word Maat. But it does provide some 
important moral categories in Maatian ethics. 

These categories include the respectful man (sndw), the straight forward 
person (mtly]), the silent or self-controlled person (grw) and one pleasant in speech 
(hu-m-mdw). Gardiner (1946, 74) asserts that the fxst four words" . . . all have a 
privative implication-lack of overboldness, of exceeding the norm, of 
talkativeness and of discontent." However, there is not sufficient evidence to 
conclude this is against discontent. Furthermore, the use of the category "privative" 
fails to see these virtues as virtues of moral self-discipline and self-cultivation 
rather than simply coercive values imposed by an oppressive society. A more 
fruitful approach would seek to view and explain these values in their own context 
and in terms of their moral meaning to adherents. 

Clearly, the Sebait of Ptahhotep is the defu~itive Sebait on Maat in the Old 
Kingdom (Zaba 1956; Jequier 19 1 1 ; Devaud 19 16). Dating from the 6th Dynasty, 
it provides us with an important description of Maat, in fact, a central and inclusive 
book on the Maatian project. Its length and variousness prohibits a full treatment 
here of its contribution to the concept and practice of Maat. Thus, I will focus 
essentially on Ptahhotep's direct references to Maat. I will, however, point out that 
Ptahhotep teaches many basic virtues of Maat. Among these are cultivation of 
character, self-control, balance, generosity, kindness, hearing, reciprocity, 
propriety, harmony, order, and of course, truth and justice. 

As prime minister, he is clearly concerned with leadership as a moral vocation 
and thus, his advice is directed toward cultivation of this kind of leadership. 
Addressing the question of Maatian leadership, he says: 

If you are a leader 
who governs the affairs of the many, 
seek every excellent deed 
so that your conduct may be blameless. 
For Maat is great; it endures and is effective. 
It has not been disturbed since the time it was created. 
It is a path even for the unlearned, 
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And one who violates its laws is punished 
But the greedy fails to grasp this. 
Although baseness may seize wealth 
wrongdoing has never brought its goods to (a safe) port. 
In the end it is Maat which lasts 
And one says (of it) it is the ground of my father (Ptahhotep, 84-98). 

This passage points to Ptahhotep's desire to establish the ground of Maat by 
delineating its origin, value and durability. It also serves as a way to define Maat's 
positiveness and then contrasts it with some of its opposite concepts and practice. 
In this passage, Ptahhotep also uses the category +-effective, good, fitting, 
useful, valuable-to describe Maat. Stressing Maat's role in the length of time a 
person lives-physically and in the social memory-Ptahhotep states: 

Enduring (established) is the man whose standard is Maat. 
Who walks according to its way. 
He will make a will by it. 
But the greedy will not have even a grave (Ptahhotep, 3 12-3 15). 

Fecht (1958) has dealt with the problematic of greed and the ephemerality of ill- 
gotten gains in the Sebait of Ptahhotep, arguing that such behavior is posed as an 
offense punished in this world and/or the next, as is discussed below in Chapter IV. 
He argues that Ptahhotep introduces an early fonn of the idea of judgment in which 
evil not dealt with in this life is dealt with in the afterlife. He also interprets ethical 
behavior as the essential basis for long life in this world and continued existence in 
the afterlife. 

Ptahhotep mentions Maat again in the context of advice concerning the need 
for leaders to be moral exemplars. He also reaffms the life-giving power of Maat, 
saying: "Set a good example; don't offend. If Maat is made to flourish, your 
children will live" (596-597). Ptahhotep also refers to Maat in his advice on 
truthful and restrained speech saying, "ndr mlrt m sni.s-hold fast to the truth; do 
not exceed it" (151). Moreover, he describes the wise and great as one who does 
Maat and is £ree of falsehood-irr(w) mFt Sw grg" (532). 

Ptahhotep also makes another reference to Maat in defming the good son. He 
says: "Lo the good son is a gift of God and one who does more than what was told 
to him by his lord. He will do Maat and his heart will act according to his course" 
(633-637). Furthermore, Ptahhotep notes, concerning his teachings, that "It is in 
their Maat (truth) that their value lies-ir sp n mYt iuy Spss.sn pw" (509). Ptahhotep 
concludes his teachings by saying that he has lived 110 years and received honors 
exceeding those of the ancestors "by doing Maat for the king until the state of 
veneration." Thus, Ptahhotep has posed Maat as a primordial unchangeable 
principle which brings rewards to the righteous and punishment to those who 
violate its laws. This conception lasts in essentially the same form until the New 
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Kingdom when it begins to be affected by an emerging strong concept of an 
intervening God (Brunner 1963 ). 

In summary, then, in the Old Kingdom, in which the basis for Maatian ethics 
was established, several things occur. First, Maat is established as a moral order 
with divine, natural and social dimensions. Secondly, Maat is counterposed with 
isft (evil, chaos, wrong-doing) as well as with dw (evil), grg (falsehood) and 3bt 
(wrong-doing). Thirdly, Maat is a standard and measure of both moral life on the 
personal and social level. Fourthly, Maat is tied to the concept of moral and social 
excellence (ikr, mnh) and resultant worthiness (im3h). Finally, the ground of Maat 
is that it's God's will, and thus the king's will and that it is good, effective and life- 
giving. 

2.3 Maat in the First Intermediate Period 

The divisions between the Old Kingdom, First Intermediate Period and the 
Middle Kingdom are not clear ruptures. Rather, each period develops and flows 
into the other and overlaps, leaving no neat categories of time or events at the point 
of encounter. By the Sixth Dynasty evidence of the political and literary changes 
which culminate in the First Intermediate Period have already begun to emerge 
(Grimal 1992, chapter 6). Likewise, the literature of the First Intermediate Period, 
prefigures and contributes to the flowering witnessed in the Middle Kingdom 
(Clere and Vandier 1982; Schenkel 1965; Dunham 1937; Brunner, 1937). Still for 
the convenience of discussion of the development of Maatian moral discourse, such 
periodization has its utility, especially if one recognizes its limitation and 
overlapping. 

The First Intermediate Period of 150 years yield a huge number of literary 
texts on problems, changes and possibilities during this period. Texts dated kom 
this period and the Middle Kingdom show evidence of provincial rulers increasing 
independence and years of famine which create huge problems (Vandier 1936). 
There is progressive weakening of royal authority which corresponds to a parallel 
ascendancy of officials and an expanding administrative system (Daneri de Rodrigo 
1992; Gomaa 1980; Kanawati 1977). Thus, the stress and strain on the system led 
to important changes in terms of both decentralization and a context more 
conducive to expanded development in various areas. 

It has been well-argued that gradual disintegration of the Old Kingdom 
unleashed centripetal forces which allowed for greater personal expression and 
fi-eedom. As Assmann (1990, 55) has observed, a fundamental characteristic of 
Maatian discourse in the Old Kingdom is that there appears to be, at least formally, 
an implicit "Selbstverstandlichkeit" attached to Maat. Thus: 
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Sie wird nicht in Frage festellt und daher auch nicht 'thematisiert.' Jeder weiR was 
die Ma'at ist. Es besteht kein kornmunikatives Bediirfnis, sich daruber zu 
verstandigen. 

[It was not put in question and therefore not thematized. Everyone knew what 
Maat was. Thus, there arose no communicative need to come to an understanding 
concerning it.] 

For him, the fall of the Old Kingdom sets in motion "critical reflection and 
communication" and the emergent new life is a condition of both relief and release. 
The move is from a monopoly of initiative by the king in the literature to the 
emergence of individual breakthrough. Maat, then, becomes open to discourse. As 
Assmann (1989a, 34) argues, "L'evidence naturelle de la Maat, incorporee dans le 
roi s'est decompose. La Maat, devenue problematique, devient thematisable." [The 
natural evidence of Maat embodied in the King was decomposed. Maat having 
become problematic, became thematizable.] What evolves, then, is a more 
expansive discourse on Maat. 

Given this, in the First Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom, we 
encounter an expanded discourse on virtue and a new vocabulary to project this 
new vision of human moral conduct. Assmann (1989a, 68) points out that there is a 
move from stress on the monument as a memorial to one on virtue or character. 
Therefore, he notes that "It is virtue alone which counts." And Maat becomes a 
means of 'spiritual monumentalization'." In this regard, Kheti advises his son, 
Merikara, saying: "Do not be evil for kindness is good. Make your monument last 
through love of you" (36-37). Thus, it is love of the people engendered by the 
Maatian behavior of the ruler that causes memory of him to endure. Also in this 
period, there is a clear expansion of the moral vocabulary centered on character 
and worthiness (Lichtheim 1992,20ff; l988,2l  ffj. 

In this context of fluidity and possibility, the thematization of Maat not only 
emerges, but becomes inclusive. As Lichtheim (1988, 142) notes: "All sections of 
the population-the rich, the poor, the rising middle class, now erect tombs and 
memorial stones with self-presentations designed to secure a share in immortality." 
And undergirding this quest for immortality is the living of a Maatian life. 

2.3.1 The Declarations of Virtues (DOV) 

The autobiographies in the First Intermediate Period maintain and expand the 
fundamental understanding and expression of Maatian moral concepts. As pointed 
out above, autobiographies of this period rarely use Maat as a category of moral 
reference. However, Maatian moral concepts and practices are reaffumed and 
expanded. Moreover, the category Maat is still used as in the autobiography of the 
stewart Tjebu who says: "I served as steward for six rulers without incurring blame 
I did Maat and achieved worthiness" (TPPI, 3.3.7). 
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Maatian ethics evolve in this period in the context of instability and 
deprivation. It thus reflects the context in its concern with care and responsibility 
for the vulnerable, protection of human life and reestablishing moral and political 
community. The nomarch Henu's DOV is definitive of this period (Urk I, 76-79). 
He begins by declaring not simply that he is loved and praised by his own mother 
and father but rather "I am one worthy, beloved of fathers praised of mothers." This 
love and praise are based on the fact that he "released your youths from the tow- 
rope . . . no daughter of yours was made to work by coercion" nor was "her arms 
pressed against me" and "I did not put fetters on any man." This he did to rebuild 
moral community after disruption. Moreover, in the midst of hunger and even 
famine, he states, "I gave bread and beer to all the hungry . . . and clothed the 
naked." Likewise, "those who had been servants I made their positions into those of 
officials." He concludes with a declaration of virtues established during the Old 
Kingdom saying that he did not "deprive another of his property or slander a man 
to his superior;" that he "spoke and repeated the Good" and was beloved and 
praised by his family as well as "excellent of character" (mnh kd) to them. 

Again, the moral claims reflect a need to reestablish political and moral 
community and to care for the vulnerable affected by political and natural 
developments. Thus, the nomarch Antifi (Vandier 1950, 17 1.3) defmes himself as a 
defender and servant of the people saying, "I am the vanguard and the rearguard of 
the people (ink h3t rmj phwy rmj) . . . and as for anyone on whom I placed my 
hand, no misfortune ever came to him." Furthermore, to build both political and 
moral community, he states, "I made a man embrace the slayer of his father, the 
slayer of his brother . . . ." For he said "I would not permit the heat of discord in 
(the district) after the suppression of all evil dispositions (kdw nb dw) which the 
people hate." The nomarch Kheti I (Griffith 1889, p1.15) and the treasurer Iti of 
Imyotru (Schenkel 1965, 57-58.39) also speak to this call for and claim of moral 
and political leadership to reestablish and protect the community, and respect and 
sustain the vulnerable. 

Similarities and differences are evident between the Declarations of Virtues of 
the First Intermediate Period and those of the Old Kingdom. In addition to focus on 
communal restoration, other differences merit mention. The frst is the introduction 
of the concept that the performance of Maat in community was indeed the offering 
of Maat to God himself. Lichtheim (1 992,2 1) notes that: 

When in temples o f  the New Kingdom and Late Period the king is shown 
performing the act o f  offering Maat, the scene depicts what had been conceived a 
thousand years earlier by men who practiced self-reliance and initiative undirected 
by royal command; it was the man o f  standing who raised up Maat to the deity. 

Thus, Men-ankh-pepy called Meni (Urk I, 269.9) says that he rescued the weak 
from the powerful, and spoke what the great loved and masses praised. Then, he 
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says: "[I spoke] truly so as to raise up Maat to [its lord]." Sen-nedjesui makes a 
similar moral claim saying: "I spoke what the great loved and the masses praised, 
in order to raise Maat up to the Great God, Lord of Heaven" (Petrie 1900, pl. ix). 
Thus, offering Maat to God is posed early as a social practice f ~ s t  and later 
emerges also as a central ritual as depicted in iconographic evidence in the New 
Kingdom and Late Period (Teeter 1990, 1997). 

A second development in the First Intermediate Period is the introduction of 
the declaration: "ir.n.(i) mrrt rm_t hsst npw"-I did what the people loved and the 
divinities praised" as a central Maatian moral conception. This follows the 
statement of location, i.e., grounding in community. Thus, Kheti (Edel 1984, 96ff) 
says: 

I have come from my town. 
I have descended from my nome. 
I have done what people love and divinities praise. 
I gave bread to the hungry, clothes to the naked. 
I listened to the appeal of the widow. 
I gave a home to the orphan. 
I turned my back on the lover of lies. 
And I did not judge the blameless by his (i.e., the liar's) word. 
I answered evil with good. 
And I did not seek after wickedness, 
So that I might endure on earth 
And achieve worthiness. 

This text clearly contains moral concerns and claims rooted in the morality of the 
Old Kingdom. It includes location, sensitivity to and care for the vulnerable, 
rejection of evil and falsehood and the quest for endurance and worthiness (im@). 
Even the defmition of Maat as "what people love and the divinities praise" is in 
part reflective of Maat-thinking in the Old Kingdom which stresses making oneself 
beloved and doing the divine will. 

What is new in this text, however, is the declaration that "I answered evil with 
good." At frst glance, this seems to pose a significant challenge to the fundamental 
Maatian principle of reciprocity which in most cases promises "a like response." As 
King Kheti says in his famous Sebait of this period: "A blow is repaid by its like, to 
every action there is a (similar) response" (123). Or again as Ptahhotep (3 12-3 15) 
says, there is long life for the Maatian person, but not even a gave  for the 
wrongdoer. 

However, on second look, one can read the virtue of answering evil with good 
as another expression of the fundamental Maatian principle of replacing isfet with 
Maat or in its original form, "putting Maat in the place of isfet." Thus, one does not 
give good to evil or as in Christianity, do good for evil. Rather one answers (wfb)  
or responds to evil by doing a good, i.e., Maat, which replaces and destroys evil. 
The distinction here is an important one, for the intent is not to reward evil by 
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giving what is not deserved but to create a new moral context by replacing evil with 
Maat, (rdit mTt m st isft). In a word, the Maatian tradition requires a response that 
includes doing good and eliminating evil, and answering evil with good fits into 
this process. 

Another important development in this period is the stress on character, both 
the moral desire to be a person of character and the moral claim to be a possessor 
of it. The ruler Indi (Hayes 1990 I, 141 34)  says, "I ruled Thinis with a desire for a 
good character (kdw) and with a desire to do things well." Ipi, the King's 
Gentleman, says "ink ir kd$-I am one who made his character" (Hodash and 
Berlev 1982, 60) and Kheti I says, "I am upright of character (rkl bijt)" (Griffith 
1889, pl. 15). Here one fmds an emergent discourse on character which will 
flourish in the Middle Kingdom and be a fundamental and recurring element in the 
defmition of the Maatian person. 

Also in the First Intermediate Period, as Lichtheim (1992, 22-23) notes, Maat 
remains a central feature of public service and one's self-description of character is 
even more "integrated with the career narration so that the distinction between the 
two aspects of autobiography was effaced." Thus, Neni the high priestess of Hathor 
defines herself as "one worthy before the divinities . . . , one praised by her husband 
and a great priestess of excellent character (nfr kc?) (Dunham 1937, p. xvi, 1). 
Likewise, the Count Indi tends to link his claim of being an excellent citizen (rids 
i@) with his being one loved by his parents and siblings and his relations (Dunhain 
1937, 92-94. pl. xxviii, 2). There is also no separation between self-description of 
his character and his excellence in public service by the butler, Merer of Edfb in his 
autobiographical presentation (Schenkel 1965,62-64. no.42). Thus, he says: 

I did what the great ones liked, and what my household praised. 
A person beloved of his companions, 
I stood out in front. I have achieved worthiness. 
- - - - - - - - 
Never did I hand a person over to a potentate so that my name might be good with 
all people. I never lied against any person . . . . When fear had arisen in another 
town, this town was praised . . . . I nourished my brothers and sisters. I buried the 
dead and nourished the living, wherever I went in this drought which occurred. I 
gave . . . white barley and . . . Khemi-barley and measured (it) out for every man 
according to his wish. 

And finally the treasurer Iti (Schenkel 1965, 57-58.39) says he "was a worthy 
citizen who acted with his arm" and "serve a great lord and . . . a small lord without 
fault being found of him." And he reports, "people said 'he is fiee of robbing 
others' " (BAR I, 457-459). He also states that he was "a great pillar in the Theban 
district, a man of respect in the Southland," one who did not exploit women nor the 
people in general. Thus, public service is informed by the concept of leadership as 
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a moral vocation as discussed above. And each person seeks to establish in his 
declaration of virtues evidence of his worthiness as both a person and public 
servant. 

In conclusion, as Lichtheim (1992, 32) states, "the self-presentations of the 
First Intermediate Period show that the basic meanings of Maat-Right-Justice-are 
the same as they were in the 6th Dynasty. What has been added is a great advance 
in thinking about experiences and formulating conclusions." Thus, two things 
occurred. First, "the range of actions defmed as Maat was enlarged," and secondly, 
"the ability to perform the works of Maat was now seen as grounded in character." 
And as noted above, this stress on character develops even more in the Middle 
Kingdom. 

2.3.2 The Sebait 

In the Instruction of King Kheti for his son Merikara, there are several direct 
references to Maat which contribute to the delineation of Maat in the First 
Intermediate Period (Golenischeff 1916, p1s.i~-xiv; Pirenne 1938; Volten 1945, 3- 
81, pl. 104; Helck 1977; Quack 1992). The frst  encounter with an adjectival or 
participial form of Maat is in the context of Kheti's stress on the need for justice. 
He says: 

May you be justified (smT hnu) before God 
That one may say (even in) your (absence) 
That you punish in accordance (with the crime). 
Good character is a person's heaven. 
But the vilification of the angry is painful (30-3 1) 

This stress on justification, however, is not simply in the sense of being just but 
also in the sense of living a Maatian life that would justify immortality. It is in this 
Sebait that the concept ofjudgment is most clearly delineated (Merikara, 53-57). 

Secondly, Maat is posed as a possession of the sage or wise person which 
comes to him distilled like the sayings of the ancestors. The text says: "Maat comes 
to him in its pure essence like the condition of the sayings of the ancestors" 
(Merikara, 34-35). Maat here is linked with two main elements, wisdom and 
tradition. Wisdom or knowledge, as argued below, is an ethical requirement. Here 
Maat is said to come to a wise person (d3) in its purse essence. Hence, the value, 
indeed the imperative, of knowing is linked with piety and wisdom throughout 
Maatian ethics. Also, tradition is a central emphasis here as evidenced by the 
following verses which say: 

Emulate your foreparents, your ancestors. 
Lo, their words endure in books. 
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Open and read them and emulate their knowledge. 
For one who is taught becomes skilled (Merikara, 35-36). 

The call for emulation here suggests that the ancestors are rooted in the moral 
knowledge of Maat, as the above passage notes. And it is in this context of inoral 
grounding that they are worthy of emulation. 

The category Maat is next raised in the context of a discussion on preventing 
corruption by providing for officials so that they will act by the laws. Thus, Kheti 
says: 

Advance your officials that they may uphold your laws. 
One who has wealth at home will not be biased. 
And one is wealthy when he has no need. 
(However) the poor man might not speak according to his Maat. 
And one who says "Would that I had" might not be straightfonvard 
He might lean toward the possessor of rewards (Merikara, 42-44). 

This is a recognition that there is a material aspect to social morality. It is not that 
riches will automatically forestall corruption. Likewise, being poor does not mean 
that one is ips0 facto more disposed toward corruption. What is indicated here is 
that conditions shape consciousness. Given this, as a general rule, one is less 
vulnerable to bribes if one has wealth. And also as a general rule, one whose life is 
marked by poverty and seeking wealth is vulnerable to the temptation not to act or 
speak "according to his Maat." Maat, then, is available to all, but one must in the 
fmal analysis build the moral community in which one wants to live. And Kheti is 
arguing for a civil service which is not impoverished and vulnerable to corruption 
and bribes by removing fiom them material conditions which might make them 
more disposed toward corruption. 

It should be noted that this discussion is not about the masses and this is not an 
assumption about the morality of the poor. That is another problematic of Maatian 
ethics which, like most ethics of religions of yesterday and today, was concerned 
more with sensitivity to and care for the poor than with ending their poverty. 
Modem Maatian ethics, building on the inherent possibilities of Maat, argue that 
the concern for the poor and vulnerable must in the fmal analysis lead to the end of 
poverty and other conditions of vulnerability and disadvantage. Otherwise, morality 
is reductively translated as little more than noblesse oblige. 

In Kheti's next reference to Maat as a moral category, he seeks to encourage 
conduct which is both respect-engendering and fitting for a ruler. Thus he says: 

Speak truth in your house 
That the rulers of the earth may respect you. 
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Uprightness is fitting for a ruler. 
Indeed the front of the house puts respect in the back of the house (45-46) 

Also, he reaffirms the Old Kingdom teaching that Maat means enduring on earth. 
He, then, outlines some of the basic moral concerns of governance, saying: 

Do Maat that you endure upon the earth. 
Quiet the weeper and do not oppress the widow. 
Do not drive a man from the property of his father. 
Do not reduce the possession of the nobles. 
Guard against punishing wrongly. 
Do not kill; it does not serve you. 
Thus will this land be set in order (46-49). 

Good rule, then, is a rule of care for the vulnerable, justice, respect for life and as 
mentioned above, truthfulness and uprightness, in a word, a Maatian order. 

Finally, King Kheti uses Maat in his concluding instruction to his son 
Merikara to argue that Maat is the most valuable and enduring monument. As 
pointed out above, this and other similar discourse represent a greater 
spiritualization of monument building as distinct fiom the Old Kingdom where the 
physical monument was stressed to a greater degree within the discourse on 
endurance and immortality (Breasted 1934, 160). Kheti also stresses the morality 
and spirituality of virtue over ritual, saying: 

Make worthy your place in the West. 
Make firm your mansion in God's domain 
by being upright and doing Maat. 
For it is that on which the hearts of people rely, 
More acceptable is the virtue of the upright 
than the sacrificial ox of the doer of evil (irr is$) (127-129). 

Here, then, is the core of Maat-teaching which is applied to both king and the 
ordinary person. Maat is posed here fvst in terms of justice and then as moral 
wisdom distilled in the teaching of the ancestors, as truth-telling, as the ground of 
endurance on earth and immortality in heaven, as care for the vulnerable, 
uprightness, as that which the hearts of people rely and fmally as virtue more 
acceptable than the ritual of sacrifice. 
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2.4 Maat in the Middle Kingdom 

2.4.1 The Coffin Texts 

One of the most important corpus of texts in Kemetic religion is the Coffm 
Texts (The Book of Vindication) (De Buck 1935-196 1; Altenmiiller 1975; 
Faulkner 1973-1978). Although these texts increase in use in the Middle Kingdom, 
some "were probably copied for wealthy common folk as early as the Old 
Kingdom . . . ." (Lesko 1991, 10 1). Still, however, the Coffm Texts are seen as a 
central body of texts in the so-called democratization of mortuary practices and in 
some cases beliefs. This, of course, refers to the appropriation of the body of texts 
originally apparently reserved for the king and the use of them by the masses. But 
as Lesko (1991, 101) notes, "there is no reason to believe that all religion before 
the First Intermediate Period centered on them, as many scholars have claimed . . ." 

These texts, called the Book of Vindication by the ancient Egyptians, derive 
their name in Egyptology fi-om reference to the practice by private persons of 
inscribing inside coffms some of the Pyramid Texts and other texts which 
incorporated various general and non-royal traditions. These texts would in turn be 
expanded on and passed on to the New Kingdoln and beyond in the Book of 
Coming Forth By Day. In the case of Coining Forth, the practice was to write the 
texts on a papyrus roll and place it in the coffm of the deceased. 

In addition to their representing an increased participation in mortuary 
practices by the masses, the Coffm Texts also are a central source of reference to 
Maat and the concepts of justification and judgment which surround this central 
ethical ideal (Greishaimner 1970). The texts are also of great significance as the 
source of the concept of fi-ee will, equality and shared resources of nature which are 
posed in CT 1130 and which will be discussed in turn below in Chapter VI and 
VII. Finally, the Coffm Texts are important in their providing a literature on the Ba 
which allows everyone to possess one as distinct from the Pyramid Texts which 
show it as exclusively an anthropological attribution of the king (iabkar 1968, 90- 
114). In these texts, the Ba becomes a concept of personal effectiveness, autonomy 
and intellectual competence and thus, has implications for Maatian ethics 
(Loprieno 1988,91-97). 

Maat appears throughout the Coffm Texts f ~ s t  and foremost in relation to the 
concern for vindication, mjr brw (Anthes 1954; Greishammer 1970). The full name 
of the texts themselves is "The Book of Vindicating a Person in the Realm of the 
Dead" (CT I, 1). This Book of Vindication, then, offers ways and words of 
vindication so that "you may be vindicated against your foes, male and female, 
against those who would harm you and those who would have judgment against 
you in the Tribunal" ofjudgment. Of course, key to this vindication is having done 
Maat and bringing it to Ra as both a spiritual essence and moral achievement. 
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Therefore, one says: "I will not perish. I have entered into Maat, I have upheld 
Maat. For I am a possessor of Maat. I have gone forth in Maat and my shape is 
raised up" (CT IV, 170). Declaring oneself innocent of wrongdoing, one says: 
"Wrongdoing is what I detest and I will not see it. For I am one who does Maat and 
I live by means of it daily" (CT IV, 62). Linked to this declaration of Maat-doing 
and isfet rejection is the aspiration to be like Ra, a possessor of Maat and thus one 
powerful and light-giving like him. Thus, the deceased says, "I shine like Ra daily, 
I establish Maat and expel falsehood" (CT 11, 149). Or again, the text says: 

I am (one) who obeys no magic, who is not scorched by fire nor wet by water 
- - - - - - - - 
I will be like Ra every day 
One who will be fashioned everyday by the 
sun-folk who saw yesterday. . . . (CT 11, 54) 

In these texts, Ra is the Lord of Maat (nb MTt), although other divinities may also 
be called nb MTt, such as Osiris. But as Greishammer (1970, 86) argues, "nb mTt" 
in this instance means "possessor of Maat." Moreover, in regards to Ra, "Maat 
serves as his nourishment; he lives by it, it is offered to him and it is also his 
daughter" (Greishammer 1970, 74). Maat, of course, is also nourishment for all the 
divinities as well as humans as the text quoted above states (CT IV, 62). 

Certainly, one of the most important conceptions in these many meanings of 
Maat in relation to Ra is the offering of Maat to Ra which was mentioned earlier in 
terms of the autobiographies which defme the offering of Maat as an essentially 
social practice. In the Coffin Texts the offering of Maat to Ra occurs in a mortuary 
context and is expressed in various ways. First, one may send or bring Maat to Ra 
(sbi, ini, smi, iw _hr MTt n R?. Thus, CT 165 identifies those "who send Maat to Ra 
daily (sbb mFt n RC rr-nb)" (CT 111, 6). And in CT 491, the deceased summons his 
various forms and power so that they "bring Maat to Ra (ini MTt n R?" (CT VI, 
7 1). 

Another way to express offering Maat to Ra in the Texts is to cause it to rise 
(srv), as expressed earlier in texts of the First Intermediate Period. Thus, CT 1069 
says that the deceased is one "who lifts up Maat to Ra (sCr MTt n R?" (CT VII, 
332). And CT 691 says, "I raise up Maat to him who loves it ( s k i  MFt n mry 
[sy])" (CT VI, 322). Thirdly, one may establish Maat for Ra. Therefore, the text 
reads, "I have established (smn) Maat for Ra-Khepri" (CT VII, 217). And fmally, 
the text also expresses the idea that one can and does satisfy Ra with Maat. It reads, 
"He satisfied (shtp) Ra with Maat" (CT VI, 154). 

As Lord of Maat, Ra is presented in the Coffin Texts as the one who weighs 
Maat. Thus, the deceased represents himself as "mI$t tn nt Rrfi3t mTt m.s-this 
balance of Ra in which he weighs Maat" (CT V, 321). It is Ra to whom one 
ascends and in whose presence the works of vindication are heard. The text says, 
"You shall ascend to Ra and shall hear the words of vindication in the presence of 
Ra, in the presence of the Great God" (CT I, 81). Moreover, one prays, " 0  Ra 
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vindicate N" (CT VI, 278). It is in light of these concepts which it provides that the 
Book of Vindication represents an important text in the ethics and religion of 
Kemet. And not only does it contain these key concepts, it also makes them 
available to the general population as a central text in the so-called democratization 
process. 

2.4.2 The Declarations of Virtues 

In the Middle Kingdom there is a continuing expansion of personal reflection 
on human and social possibility. One discerns from the texts that there is an 
expanded sense of possibility of reward for personal achievement, a sense that one 
could create his own success in life, even from humble origins. This concept of 
human possibility is reflected in the concept of "ikr" which closely links the social, 
ethical and intellectual (Loprieno 1988, 89). The category ikr thus contains a wide 
range of meanings: excellence, worthiness, superiority, perfection, wealth, 
achievement and virtue (Faulher 1981, 3 1-32). It is used in this work essentially as 
a moral category to indicate worthiness, moral excellence and hence virtue. But it 
clearly has social meanings and implications for the moral and the social are 
closely llnked and interrelated in Maatian ethics. 

Certainly, the autobiography of the steward, Rediu Khnum is defmitive of the 
rich literature of moral and social excellence of this period (Petrie 1900, pls. xv and 
xvb; Lange and Schafer 1908 11, 164-167). He begins by defming his many titles 
and then describes both his moral and professional excellence as an integrated 
whole. He says: 

The Royal Seal-Bearer, sole companion. Favorite (inzy-ib) 
of his great Mistress (i.e., the queen) calm of step . . . 

One who knows his station, is firm of seal. 
Efficient in the performance of every task. 

Dignified (nb S b t ) ,  open-handed, pleasant mannered (nzfu-innz) 
White-robed, noble in appearance, godly to behold (n_trb) r n133). 
One who observes the rule of conduct. 
Kind-hearted (nrr-ib), associate of the officials. open-hearted, 
Clear thinking, friendly to the petitioner that he may tell his wish. 
His lady's confidant (rk-ib) whom she favors, 
A person of character spoken of with love by the people (kd rnrnv 171 r n rnz~). 
One who is front-ranked in the Great House 
One revered (inz3hw). 
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Moreover, Rediu Khnum says: 

I am one beloved of his mistress (nbt). 
One whom she praises in the course of every day. 

She knew the excellence of my performance ( i b  ~ t - ~ . i )  
She placed met at Dendera . . . 
I spent a long time there, a span of many 

years without there being any fault of mine. 
For my competence (r_h kt) was great. 
I reorganized it so that its management was made better than before. 
I restored (srw_d) what I found ruined (wsj). 
I raised up (ts) what I found worn out ViZk). 
I replenished (mh) what I found lacking (i3t). 

I gave a gift to one who asked it. 
I nourished one whom I did not know like the one I did know, 
So that my name might be good in the mouth of those on earth 
I am truly an ofticial great of heart (r3 n ib:f'). 

a sweet lovable plant (hn bni n mnvt). 
I was no drunkard; I was not forgetful; 
I was not lax in my work. 
It was my mindtheart that advanced my rank; 
It was my character that kept me in front 

I am one who knows himself as a leader of men, 
a precious staff made by God 

Who was endowed with excellence in planning and 
great nobility of performance. 

The rich and varied character of this moral self-presentation is clear. Several 
things stand out. The frst is the last passages on self-knowledge. In these, Rediu 
Khnum says he is "one who knows himself" (ink rb sw) and goes on to say that he 
frst  knows himself as a leader or one foremost among people (bnt rml). He also 
describes himself as "a precious staff made by God" (kt  Sps ir.n nlr) who was given 
excellence, in planning and nobility of performance. Thus, Rediu Khnum 
establishes his moral and social grounding in having done and become what people 
love and God praises. He is foremost among men and precious to God. This, of 
course, is the interrelatedness in Kemetic thought in general and Maatian ethics in 
particular of the divine and human as well as the natural as expressed in the 
analogy of humans as a "precious staff." 

The autobiography of the Lady Taniy offers another example of moral self- 
presentation in the early Middle Kingdom (De Meulenaere 1988). It is interesting 
in that it is one of the earliest lengthy statements of moral self-defmition by a 
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woman. It is an autobiography which contains a declaration of virtues reflective of 
her status and context and provides us with other valuable concepts in further 
defming Maatian conceptions in this period, apparently in the middle of the 12th 
Dynasty. 

The Lady Taniy introduces herself as a i+~ IISW,  a true intimate of the king, 
without mentioning his name and then makes a customary appeal to the living to 
make offering each day and at every festival. After she offers her moral self- 
presentation, she concludes by noting that she participates in special ceremonies 
and has seen secret things. De Meulenaere (1988, 72) notes that "one cannot fail to 
be struck by the fact that a woman has been pennitted to enter the sanctuary of 
God." He concludes that "this exceptional privilege, no doubt, could only be 
granted by the King himself, concerned with demonstrating by this gesture the high 
esteem in which he held his servant." This is, no doubt, an overstatement, for since 
the Old Kingdom women were priests and performed various rituals attached to it 
(Fischer 1989, 12-13). She says: 

I am a possessor of character, one who is at the head of the people, 
One worthy and praised by (her) lord, 
Beautiful by what comes from (her) mouth, 
One valuable to the King because of her Maat, 
He rewarded me with offerings every day. 
I entered as one praised and left as one loved. 
One whose speech reveals her virtues, 
One who speaks and it is done for her, 
One worthy before the Principal Royal Wife, 
One who unites with the White Crown, 
Truly an intimate of the King, Taniy, 
A possessor of worthiness, justified before the Great God 
(De Meulenaere 1988,69, fig. 1). 

Several statements are noteworthy in this declaration. The fxst is her stress on 
speech as both a source of her beauty and a way of revealing her virtues. Secondly, 
her statement that her value to the King is rooted in her Maat is of great 
significance in that it challenges a possible assumption of position by favor rather 
than moral merit. Finally, she offers an important moral concept of entrance in 
praise and exit in love, suggesting a constant moral quest to r e a f f m  one's 
worthiness by acting in such a way that initial praise is transformed into eventual 
love. 

The autobiography of the Chief Treasurer Tjetji continues this tradition of 
moral self-presentation integrated with professional narrative, (TPPI, 15-1 7.20). He 
defines himself as follows: 
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I was indeed his Majesty's favorite (imy-ib), 
An official great of heart, calm-tempered (kb srf ) in the house of his lord 
- - - - - - - - 
I did not follow after wickedness (bw dwy) for which people are hated. 
I am one who loves good (njrt) and hates evil (dwt), 
A person of character (kd) beloved in his lord's house 
Who performed every action according to the wishes of his lord. 
As for any task which he ordered me to attend to, 
Whether it was presenting the case of a petitioner, 
Or whether it was attending to the pleas of a person in need. 
I rightly did it. 
I did not falsify (thi) the accounting he required of me. 
I did not put one thing in the place of another. 
I was not arrogant because of my power. 
And I did not take property wrongfully in order to carry out work 
- - - - - - - - 
I am one who made his character (kd), 
One praised by his lord every day. 

One interesting thing about this declaration of virtues is that it places 
considerable emphasis on Tjetji's relation with the king in self-definition. Rediu 
Khnum also placed emphasis on his relations with the queen in self-presentation, 
but Tjetji seems to rely even more on this relation in his moral and professional 
portrait. What makes this interesting is that such references diminished greatly 
during the First Intermediate Period. We see here that although the king's 
significance changes in the Middle Kingdom, the reassertion of kingship in the 
reunification of the country engendered praise in moral and social literature. Also 
of significance is Tjetji's assertion of accountability and the declaration that he 
himself made his character. This focus on the moral centrality of character was also 
expressed above in the autobiographies of Rediu Khnum and Taniy. These 
assertions are hndamental expressions of Maatian moral anthropology in their 
emphasis on moral agency and the capacity of a person to make himself regardless 
of social origin. 

Such moral agency is clear also in the autobiography of the priest Mentuhotep 
(Lichtheim 1988, 69: pl. iv) who says he was "the first among his group, the 
foreinan of his crew, one who found the word he was asked for and who answered 
to the point." Moreover, he describes his self-construction in spite of being an 
orphan and having to raise himself without mother or father: 

One calm who received his bread on time, 
whose character was a replacement of a mother at home. 
A father who said "Be capable, my son." 
One beautiful of disposition who was taught by his character, 
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like a child grown up with a father, 
But lo, I had become an orphan. 

This is a clear and concise statement of character as a central category in Maatian 
anthropology. Again, it reflects a fundamental and ongoing emphasis on agency 
and thus attention to both self- and social cultivation. 

Anthes (1928) has assembled an important collection of texts from Hatnub 
which rea f fm the thrust toward expanded moral self-presentation in the Middle 
Kingdom. In the texts one finds a rich moral vocabulary that reveals a moral 
conception of self which places emphasis on self-control, social service and social 
recognition of worthiness. The scribe Djehuty-nakht-ankh says, "I did Maat in my 
conduct." "I did what is praiseworthy for every person, known and unknown 
without distinction-ir.n(.i) hsst n rm_t nb rhw m hmw n s&i" (Anthes 1928, 28.12, 
6-8). This virtuous action included: not passing by petitions, providing for relatives, 
being "a son to the aged, a father to the child, and a support for the poor in every 
place" and judging "a case on its rightness (Maat)." Again, Maat is posed as a 
social practice with concern for "rightness in conduct," moral sensitivity to the 
vulnerable, justice and the obligation to "spread goodness throughout (the land)." 

Here too one fmds echoes of the instability and rebuilding of moral and 
political community from the First Intermediate Period. Djehuti-nakht, the treasurer 
and high priest says that he is "a brave citizen without peer, a possessor of 
character, great of strength in this land and a possessor of its love . . . ." (Anthes 
1928, 52.23). Further reflecting the contextual character of his ethical vision and 
duties, he says "I rescued my city on the day of plunder . . . I was its fortress on the 
day of battle, its rehge in the marshland. I sustained it, aiding (it) in its entirety in 
the drought of the land without (distinguishing) its great or its small." He closed 
repeating that he is "good of character." Again, these Hatnub texts represent the 
early passage into the Middle Kingdom, social struggle and change, and an 
expanding sense of moral selfiood and concern with matters of character (kd). 
These and others of their genre, thus, form an important expression of the moral 
conceptualization and discourse on Maat in this period. 

2.4.3 The Moral Narrative 

Surely the most defmitive text on Maat in the Middle Kingdom as well as 
throughout Kemetic history is the Book of Khunanpu (Vogelsang 1964; Parkinson 
199 1 a). Assmann (1 990, 58) makes this point also stating that: 

Wenn es einen Text gibt, der den titel 'Abhandlung uber die Maat' tragen konnte, 
dann ist es ein Werk des Mittleren Reichs, das unter dem namen 'Die Klagen des 
Bauern' bekannt ist und zur Gattung der 'Klagen' gehort. 
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[If there is a text which can bear the title 'Treatise on Maat,' it is a work of the 
Middle Kingdom which is known by the name 'Complaint of the Peasant' and 
belongs to the genre of complaints.] 

The Book of Khunanpu, commonly called "The Story of the Eloquent Peasant," is 
essentially a text on social justice, a moral narrative, in which Khunanpu, a peasant, 
pursues a grievance against a rich person and wins, reflecting, as Kemp (1983, 116) 
states, recognition of "the need to ensure that the state accommodated the hopes of 
the ordinary man." In the process of the narrative, Khunanpu not only gets justice 
but delivers a treatise on justice and the obligations of leadership which frames and 
reflects the moral and social expectations of leadership even fiom the masses. As 
Lichtheim (1992, 42) states, "[tlhe justice due to the common man was most 
impressively worked out in the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant." 

In his discourse on Maat, Khunanpu urges leaders to: 

Speak Maat dd mZrt 
Do Maat ir nzZrt 
For it is mighty - dr ntt wr.s 
It is great; it endures w3h.s 
Its worth is tested gnzw, tw k$s 
It leads one to blessedness (Bl, 320-322). sbws rim@ 

The leader is reminded that long life and immortality are based on Maatian 
conduct. Thus he says, "Doing Maat ('justice, here) is breath to the nose @$w p w  n 
fnd irt MTt)" (Bl, 146). The Maatian leader, Khunanpu says, is "the father of the 
orphan, the husband of the widow, the brother of the divorced woman and 
protective garment for the motherless" (Bl, 62-63). Moreover, he instructs the 
leader that "The balancing of the land lies in Maat (truth, justice, righteousness). 
Do not speak falsely for you are great; do not act lightly for you have weight; be 
not untrue for you are the balance (scales of justice) and do not swerve for you are 
the standard" (Bl, 158-160). 

Thus he urges the leader again to do Maat, i.e., justice, saying: 

Do justice for the lord ofjustice 
Whose justice is justice indeed. 
Pen, book and palette of Djehuti, 
Keep away from wrongdoing. 
When goodness is good, it is truly good. 
Justice is for eternity. 
It goes to the grave with one who does it. 
When he is buried and the earth envelopes him. 
His name is not erased from the earth. 
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He is remembered because of his goodness 
This is a norm of the word of God 
(Bl, 303-3 11). 

This moral narrative, ostensibly used as a text in Egyptian schools, is 
significant in the study of Maatian ethics for several reasons. First, it is a critique of 
leadership by a simple peasant and carries implicitly within it a recognition of the 
right-whether formal or customary-to engage in such a critique. Secondly, its 
popularity and use in schools could also imply an active tradition of critique and 
redress of grievance as well as right. Thirdly, the fact that the peasant, Khunanup, 
wins over an upper class person reinforces the concept and practice of a justice 
without class bias. Fourthly, it is, as Breasted (1934, 183fQ suggests, a defmition 
and boast by the officials of a just society with honest officials committed to Maat, 
an open and viable process for redress of grievances and the triumph of Maat 
regardless of class. Finally, the text is important because of the valuable 
contribution it makes to the corpus of Maatian ethical literature on the question of 
the nature and value ofjustice. 

In the text, Khunanup delineates five criteria for a just leader and thereby gives 
us an important insight into the Maatian concept of social justice. He defmes the 
Maatian leader as: 1) one "without greed (Sw m rwn);" 2) one "without baseness 
(Sw m ndyt);" 3) "a destroyer of falsehood (shtm grg);" 4) "a creator of 
righteousness (sbpr mTt);" and 5) "one who comes at the voice of the caller (ii hr 
bnu dd-r)" (Bl,  65-68). The meaning of the second and third criterion is worthy of 
note for it moves beyond internal righteousness to suggest a need not simply not to 
lie oneself, but to destroy falsehood in society; not simply to destroy evil (isfet, 
gereg), but also to create rightness (Maat) and by extension to create the conditions 
for its coming into being. Again, we see the essentiality of self-conscious practice 
to create the just and good society. 

Finally, the fourth criterion is from the ethic of care and responsibility which is 
based on imitatio dei in his justice or irt mi Rr--acting like Ra. For it is Ra who is 
"prime minister of the poor," who listens and "hears the prayers of one who calls 
on him," who "comes at the call of the humble and needy." Truly "Amen Ra is He 
who knows compassion and hearkens to those who call him," and he "rescues the 
oppressed from the oppressor" (Beyerlin 1978, 30ff; Assmann 1975). Thus, the just 
leader is morally compelled to imitate divine activity, which in turn is reflective of 
divine character, compassion, empathetic understanding and loving kindness which 
translates as assisting, strengthening and delivering the poor and vulnerable. 

2.4.4 The Books of Contemplation 

The Books of Contemplation (complaints, laments, Klagen) evolve as a 
reflection on the absence of Maat in society and the world. The Sebait and 
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Declarations of Virtues teach the promise of a life of Maat. The Books of 
Contemplation focus on the paradigm of an isfetic society, i.e., a society devoid of 
Maat. These Books of Contemplation include the Books of Neferti (Helck 1970b; 
Golenischeff 19 16, pls. 23-25), Ipuwer and Khakheperrasoneb (Gardiner 1969) 
and the Dialog of a Man with his Soul (Faulkner 1956; Goedicke 1970; Renaud, 
1991). All of these texts portray a society in the throes of Maat deprivation, 
suffering from natural and social calamities, justice denied or perverted and 
personal and collective alienation (Ockinga 1983; Junge 1977; Erman 19 19). 

Parkinson (1996, 305) calls these texts "reflective wisdom texts" and rightly 
notes that although these texts "are often termed 'laments,' the most distinctive 
formal feature of (these) is a syntactic pattern of 'sonst-jetzt' " (then and now). His 
reservation about calling the whole genre "laments" is also well-taken, not only 
because as he notes Neferti offers a "positive resolution, but also because the 
reflective wisdom texts also include both 'sonst-jetzt' sections and more discursive 
passages which develop arguments." It is in this context that Loprieno (1996~1, 46), 
while using the term "complaints" to describe the genre, defmes them as literature 
"in which received ideas are philosophically debated." He (Ibid. 11.61) refers us to 
the phrase in Khakheperrasoneb (Gardiner 1969, pl. 17.1) "hhy n ib" which he 
translates as "intellectual investigation." Likewise, Ockinga (1983, 90) calls 
attention to the reflective character of the Book of Khakhperrasoneb by use of the 
same reference in the extended phrase, "drv hnw m hhi n ib" which he translates as 
"investigating a complaint by means of searching for the heart." 

Now, if one holds that this genre to which Khakheperrasoneb belongs is not 
adequately described as a complaint but is better defmed as an "intellectual 
investigation" or "reflective wisdom," then, the word hnw needs to be reconsidered 
also. For its range of meaning is not simply "complaint" or "lament." Indeed, it may 
also be translated as "matter, affair, business, utterance, speech" (Faulkner 198 1, 
192; Sanchez 2000, 324). Given this, it is useful to understand it as a "case" or 
"issue," "problem, problematic" or even "discourse." Thus, we may translate 
Khakhperrasoneb's introductory phrase as "investigating the issue (or matter) by 
the searching of the headmind (ib)." 

As indicated above, one can argue that the paradigmatic text of this genre is 
the contemplations of Khakheperrasoneb (Gardiner 1969, pls. 17- 18). After an 
introductory framing of his intellectual initiative discussed above as probing, 
investigation and searching the heart and mind (ib) for new and effective answers, 
he turns to a description of the isfetic state of things. Still stressing the reflective 
character of his quest, he uses the verb nk: (meditate, ponder, think deeply) to 
defme his practice. Thus, he says, concerning the Maat-deprived state of things: 

I mediate (nk:) on things which have happened, 
On the conditions which have come to pass throughout the land. 
The changes which have happened are not like the year before. 
One year is more troublesome than the next. 
The turmoil in the land results in its destruction. 
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Maat is cast outside. 
Isfet is in the council hall. 
The affairs of the divinities are interfered with, 
And their requirements are neglected. 
The land is in confusion, 
mourning is everywhere . . . (I, 10-1 1). 

Again, the concern here is the replacement of Maat with isfet and the resultant 
chaos and evil this produces. 

The sage, Ipuwer (Gardiner 1969, pls. 1-16; Fecht 1972) likewise laments the 
loss of the Maatian center, the strong state and the deterioration of human relations 
as a result. "The person of character walks in mourning because of what has 
happened in the land," he says (I, 8). For "lo (Maat) is in the land in name (only). 
Trusting in it, one does wrong" (V, 4). Also, he says, "lo, the land turns like a 
potter's wheel. The robber has become a possessor of riches and the (rich person) 
has become a plunderer " (11, 8-9). In a word, "people are diminished" (11, 13) and 
"the land is left to its weakness . . . " (IV, 5). The sage Neferti continues this 
expression of concern on how Maat has been replaced with isfet (Helck 1970b; 
Golenischeff, 1916). "I show you a land in turmoil," he says, "What should not be 
has come to pass" (1 54). Moreover, he continues, 

Each man's heart is for himself. 
Mourning is not done today. 
Hearts have abandoned it entirely. 
A man sits with his back turned 
while one kills another. 
I show you the son as an enemy, 
The brother as foe, 
A man slaying his father (42-45). 

However, in spite of this exposition chaos, indifference to suffering, moral anarchy 
and resultant national distress, Neferti ends with a typically Maatian optimism 
concerning the eventual and inevitable triumph of Maat in the world. 

He concludes saying: 

A king will come from the south; 
Ameni, the justified, is his name, 
The son of a woman of Nubia, 
a child of Upper Egypt, 
He shall receive the white crown and wear the red crown (57-59). 
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This "son of man-s3 s" will then defeat the internal and external enemies of 
Kemet by might and counsel. As a result, "Then Maat will return to its place. And 
isfet will be driven out. May he rejoice who beholds it" (68-70). This sanguine 
assertion reflects not only a profound belief in the power and inevitable triumph of 
Maat, but also, as Breasted (1934, 198ft) notes, contains a parallel belief in the 
righteous ruler as a savior-king with "no evil in his heart," who does Maat and 
seeks Maat for his people, as the Books of Contemplation outline. For Breasted 
(1934, 199) this expresses a kind of "Messianism nearly fifteen hundred years 
before its appearance among the Hebrews." 

Finally, in the Dialog of a Man with his Soul, the concerns for the living in an 
isfetic society are philosophically engaged by raising the question of "To whom can 
I speak t o d a y d d .  i. n m min?" and then citing the conditions which prohibit such a 
vital exchange or what Assmann calls "communicative solidarity" (Renaud 1991; 
Goedicke 1970b; Barta 1969; Faulkner 1956). The inquiry is as follows: 

To whom shall I speak today? 
Brothers are evil (bin), 
The friends of today no longer love. 

To whom shall I speak today? 
Hearts are greedy ('wn ibw), 
Everyone seizes the goods of his fellow man. 

(To whom shall I speak today?) 
Compassion (sf i )  has perished, 
Violence (nht-hr) assaults everyone 

To whom shall I speak today? 
One is content with evil (bin). 
Goodness (bw njr) is cast to the ground everywhere. 

To whom shall I speak today? 
He who should enrage men by his evil deeds--(sp,f'bin) 
Makes everyone laugh (at) his injustice and evil. 

To whom shall I speak today? 
Men plunder (hr&). 
Everyone robs his fellow. 

To whom shall I speak today? 
The criminal (btS) is one's intimate friend (rk-ib). 
The brother with whom one dealt has become an enemy 
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To whom shall I speak today? 
The past is not remembered. 
Now one does not help him who once helped 

To whom shall I speak today? 
Brothers are mean. 
One turns to strangers (&&.w) for affection (mtt  nt ib). 
To whom shall I speak today? 
Faces are turned away. 
Everyone turns his face from his brothers. 

To whom shall I speak today? 
Hearts are greedy. 
No man's heart can be relied on. 

To whom shall I speak today? 
There are no righteous ones (mZctyw). 
The land is left to evildoers (ivrw is$) 

To whom shall I speak today? 
One lacks an intimate friend. 
One turns to an unknown to complain 

To whom shall I speak today? 
No one is happy. 
He with whom one walked is no more 

To whom shall I speak today? 
I am burdened with grief 
For lack of an intimate friend. 

To whom shall I speak today? 
Wrong (nf) roams the earth, 
And there is no end to it (103-130). 

This concern about the absence of "one to whom one can speak" yields a 
moral vocabulary reflective of the expansion of moral discourse and moral 
concerns during this period. The moral call is for sf (compassion), bw nfr (good- 
ness), an rk-ib (an intimate friend), mtt nt ib (affection), v~:~tyw, (righteous ones,) 
and friends and brothers of worth. In contrast to this, one finds a situation of bin 
(evil), nht-ib (violence), bt: and sp bin (crime and evil), iw (injustice), dw and nf 
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(wrong-doing), hrd: (plundering) and the need to turn the strangers (dr&.w) instead 
of friends (&msw). 

The lament that "there are no righteous ones (nn m:rfyl.v)" becomes a clear 
expression of the sense of an isfetic or non-Maatian situation in the land. The list of 
things that are posed as wrong are clearly in contradiction to Maatian thought and 
practice and thus produce a discourse framed by the question "to whom shall I 
speak today?" 

Moreover, inherent in these Books of Contemplation is the recognition that 
Maat as social order can be disrupted and even reversed temporarily. But hidden in 
the paradigmatic projection is still the faith in Maat. In the case of the general 
social order, it is still the king who will most defmitively retum Maat to its place. 
But increasingly there is a role for the MFty, the upright or Maatian person who in 
a cooperative project of social, natural and cosmic proportions maintains and 
constantly restores Maat (Homung 1988). 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE MAATIAN IDEAL 
From the New Kingdom 
to the Late Period 

3.1 Maat in the New Kingdom 

3.1.1 Early Phase: Formative Context 

The New Kingdom (c. 1560-1080) evolves out of the defeat of the foreign 
invaders called Hyksos (hkjw @wt) and re-establishment of a strong dynasty 
under King Ahmose. The decline and disintegration of the Middle Kingdom is a 
gradual process marked by civil war, decentralization, immigration and agricultural 
problems (Kemp 1983, 149-182). It is thought that the Second Intermediate Period 
can be marked as beginning after the death of Queen Sobekneferu (c.1785) and 
lasts two centuries (Grimal 1992, chapter 8; Gardiner 1964a, chapter 7; Kemp 
1983, 149ff; Hornung 1999,76-125). 

However, in spite of the Hyksos' invasion and rule in the Delta, a strong group 
of Theban kings emerges as the foundation of the 13th Dynasty. And by the 17th 
Dynasty they were ready to offer serious challenge to Hyksos rule. Ta'a I began the 
challenge and his son and successor Seqenenra Ta'a I1 carried the war against the 
Hyksos as far north as Cusa. He records that he acted because "the land of Egypt 
was in distress and there was no sovereign as king of the time" (Pritchard 1955, 
23 1). 

Seqenenra's son, Kamose, took up the challenge after succeeding his father. He 
was, the texts say, reaffrming divine kingship, a king "whom Ra, in truth, had 
appointed as the real king." He assembled his advisors saying: 

I should like to know of what use is this strength of mine when a king is in Avaris 
and another is in Kush and I sit alongside an Asiatic and a Nubian, each man in 
possession of a piece of this Egypt and I cannot pass by him as far as Memphis. 
- - - - - - - - 
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Thus, I will struggle with him . . . . 
My desire is to deliver Egypt and smite the Asiatic (Gardiner 1916, 98.102) 

Kamose greatly reduces the power of the Hyksos, but it is Ahmose who 
eventually defeats the Hyksos and begins to incorporate both lands of Asia and 
Nubia into the Egyptian Empire. As Kemp (1983, 162) states, the strength of the 
existing Nubian state and of the Egyptian officials and soldiers in service to the 
Kushite king of the time are evident. The defeat of the Hyksos, other Asian powers 
and Nubia marks the rise of the New Kingdom Empire and has consequences in 
various domains of Kemetic life. 

One striking feature of the New Kingdom is the prominence of women in the 
founding of the 18th Dynasty and in the development of the New Kingdom. Grimal 
(1 992, 200-201) notes that Tetisheri, grandmother of King Ahmose, Ahhotep I, his 
mother and Ahmose Nefertari, his queen, all were recipients of ancestor veneration 
and ritual commonly called "cult." Ahhotep I is praised in a stela erected by her 
son, the text of which says: 

Give praises to the Lady of the Land. 
The Mistress of the Islands, 
Exalted in her name in all lands. 
She is one who makes plans for the masses. 
The wife of king and the sister of a sovereign (Life. prosperity and health to her), 
The daughter of a king and the mother of a king. a noble woman, 
A wise woman. 
She has taken care of Kemet. 
She has looked after her soldiers and protected them. 
She has brought back her fugitives. 
She has assembled her deserters. 
She has pacified Upper Egypt. 
And she has suppressed her opponents. 
The royal wife, Ahhotep, Long may she live (Urk IV, 2 1.1 - 17) ! 

Grimal (1992, 201) states that: "this is a clear allusion to the role of the queen 
mother as regent for her son who was too young to rule alone in the fust years of 
his reign." 

Ahmose Nefertari was also a key figure in the founding of the New Kingdom. 
She initiated the office of "God's wife" and was the frst  to hold it, surrendering the 
title Second Prophet to Amen. Grimal (1992, 209) notes that as evidence of her 
popularity and centrality, "She is mentioned in at least fifty private tombs and on 
more than eighty monuments from Thutmose 111 to the end of the Ramessid period 
(the turn of the 1st millennium B c E.) both in eastern and western Thebes." 

Certainly, no other queen was as assertive or as well-known as Hatshepsut who 
also is key to this period and reaffirms the strong presence of women in this 
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Dynasty. For two decades she ruled, establishing her legitimacy in the claim that 
God, Amen, himself fathered her. Thus, she pays homage to Amen, her heavenly 
father, and Thutmose I, her earthly father. She says of Amen: 

He allowed me to rule . . . as a reward. 
He placed my border at the limits of heaven. 
What the sun encircles labors for me. 
He gave it to him who came from him, 
Knowing I would rule it for him. 
I am his daughter in truth, 
Who serves him, who knows what he ordains. 
My reward from my father is life-stability-rule 
On the Horus throne of all the living, like Ra forever (Urk IV, 368.8-369.2) 

It is important to note how Queen Hatshepsut uses the masculine as well as female 
pronoun to refer to herself, apparently reflecting the predominantly male 
conception of rulership (i.e., kingship). Also, note how she bases her rule not 
simply on divine filiation but also on her serving Amen. Finally, during the Amarna 
Period, queens such as Tiye, senior wife of Amenophis 111, and Nefertiti, queen to 
Akhenaten, played prominent roles in both government and religion (Aldred 1988, 
chapter 19). Also, Ankhesenamun, queen of Tutankhamun, appears to have had a 
significant, though brief, role in affairs of state (Aldred 1988, 228-229). 

The importance of these citations on the important role of women in the 18th 
Dynasty speaks to the conception of women in Kemet and points to its implication 
in both a religious and ethical sense. Certainly, one must make a distinction 
between the role and status of royal women and the masses of women to draw any 
objective conclusions about the role and status of women in Kemet. But in the 
fmal analysis, this is still a question of gender in spite of class differences. Thus, 
one can usefully compare the roles and status of women in Kemetic and Kushitic 
society and contrast this with the role and status of women in Greece, Israel and 
nearby western Asian societies in similar time periods (Liiddeckens 1960; Pestman 
196 1; Whale 1989). In this regard, one cannot deny that the legal and social status 
of ancient Egyptian women, was higher than that of women in these contemporary 
contrasting societies (Wenig 1969; Allam 1985; Lesko 1987; Watterson 1991; 
Robbins 1993). And this, of course, has ethical implications. 

A second major factor in the development of the New Kingdom was the 
encounter of Kelnet with the outside world from both a position of disadvantage 
during Hyksos rule and one of advantage during the Empire. The Hyksos' rule was 
never total and the ancient Egyptians retained their sense of cultural superiority. 
Queen Hatshepsut summed up this disdain for the Hyksos as a people, culturally 
and religiously outside the domain of Maat, i.e., the divine order, when she says, 
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I have restored (srwa which was in ruins (wM). 
I have raised up (wsin) that which was damaged (spt), 
When the Asiatics (Hyksos) were in Avaris of the Northland, 
And the foreigners were in the midst of them (i.e.. the Northlanders), 
Overthrowing what had been made, 
While they ruled without Ra. 
He (the Hyksos ruler) did not act by divine conmand until my majesty, 
When I was established and firmly on the throne. 
I was foretold for a period as a born conqueror. 
Now I have come as the sole one of Horus throwing fire against my enemies 
I have removed the abomination of the Great God (bwt nfv jr ). 
And the earth has removed their footprints. 
Such has been the guiding rule (p-vd) of the father of my fathers; 
Who came at his appointed time even, as Ra. 
And there shall never be the destruction of what Amen has conunanded 
(Urk IV, 390.5-391.2; Gardiner 1946, pl. vi.36-42). 

It is interesting to note here that Hatshepsut has committed herself to the classical 
Maatian ethical command to remove evil and restore good in the world. She has 
come to restore what was destroyed by the Hyksos described as people "who ruled 
without Ra . . . , who did not act by divine command." She not only says she 
removed "the abomination of the Great God," but also, in what seems to have been 
in a joint cosmic action, the earth has removed even their footprints. 

This attitude of moral and cultural superiority remains through the Late Period 
where the Greeks in the Demotic Chronicle are called "dogs" and the ruler 
Alexander, "The Great Hound" (Lloyd 198, 33-34). Its ethical implications are 
important and will be discussed under the category of moral conception of and 
concern for the stranger. In spite of this deep-rooted cultural bias so characteristic 
of ancient societies as distinct from racial bias of modem societies, the demands 
and influence of empire also had a positive effect on Kemetic society. As 
Lichtheim (1976:4) points out, the age of empire " . . . fosters a broadening of the 
intellectual horizon." And "the sense of superiority over foreigners while not 
abandoned was mitigated by curiosity and tolerance." Specifically, the intellectual 
horizon is broadened by encounters and exchanges with Nubians, Asians and 
Europeans which lead to civil servants becoming versed in others' cultures and 
languages. It became the mark of an intellectual (sJ, s_h) to know and to 
demonstrate a competence in other languages. 

Moreover, religious thought was also affected by these encounters and 
exchanges. As Breasted (1934,274) points out: 

[wlith the expansion of the Egyptian kingdom into a world-empire, it was 
inevitable that the domain of the God should likewise expand. As the kingdom 
had long since found expression in religion so now the empire was to make a 
powerful impression upon religious thought. 
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Thutrnose I11 was for Breasted the symbol of the age of universalism which the 
empire expressed at "the fxst character of universal aspects in human history, the 
fxst world hero." It is this move toward empire, then, which affected Kemetic 
religious thought and invites a religious understanding which parallels and 
undergirds the new expanded political realities. 

In the many hymns to Amen Ra, we encounter this expanded vision of 
religious understanding, especially in terms of God as the creator of all humankind 
and a God who shows concern for all of what he has created. In the Hymn to 
Amen Ra by the twin brothers, Suti and Hor, these themes are expressed (Urk IV, 
1943-1949). Amen Ra is concerned here with "millions under his care." He is 
"Maker of the earth's yield, Khnum and Amen of humankind, Beneficent Mother of 
divinities and people" and the sole and unique God for whom "every land rejoices" 
and "every day gives praise." In another hymn of the 18th Dynasty, Amen Ra is 
defmed as "Atum who made the people. Who distinguished their natures and made 
them able to live. Who separated the chief colors one from another." 

Moreover, it says that Amen Ra is he "who raised the heaven and laid out the 
earth, who made what is and created what will be" (Gebraut 1874, 20.p1.7, 6-7). 
Finally, in Akhenaten's Great Hymn to Aten, one fmds a reinforcement of this sense 
of universalism in religious understanding (Sandman 1938, 93.7-96.3). Speaking of 
the universal reach and concern of God, it says: 

0 sole God beside whom there is no other, 
You created the world according to your will, you alone, 
All peoples, herds, and flocks, 
All upon earth that go forth on legs, 
All on high that fly on wings, 
The lands of Syria and Kush, and the land of Kemet. 
You give every person his place. 
You provide for his needs. 
Everyone has sustenance. 
His time of life is determined. 
Their tongues differ in speech. 
Their characteristics likewise. 
Their skins are different, 
for you distinguished the peoples. 
You made the Nile in the underworld. 
You bring it when you will to nourish the people. 
For you created them for yourself 
Lord of all who labors for them, 
Lord of all lands who shines for them. 
- - - - - - - - 
You make all distant lands live. 
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You make a heavenly Nile descend for them. 
- - - - - - - - 
How excellent are your ways O Lord of Eternity. 
A Nile from heaven for foreign peoples, 
And the creatures of all lands that walk on legs. 
And for Kemet. the Nile which comes from the underworld 

This hymn expresses both the universalist and humanist worldview of the New 
Kingdom. It defines all peoples as creatures of God, who though they have 
different characters, colors and languages are cared for equally by the Divine. And 
though the Nile is the Divine gift of Kemet, God gives nourishing water to the 
foreigners from the Nile of heaven, i.e., rain. Thus, the empire opens up a new vista 
for human encounter and exchange and the literature reflects and expands this. 

3.1.2 Early Phase: Autobiographies 

One of the earliest autobiographies of the New Kingdom is that of Ahmose, 
crew commander and son of Abana (Urk IV, 1-1 1). Ahmose's autobiography 
resembles early Old Kingdom biographies which are essentially narratives of 
service to the state (i.e., king) and without many direct moral references. It is 
interesting that he identifies himself as son of his mother, Abana, and mentions his 
father, a soldier, later in terms of his serving on his father's ship. As a soldier his 
central virtue is bravery or courage and he recounts how often he is rewarded for it. 
He says of this cardinal virtue "Now the name of a brave man in what he has done. 
It will not perish in the land forever." 

Certainly, also the virtue of trustworthiness as a soldier plays a role in his self- 
presentation though it is implied rather than explicitly stated. He ends his narrative 
by declaring he has reached an old age in favor and love of his lord, i.e., the king, 
both of which are classical points of reference in Maatian ethics. 

Going beyond this basic form of the genre, the major expansion in the 
autobiographies are the eventual central place the divinities assume and "detailed 
visions of a personal afterlife lived in the celestial regions where the gods dwelled" 
(Lichtheim 1992,48). The steward Kares, who served under King Ahmose, defmes 
himself f ~ s t  in terms of service to the queen mother, Ahhotep I, and then declares 
his virtues, saying: 

A man of Maat, preeminent in the Two Lands 
Truly upright, 
Free of lies, 
Overseer of judging, 
Protector of the poor. 
A rescuer of one who does not have one; 
One who causes two men to go forth, 
Satisfied by the utterance of his mouth. 
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Honest like the scales, 
Companion of (the king) who is greeted by name, 
Patient in listening to concerns, 
Like God in his hour. 
Truly the favorite of his Lady, 
One who is advanced by the Lady of the Two Lands (Urk IV, 48.12-49.8). 

Of special note is Kares' self-description as a "man of Maat" which counts as a 
significant variation on moral self-descriptions. Earlier we had encountered only 
Mjrty--a Maatian or righteous person, but here s n Mjrt is introduced. This re- 
flects, of course, Maat not only as a continuing fundamental ground of moral self- 
defmition, but also as a constantly developing moral vision and practice. 

The scribe, Ineni served under three kings, Arnenhotep I, Thutmose I and 
Thutmose 11, before passing in the joint reign of Thutrnose 111 and Hatshepsut. He 
does not use Maat in his moral portrait, but reaffirms the norm of doing what God 
loves and what serves the interests of king and society. He says: 

I speak to you people. 
May you listen and do the good that I have done. 
May you do likewise. 
I spent my lifetime in peace. 
No evil happened to me. 
My years were (spent) in joy. 
I did not quarrel. 
I did not inform (on others). 
I was not petty. 
I did not do evil. 
I was powerful among the powerful. 
I incurred no blame. 
One excellent of heart for his lord, 
Free from slackness, 
One who listened to what his superiors said. 
My heart was not hostile to the great ones of the palace. 
Indeed, I did what the God of my city loves. 
I was free of contention, 
Concerning the matters of God. 
As for one who passes years as one praised, 
His soul shall live with the Lord of the Universe; 
His good name shall be in the mouth of the living 
His memory and spirit shall live to eternity. 
The honored one, chief overseer of the granary of Amen, 

the scribe, Ineni, vindicated (Urk IV, 61.3-62.9) 
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This moral self-presentation invites one to listen to the narrative and emulate 
the good (bw nfr) Ineni has done. It stresses above all discipline in speech, hence 
prohibitions against quarreling, informing on others and blasphemy. It also urges 
listening (sdm), excellence of heart and doing what God loves. In its declarations of 
innocence it prefigures in both form and content the Declarations of Innocence in 
the Book of Coming Forth By Day. 

The autobiographical inscriptions of Paheri, scribe and mayor of Nekheb and 
Innyt, stand out as one of the most complete and inclusive of this period (Urk IV, 
11 1-123; Tylor and Griffith 1894). The text has four basic parts: 1) a standard but 
extended prayer for offering; 2) an extensive vision of the afterlife; 3) a declaration 
of virtue; and 4) a long appeal to the living to recite prayers for offerings. We shall 
concern ourselves essentially with his declaration of virtues. He says: 

I am a noble who was useful to his lord, 
One skilled and free of negligence. 
I walked on the road I had inq~lired about. 
I knew the outcome of life. 
I reckoned the limits in the books, 
The boundaries of all the king's concerns, 
All things that pertained to the palace, 
Like the Nile in its course to the sea. 
My speech was firm in upholding the lord, 
I was fearful of deficiency; 
I was not neglectful in making payments. 
I did not embezzle from the surplus. 
I was guided by my own heart 
On the road of those praised by the king. 
My pen made me renowned, 
It vindicated me among the members of the council. 
I surpassed the nobles. 

My good character raised me high, 
I was summoned as one who is free from what is hatehl. 
If I were placed on the scales, 
I would come out complete, whole, sound. 
I came and went with the same heart. 
I did not lie to another. 
I knew the God which is in people, 
Knowing him I knew this from that. 
I did the tasks as they were ordered, 
I did not confuse the message with the messenger. 
I did not speak with vulgar words, 
I did not converse with people who lacked character. 
I was a model of kindliness, 
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One praised who came praised from the womb. 
The Mayor of Nekheb, Paheri, the justified, 
Son of the tutor of the prince, the scribe Itruri, the justified, 
Born of the Lady Kam, the justified 
(Urk IV, 118.3-120.9). 

Paheri's moral portrait is rich and varied. Especially notable is the well-quoted 
phrase: "I knew God which is in people. Knowing him, I knew this from that" (Urk 
IV, 119.15-17). This reference to the God in people is mentioned earlier in the text 
in which Paheri is describing the after life. He says of life in the beyond: 

You wake gladly every day 
All afflictions are removed . . . 
You cross eternity in joy 
In the favor of God which is in you ( m  hswt rzfr imy, / )  
(Urk IV, 11 7.9-12). 

This refers to one's heart which is the seat of consciousness and moral sensitivity. It 
represents the divine presence in humans and is as Paheri says a guide, a source of 
character and success. 

Later on in the Late Period Pahebhor will say the Divine has "placed the heart 
hidden in the body for the right measure of its owner" (AEL 111, 188). Here it is 
taught in the context of the virtue of balance and the heart becomes the Divine's 
way to insure rational and emotional choices which reflect balance. Moreover, in 
this period, the heart is also portrayed as an ally or enemy in the post-mortem 
judgment, depending upon whether one has lived a Maatian or isfetic life. Although 
the heart has been a central feature of Maatian moral discourse since the end of the 
Old Kingdom, it plays a progressively larger role in the course of the history of 
Maatian ethics. 

Also, Paheri's moral vocabulary and conceptualization is expansive: he is 
serviceable (@), free of negligence (Sw m mht-ib), fearful of deficiency ( s n  hr  _hrf 
&f) and a model of kindness (inw wh3-ib). He also tells us he does not speak vulgar 
words or converse with people without character. This is obviously an important 
text in the development of ethical thought in Kemet and reflects a significant 
growth of the ways to express moral consciousness and understanding. 

Even more expansive in moral vocabulary and conceptualization is the 
autobiography of Intef, herald and governor under Thutmose I11 (Urk IV, 964- 
975). A lengthy moral self-presentation, Inters declaration of virtue, reflects both a 
reaffmation of moral values held in the Middle Kingdom and a clear expansion of 
moral ideals in the 18th Dynasty. This extensive list of moral claims and concerns 
include the following virtues. 
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t 3  ib 
rfi-ib wrt 
w3h ib r sdm 
Sw m is$ 
rk3-ib 
nn grg i m j  
tr 'n 
sdm sprt, f' 
sj'n kb srf' 
tm (mhy) hr m3? 
tms h r f r  dd mTt 
mkh3 r grg 
hs sw m irt bw rnF 
tnz jni hm.n,f' 

r rk.n,f 
p_hr nz s3 n13~t 
Sw m rdit hr gs 
smjr _hnu n nzjrty 
(zd r& hr r&wf 
mrw n13r 
it nmh 
s h w  n t f i z  
mwt sn_d 
ibw n 3t 
mh? mn 
ndty n 3r ?tr Lztf 

in wsr r f  
hi n _hh.d 
nlzt n tjn 

st htp n rmw 
Izr 'w r:j' iw 1.h~ im,f' 
hssw rf'hr WLf' 
dw3 n:f rnw Nlr 

n-.t-n nznh(w) 
nhhw n f s n b  rn_h 

in rng nbt 

sharp-minded 
greatly perceptive 
patient in listening 
free of evil 
upright 
without falsehood 
respectful of the pleasant person 
hearer of his petition 
kind to both the cool and hot person 
not (neglectfill) concerning Maat 
turning his face to the speaker of Maat 
turning his back to the liar 
one who turns here and there to do Maat 
not distinguishing one he does not 

know from one he knows 
searching after Maat 
free from partiality 
vindicating the just 
punishing the guilty for his guilt 
servant of the needy 
father of the poor 
guide of the orphan 
mother of the timid 
shelter for the battered 
guardian of the sick 
advocate of one who is deprived 
of his property by one stronger than he 
husband of the widow 
refuge for the orphan 
place of peace for the weeping 
one over whom those who know him re,joice 
indeed one praised because of his character 
one for whom the kind thank God 

becalm of his excellence 
one for whom all the people pray 
for his health and life 
(Urk IV, 970.4-972.14). 

Inters declaration of virtues begin with concern for moral and social knowledge. 
As shown below in Chapter VI on Maatian Anthropology, knowledge is at the 
center of the Maatian moral project. It is central to both what Intef calls "pphr m-s: 
mTt," searching after Maat, i.e., truth, justice and rightness generally, and to 
explaining and correcting isfetic behavior. Clearly the care and responsibility for 
the vulnerable has been a long-standing concern in Maatian discourse and practice, 
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and Intef has both reaffmed and expanded Maatian concepts in this regard. 
Concepts such as mother of the timid, shelter for the battered or oppressed, refuge 
for the orphan and servant of the needy are examples of an expanded and expansive 
moral vocabulary. 

Intef attributes his Maatian practice, consequent development and flourishing 
to his heart as did Paheri. Like Paheri, Intef sees his heart as "a god in every body." 
He says: 

It was my heart that made me do this as it guided me, 
It was for me an effective instructor 
And I did not disobey what it said 
For I was afraid of straying from its guidance. 
I flourished greatly because of it, 
I excelled through what it caused me to do, 
And became excellent by its guidance. 
A god it is who is in every body. 
Blessed is one whom it guides to the good way of acting. 
Lo I was one who acted thusly 
(Urk IV, 974.1-1 1). 

Finally, the Installation of the Prime Minister text, in this period, as noted 
above, is key to the concept of Maatian leadership. As it has been discussed above, 
I will cite only those direct uses of Maat as justice. This text is from the tomb of 
Rekhmira who served as prime minister under Thutmose I11 (Urk IV, 1087-1093; 
Davies 1973b, 84-88, pls. xiv-xv). Maat is first used in the text as a caution against 
being so eager to avoid being falsely called partial, you deny justice to relatives or 
by extension those close. This, the king says in his instructions, is in excess of 
justice (hr hjwpw hr mjrt) (Urk IV, 1089.15). 

The Instructions conclude with several references to Maat as justice. The text 
says: 

Lo, the respect of an official is that he does Maat. 
- - - - - - - - 
Lo, you succeed in office by doing justice (Maat). 
Lo, doing justice (Maat) is what is wanted in the action 

of the prime minister. 
Lo, he is its true guardian since (the time of) God. 
Lo, what one says of the prime minister's chief scribe. 
"Scribe ofjustice" (Maat) one says of him. 
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He who does justice (Maat) before all people, 
He is the prime minister 
(Urk IV:1091.7; Urk IV:1091.13-1092.5; Urk IV:1092.8). 

Although, I have translated Maat here as justice, it obviously can also mean truth, 
balance or other virtues which collectively or individually translate as rightness or 
righteousness. Nevertheless, it is a fitting description of the prime minister to say he 
is one "who does justice for all the people" and that the respect of an official lies in 
his doing justice. This, of course, is a reaffumation of the centrality of Maat as both 
a moral and political standard of rightness and the good. 

3.1.3 The Amarna Period: Autobiographies 

The rise of Amenhotep IV to power in the 18th Dynasty, his changing of his 
faith and of his name to Akhenaton to reflect this change, and his discarding the 
existing religious system with the Great God and many divinities mark a significant 
point in ancient Egyptian religious history and Maatian ethics (Hornung 2001; 
Assmann 1997, 168-92; Aldred 1988; Redford 1984). Given the radical character 
of the changes, there are various interpretations about the status of Maat in the 
Amarna period and an ongoing debate on the presence or absence of an ethics in 
Amama. 

Breasted (1934, 292) posed Akhenaton's experiment as essentially a 
universalistic and naturalistic religion whose founder "was a 'God-intoxicated' man 
whose mind responded with lnarvelous sensitiveness and discernment to the visible 
evidence of God about him." Thus, it was "a gospel of beauty and beneficence of 
the natural order, a recognition of the message of nature to the soul of man" 
(Breasted, 1934, 294). It was also a universalism which had implications for Kemet 
internally and externally (see Gestoso, 1992; Cohen and Westbrook 2000). 
Moreover, the texts reveal that Maat is still central to Akhenaton as expressed in 
his name which contains Maat, his calling Amarna, the seat of Maat, and his 
continuing recognition of Ra as the author of Maat (Breasted 1934, 300). 

Bonnel (1990, 72) agrees with Breasted, contending that the Amarna 
experiment was "based on revelation given through nature and interpreted in royal 
teachings . . . ." Thus, he concludes, that this new religion "neglected ethical 
teachings in favor of a religious naturalism based on beauty instead of 
righteousness." The problem here, of course, is that such a contention excludes the 
possibility that both beauty and righteousness or rightness were taught and meant as 
Maat. In fact, beauty and good are intimately l~nked in Kemet as well as other 
Afiican cultures. For example in Swahili, Zulu and ancient Egyptian, the words 
uzuri, ubuhle and nfvw mean both goodness and beauty for each culture 
respectively. Thus, conceptually, the aesthetic and moral are often linked and the 
good becomes beautiful as the beautiful is seen as good. This interrelationship can 
be seen in Amen Ra's speech to Hatshepsut concerning the temple she has built for 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: New Kingdom to the Late Period 8 9 

him at Deir el Bahari (Urk IV, 297). The text records Amen Rats thanking 
Hatshepsut for building the temple, saying: 

My heart is greatly pleased 
I have appeared in glory to see your beauty 
You bring offerings and cool water and your hands are pure (Urk. IV. 297.5-9). 

First, his description of her as beautifid includes both her ritual and moral purity 
signified by his describing her as having "clean hands-wrb rwy." Moreover, her 
beauty is also defmed by both her having built the temple and now serving him 
ritually with libation and offerings, which is also a moral act. In fact, Paheri as 
quoted above, says "anyone bending his arms (in offering, prayers, libation) will be 
acting according to Maat" (Urk IV, 121.12). Thus, ritual practice such as this is 
called "doing good-irt bw nfr" for both God and humans by Lady Ta-Aset 
(Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 191.J4) and is a standard moral and spiritual goodness 
in other texts (Vemus 1976). 

Furthermore, in her great Inscription on Punt, Hatshepsut reveals again the llnk 
between the good and the beautiful. She says: 

I am adding to what was formerly done. 
I will cause it to be said by posterity 
How beautiful is this which has happened because of her, 
Because I was so excellent for him. 
My heart is set on what he has ordained (Urk IV, 550.7-1 1). 

Thus, Hatshepsut has again revealed the link between the beautihl and the good by 
describing her good deeds as beautiful. In this regard, then, doing good and being 
beautiful are mutually implicative and inseparable. 

Finally, it is Breasted (1934, 295) who pointed out correctly that the spirit of 
Amarna links "beauty and beneficence of nature" and "was at the same time deeply 
sensitive to the life of nzan and to human relations . . . ." What is key in this 
interrelatedness is, of course, the concept of Maat which not only unites the divine, 
social and natural, but expresses and grounds an order which is both a moral and 
aesthetic good. Thus, then, Maat spoken of in the Amama texts is not simply truth, 
justice, propriety, harmony, balance, reciprocity and order and principles of 
rightness, but of beauty also as the praise poems to the Divine and the created order 
so aesthetically attest (Murnane 1995; Sandman 1938). 

Anthes (1952) concludes in his important study that Maat is essentially the 
concept of truth without ethical content, but iabkar (1954, 94) building on Anthes' 
(1952) work, concludes differently. He maintains that "Maat is the unifying force 
of the whole Amama world. It represents the physical forces of nature, moral and 
ethical life, duties, prayers, administration, right and truth." And in fact, although in 
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the Amarna period the conception of Maat is clearly unique in some ways, it is not 
totally different from other periods in ancient Egyptian history (Assmann 1983a). 
As Tobin (1989, 86) states, " . . . the Amama concept of Maat, although somewhat 
abstract and certainly no longer a mythic symbol, was not so far removed from 
traditional thought of Egyptian mythic systems." Therefore, as Van de Walle 
(1979, 357) states, in the Amarna period, ". . . le lien moral qui unit le dieu, le roi 
et le fidele est la Maat" ["The moral link which unites the God, the king and the 
believer is Maat"]. For it is the ground and expression of an integrated order of 
being which is both good and beautifid. 

What is key here then is that Maat is essentially an integrative concept which 
finds expression at the very inception of ancient Egyptian theology and cosmology. 
Therefore, I tend to disagree with Shirun-Grumach (1985, 365-367) in her 
argument that the Amarna stress on Maat as an integrative principle "of every 
element in the world, . . . a common feature of every phenomenon in the world" is a 
new concept. For from the beginning, Maat "was the cosmic force of harmony, 
order, stability and security, coming down fiom the frst  creation as an organizing 
quality of created phenomena . . . " (Wilson 1956, 48; CT 80). And it is this 
"organizing quality" of creation, that is the integrative principle, Maat, which 
Shirun-Grumach considers as a new concept in the Amarna Period. 

Also, I do not concede without reservations Shirun-Grumach's contention that 
Maat is a more abstract and less metaphorical concept in the Amarna period than 
previously conceived. My reservations revolve around two major issues: 1) the 
presence of metaphorical language throughout the Amama texts; and 2) the 
apparent assumption that the presence of abstractions represents an episteinological 
shift rather than possibly an intellectual preference or contextual stress. 

When Ay says of Akhenaton, "he placed Maat in my body diJmjrt m bt it' 
(Sandman 1938, 91.18), he could be saying several things, all rooted in the 
historical conception of Maat as an ethical concept and practice. Having it placed 
in one's body is another metaphorical way of absorbing and assimilating Maat 
which is also assimilated metaphorically through its being "eaten" (wnm) or 
"drunk" (sbi, brbr, swr) in other texts. Also, although truth is abstract in one sense 
here, in another sense it is concrete, for it refers to the instructions (sbjyt) of the 
king. Thus, to place truth in the body could be justifiably translated as teaching 
truth to somebody. All this depends, of course, on translating Maat as truth in this 
phrase. But it could just as well be translated as he placed righteousness in my 
body-a more inclusive moral concept which implies truth, justice, order and other 
cardinal virtues. Therefore, when Tutu (Sandman 193 8, 77.1-2) declares his moral 
innocence by saying bw SspJk: n grg r dr mTty n rd3, "I did not accept the reward 
of 'wrong' to suppress the righteous for the wrongdoer," he is not talking simply 
about falsehood and truth. Rather he is using "grg" as a metaphor for wrongness in 
general as he uses "mFty" as righteous in a similar general way. 

This use of "grg" or lying and falsehood as a metaphor for disorder, injustice 
and wrong in general appears also in the Middle Kingdom text, the Book of 
Khunanpu. Here Khunanpu lists as one of the five basic characteristics of the 
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Maatian ruler as "shtm gvg," a destroyer of falsehood (Khunanpu, B1, 67). And 
throughout his discourse on Maat, he defines falsehood as one of the cardinal evils 
which are corrosive and destructive of the moral order, i.e., Maat. Such falsehood 
violates the communicative ground as much as the failure to listen and respond 
actively and appropriately (@). As untruthfulness, then, falsehood is not simply 
deception but the presence of evil and disorder in the moral community. And as 
evil and disorder, it is a challenge to the moral order and thus must be driven out so 
that Maat can return to its place, as the texts teach. In this regard, Bonnel (1990, 
83, n 26), is correct in his assertion that in the Amama texts "truth had not only the 
modem meaning of correspondence to reality but also the meaning of 
righteousness." And by this same logic, "gvg" as the opposite of Maat, truth, can 
also mean not simply irreality or failure to correspond to reality but also, as I have 
argued above, unrighteousness. 

It is my contention, then, that the Amarna period does express an ethics-ne 
which is less expressive than the classical ethical discourse, but nevertheless 
present. The texts are comparatively small in number but there are those cited 
above in part as well as others. There is constant reference to Akhenaton and his 
teachings (sbjyt) which are also called "sb3yt rn_h" (teachings of life, Lebenlehre), a 
basic concept used in Maatian ethics from Ptahhotep to the Late Period. 

In the autobiographical inscriptions of the nobleman, Tutu, we find ethical 
concerns and claims similar to those throughout Kemetic history. He says: 

I did not do what my majesty hates. 
My abomination is falsehood [grg) in my body. 
For it is the great abomination of Wanra [Akhenaton) 
To his majesty I presented Maat. 
For I know he lives by it. 
You are Ra who begat Maat. 
You appointed me as hereditary noble, 
For my voice was not raised in the house of the king. 
My stride was not broad in the palace, 

And I did not accept the reward of falsehood 
To repress the righteous person for the sake of the wrongdoer. 
But I did justice (Maat) for the sake of the 
king, doing what he conmanded of me (Sandman 1938, 76.16-77.2) 

Thus, all these ethical claims fit within the classic framework of Maatian ethics- 
the hatred of falsehood (grg), the presenting of Maat (srvt mjrt), the contention that 
the king loves and lives by Maat and the virtues of self-control and humbleness. 

In a similar vein, the divine father, Ay, expresses an ethics well within a 
traditional framework also. He says: 
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I am truly upright, free of greed. 
My name reached the palace for serving the king. 
For hearing his teachings and practicing his law, 
Without conhsing words or lacking character (Urk IV, 1997.13-16) 

Again, these declarations of virtues are part and parcel of the ethical teachings of 
the prior periods and thus in this case, r ea f fm continuity in concept and practice. 

Again, even though the Amarna period represents a new development on the 
one hand, on the other hand, it also represents continuity (Anthes 1952; Assmann 
1983a; Redford 1984; Aldred 1988). Assmann (1983a) notes correctly that much 
of what Akhenaton develops already is present in the new theology surrounding 
Amen Ra. But this represents an additive development, not a wholly disaffmative 
one. In other words, development can be and often is in ancient Egyptian culture 
more addition than negation, more affirmation than disaffmation. And as noted 
above, this has led to external observers seeing contradictions where the ancient 
Egyptians saw none. Therefore, my contention is that in Amarna and certainly in 
the immediate period preceding Amarna, there is not so much an epistemological 
shift from metaphorical ways of knowing and explicating to an abstract mode as 
there is a different intellectual and contextual preference. This is perhaps even 
clearer with Akhenaton and his immediate followers, than with the average 
Egyptians who seem never to have really accepted Akhenaton's doctrine and 
quickly returned to or began again to practice openly the traditional teachings. 

3.1.4 The Restoration 

Nothing is more defmitive of the restoration of the fonner established order 
after Akhenaton than Tutankhamun's Restoration Inscription (Urk IV, 2025-2032; 
Bennet 1939) and Neferhotep's Hymn to Ra as the Lord of Maat (Davies 1973, pl. 
xxxvii). Tutankhamun describes Akhenaton's reign as a reign of disorder (isft) as 
distinct from a reign of Maat saying: 

The temple of the male divinities and the female divinities were desolate, 
From Elephantine (The First Cataract) as far as the marshes of the Delta. 
. . . Their holy places were abandoned and had become overgrown tracts. 
Their sanctuaries were like they had never been before. 
And their houses were trampled. 
The land was in an evil state, 
And as for the divinities, they had forsaken the land 

But King Tutankhamun describes himself as "a good ruler" who has done excellent 
things" for his father Amen. Indeed, "he drove out disorder (is$) from the Two 
Lands and Maat is frmly in its place. He made lying (grg) an abomination and the 
land is as it was at the frst  time (sp py)" (Urk IV, 2026.15-19). 
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Neferhotep, the chief scribe of Amen, gives us an excellent praise poem to Ra 
as Lord of Maat, reaffirming Maat's centrality and expansiveness. He (Davies 
1973a, pl. xxxvii) says: 

O Ra who sets with Maat, 
Maat is united with his brow. 
O Ra who rises with Maat, 
Maat is satisfied with his goodness. 
0 Ra, effective through Maat, 
Maat is established in his bark. 
O Ra mighty through Maat, 
He lives by it daily. 
0 Ra who engendered Maat, 
And to whom one offers Maat: 
You placed Maat within my heart 
That I may raise her up to your ka. 
I know you live by her, 
And it is you who made her body. 
I am upright and one free of lies, 
One who does not practice deception. 
O divinities, lords of the two Maats, 
May you receive the scribe of Amun, Neferhotep, 
The vindicated, in peace, in peace. 

Ra, then, remains the creator of Maat and the one to whom one offers Maat. Here, 
Maat is reaffirmed as the foundation of both the world order and ethical thought 
and practice. It is, Neferhotep says, placed in the heart and then raised up and 
returned to Ra continuously. 

3.1.5 The Ramessid Period 

3.1.5.1 Introduction: Piety and Ethics 

The Ramessid period in the New Kingdom was introduced as the age of piety 
by Breasted (1934, 303ff). Although Erman coined the term "personliche 
Frommigkeit" in his work Denksteine aus der thebunischen Graberstadt (191 I) ,  it 
was Breasted (1934, chap. xvi) who gave the age its name and made it a standard 
Egyptological reference. Gum (1916) in his article, "The Religion of the Poor," 
discussed four of the texts in Erman's collection of eleven. It is these four texts 
which were found at a workman's village of Deir El-Medina and which have 
become the subject of so much debate and discussion (Tosi 1988). These texts are 
one of Nebra (KRI III,653ff), two of Neferabu (KRI 111,771ff and 772ff) and one 
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of Huy (KRI 111, 795). There is also a similar text by one Ken (KRI 111, 687). What 
is so engaging to Egyptologists about these texts is that they show expressions of 
penitence, which were not as evident in previous literature. But as Griffiths (1988) 
states concerning Gunn's article, "it is unfortunate in its suggestion that this age had 
an exclusive right to be so." For " 'personal piety' certainly appeared in other ages." 
In spite of this, however, there are definite changes in this period which merit 
attention and study. 

First, there is the so-called democratization of access to what was considered 
royal prerogatives by the ordinary person. This process is a debated one and 
Assmann (1 989a, 73) asserts that he prefers to call the process, not democratization 
of the access to immortality, the ba and Osirian status, but rather demotization. As 
he (2002,48) explained in a later work, this means the spread and impact of written 
culture, a process which began in the Old Kingdom. Finnestad (1989b, 92) argues 
that "the term of 'democratization' appears to be somewhat misleading, as it 
concentrates too heavily on the individual person--democracy being a concept that 
stresses equal rights and privileges for all individuals, while it is rather the 
collective dimension of a person which is brought into focus by the category 
pharaoh." Given this, "the acquisition of pharaonic attributes must be understood 
with reference to this social identity and the kind of life connected with it." In a 
word, Finnestad concludes, "it is not so much an acquisition of royal privileges by 
everyone," but a partaking in "the social identity of the Egyptian community" and 
thus gaining access to the post-mortem life as part of a community. This, in part, 
reflects a communitarian view of Kemetic society rather than an individualistic one 
and thus, fits well within the conceptual framework of this work. The difference, 
however, is that it is my contention that there is not so much a partaking in the 
social identity but an expandedparticipation in it. 

Also Sorensen (1989) suggests that the so-called democratization process was 
a continuous process fiom the Old Kingdom on, evidence of which was restricted 
due to decorum. This restrictive decorum becomes even less inhibiting in the First 
Intermediate Period and the Middle Kingdom where Sorensen (1989, 114) argues 
"there is no textual mark of royal status in tenns of divine access," i.e., "no limits to 
the use of royal funerary texts." There remained some limitation to private divine 
access, however, but we witness here, Sorensen contends, the evolution of a new 
religious status and practice of the ordinary person. In the New Kingdom in the 
Ramessid Period, there are for the frst  time numerous scenes of ordinary persons 
worshipping their God face to face and an increase in personal piety. And the 
widespread use of The Book of Coming Forth By Day represents an important 
popular access to and understanding of central religious texts and their use. There- 
fore, Sorensen (1989, 122) concludes, "viewed in the light of the broader socio- 
cultural process . . . such expressions of personal devotion and personal religious 
experience are better taken as an aspect of increased divine access" [emphasis 
mine]. In a word, "the process did not tend to make people more religious, but 
rather to deconstruct traditional bonds between religion and the central structure of 
Egyptian society." 
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In this context, also there is then an increase in piety, i.e., more turning toward 
God for answers, comfort and grounding. But more defmitive than this increased 
reference to God, as Griffiths (1988, 99) notes, is the increase in confessional 
literature with its attention to evil done, resultant suffering and repentance and 
healing. The Ramessid period, therefore, does develop an ethics informed by an 
increased expression of piety. The chief sculptor, Userhat, offers a paradigmatic 
example of this, linking right-doing with reference to the Divine. Previously such 
links were made but not as often or in as many ways. Note how Userhat begins with 
an appeal to the Divine and ends with a declaration of loyalty to the Divine. He 
says: 

0 divinities of Abydos, lords of life on earth, 
Who hate lies and wrongdoing and live by Maat: 
I am ajust person who acts on your water. 
I did not unite in heart with the one of evil character. 
I did not follow the path of hostility. 
I did not converse with the loud-voiced. 
My abomination is the tumult of his words, and 
I did not assent to anything he said. 
I know what my God hates, 
And 1 act on the water of his command (KRI I, 361.5-8). 

Lichtheim (1992, 67) has pointed out that there is in the Ramessid auto- 
biographies a clear connection between the authors' discourse on "right-doing and 
their hope for recognition and reward in the here after." Added evidence of this 
may be found in the inscriptions of the craftsmen and workmen at Deir El-Medina 
(KRI 111, 576ff) who, like the craftsman Karo (KRI VII, 410-41 l), prayed for "a 
good burial after old age, landing in the desert of the praised ones, in the great west 
of Thebes" (KRI VII, 4 1 1.1-2). 

One can also see in this period the increased personalization of relations with 
the Divine. In his autobiography the chief sculptor, Huyshery (KRI I, 332-333), 
seems to speak of Maat as a personal goddess ( n p )  rather than simply as a principle 
(KRI I, 332.16ff). In fact, there is a merger of the two concepts, i.e., Maat as a 
divine power (or goddess) and as an ethical norm. Thus, he says: 

I say to you, people of the future 
Who will come into being after me. 
I was one who was excellent, cool - 
Who put Maat in his heart 
Without neglecting its practice. 
Since I left the womb it was joined to my heart - - - 
For I know my God is pleased with it. 
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He lives by it every day. 
So says one who is virtuous and truly upright, 
And one who did not associate with [the evildoer] 
(KRI 1; 332.16-333.1-2). 

Gardiner (1964b,7), however, provides a Ramessid letter which contains a 
declaration of virtue reflecting back to an earlier period when one defmed oneself 
in socially ethical terms of relations and practice (see also Israeli 1985). The scribe 
Hori says: "I shall be buried in Abydos in the abode of my father. For I am the son 
of truth (Maat) in the city of the Lord of truth (Maat)" (Gardiner 1964b,12). But his 
moral self-presentation is one which is rooted more in social ethics than in 
theological ethics. Thus, he says: 

Hori, the scribe, selective in thought, 
Patient in giving advice 
One at whose utterance people rejoice when they are heard. 
One who assesses himself, who is skilled in wisdom. 
One who is clean of headmind because of these (qualities). 
He is self-controlled. 
One who is beloved in the hearts (of people) and is not opposed. 
People want to make friends with him and do not dislike him. 
All that goes forth from his mouth is steeped in honey. 
Hearts are refreshed by it as if by medicine. 

His friend scribe Amenomope is described as: 

Noble of heart, goodly of qualities, adept in knowledge, 
Beloved of all men, beautiful to him who beholds his charm, 
like a flower of the marshes in the heart of others . . . 
Patient of heart, loving mankind, rejoicing at deeds ofjustice (Maat). 
He turns his back upon iniquity (Gardiner 1964b, 6, 7). 

In conclusion, then, the expansion of expression of piety in the Ramessid period is 
clear, especially in terms of prayers of penitence. But the autobiographies, while 
containing this emphasis on piety in many cases, still reflect similar emphases kom 
former times. Therefore, again, one has both change and continuity. 

The two New Kingdom Sebait of Ani and Amenomope demonstrate a similar 
synthesis of wisdom and piety and of continuity and change (Suys 1935; Grumach 
1972; Quack 1994). The Sebait of Ani seems to have been composed in the 18th 
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Dynasty whereas the Sebait of Amenomope is usually assigned to the Ramessid 
period. Also, the Sebait of Ani is not aristocratic in its views and values and 
perhaps, reflects a growing middle class' appropriation and use of once exclusively 
aristocratic and royal forms of instructions as legacy. It combines traditional themes 
with an innovative addition of a dialog between father and son on the possibilities 
and problems of Sebaitic instruction and the teachability of humans. 

Ani begins with advice on marriage and having children and then proceeds to 
instructions in piety. His teachings are expansive and thus include numerous topics 
in addition to the ones cited above. These include moral virtues such as filial 
responsibility, especially for one's mother, sexual discipline, truthfulness, following 
tradition, respect for elders, learning, shaping one's character and building 
righteous friendship as well as other central values. 

The moral vocabulary of Ani is basically similar to that of the historical moral 
discourse in Maatian ethics and often uses polarities to teach Maatian thought and 
behavior. Included in this vocabulary of moral polarities are: 

bit nfr 
bijt bin 
dd in yl ndnz 
smi snw 
bt: 
m ty 
d w  - 
'd: 
hnms 
'rk 
swg: 
hlty mrw 

good character 
evil character 
speak sweetly 
noxious speech 
crime 
upright 
evil 
malice 
friendliness, friendship 
wise 
foolish 
the loving heart 

The ancient value of gr (silence, self-control) is taught in Ani also, as well as the 
value of following the way, path or tradition (w3t). This category w:t is also used in 
the phrase w:t nt 'nh (way of life) or w3t nt n p  (way of God) as is the case in the 
Sebait of Amenomope and the autobiographies of the Late Period, i.e., Petosiris 
and the Lady Tahabet. 

For the most part in h i ,  the word Maat and its adjectival or participial forms 
are not used. Instead the words mty (upright) and mtyt (uprightness) are used. There 
is, however, use of m3' in the passage: 

Choose as a friend one who is upright (mty) and true (nz39 

And if your uprightness (mtyt) equals his, 
your friendship will be balanced (Ani V, 7-9). 
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The second use of Maat in Ani is in the fonn of mTtyw, the righteous. It is 
used in an instruction concerning not responding to an attacker but leaving him to 
God-a concept reaffmed in the Sebait of Amenomope. The passage reads: 

Speak pleasantly and you will be loved 
Never seek vengeance against one who wrongs you. 
Nor make preparations afterward. 
It is God who judges the righteous. 
(As for the aggressor) his fate comes and carries him away ( h i  VII, 1 1-1 2) 

Therefore, the category Maat, although central to the moral conception and 
instruction in this Sebait, is not mentioned. This, as repeated above, is a regular 
occurrence, for the presence of the category itself is not as important as the corpus 
of moral values and moral vision which Maat undergirds and informs. And 
certainly, Ani contains standard moral values of the Maatian tradition. 

The Sebait of Amenomope is one of the most, if not the most, discussed Sebait 
(Grumach 1972; Budge 1924; Williams 1962). This is f ~ s t  due to its apparent shift 
from an essentially social ethical emphasis to a predominant emphasis on internal 
moral development and piety. Thus, the historical stress on prosperity, achievement 
and human possibility does not play as large a role in the Sebait of Amenomope as 
in that of Ptahhotep. Still, however, there is continuing concern for the vulnerable, 
instructions against falsehood, force, cheating and deception, and stress on coolness 
of character vs. hotheadedness, the importance or being loved and the continuing 
promise, "Do good and you will prosper-ir n z  ph.k wnw" (17,s). A second 
reason that Amenomope is discussed so much is its obvious contribution to the 
literature of ancient Israel, in particular, the Hebrew Book of Proverbs (Williams 
1962; Breasted 1934). And thirdly, it is also much discussed in the context of a 
possibility of shift in the relevance of Maat and the "free will of God" (Brunner 
1963; Assmann 1990, 252ff; Lichtheim l992,99fQ. 

The word Maat appears twice also in full form in Amenomope. But it appears 
several times in adjectival or participial form, most importantly in the introduction 
of the moral category grw mjr-gem maa, the truly self-controlled, which is one of 
the most important moral categories in Maatian ethical thought. The category is 
introduced in Chapter IV to contrast with the unrestrained or hot-tempered man 
(Smm) which is elsewhere contrasted with the cool person (kb). Chapter 4 reads: 

Now the unrestrained man in the temple, 
He is like a tree growing in a garden. 
In a brief moment, its leaves fall off. 
It reaches its end in the woodshop. 
It is floated far from its place. 
And fire becomes its burial ground. 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: New Kingdom to the Late Perrod 

Now the self-mastered person sets himself apart. 
He is like a tree grown in a meadow. 
It grows green, it doubles its harvest. 
It stands before its owner. 
Its fruit is sweet; its shade is pleasant. 
And it reaches its end among (other) trees (4, 1-12). 

It is important to note here that gu suggests not simply silence but self-control. 
Likewise, Srnrn refers to not simply a hot-tempered person but a person who lacks 
control. As Marzal(1965, 3 1) states: 

con estos terminos, 'silencio' y 'acalorado,' describe, pues, el autor dos cualidades 
morales y estado de Slnimo: la pasibn incapaz de dominarse y el equilibrio 
ecuanime. 

[with these terms, 'silence' and 'heated,' then, the author describes two moral 
qualities and states of mind: passion incapable of controlling itself and serene 
equanimity.] 

However, he believes this stress on self-mastery is essentially control of speech, 
but, in fact, it is inclusive, referring to self-control in all areas. 

The two direct uses of  the word Maat occur in the 19th and 20th chapter, the 
last of  which is the most discussed. In the 19th chapter, Amenomope uses Maat to  
teach truthhlness, in this case, in court. Thus he says "do not enter court . . . and 
falsify your speech" (20, 8-9). Rather: "Speak truth before the magistrate" (20,14). 
This, of course, is in a broader sense an instruction to speak truth in the world, but 
in a particular sense, it is teachings about not bearing false witness in a judicial 
context (Grumach 1972, 137ff). 

The last and what has evolved as the most-discussed direct use of  Maat is 
again in the context ofjudicial justice. The preceding passages are: 

Do not confuse a person in a court of law. 
Nor set aside the just person who is right (ndr0i). 
Do not incline toward the well-dressed man, 
And reject the one in rags. 
Don't accept the gift of a powerful person, 
Nor oppress the weak for his sake. (20, 2 1-2 1, 4) 
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Then comes the famous passage: 

Now, Maat is the great gift of God. ir mZrtj3t r3t n n p  
He gives it to whom he wishes (2 1, 5-6). diLfsw n m r j  

It is from this passage that Brunner (1963, 109) comes to the conclusion that: 1) the 
free will of God included unpredictable and arbitrary interventions, and 2) that with 
this passage, the thinking in former Sebaitic literature was set aside (aufgehoben). 
In his more recent volume on wisdom literature, however, he (1988, 56fQ has 
somewhat modified his views to respond to Gamot's (1963) concerns about such a 
strong stance at the expense of complexity and synthesis. Assmann (1989a; 1989b, 
72ff; 1990, 252ff) has supported Brunner's view and has labelled this shift the 
"Ausgange aus der Ma'at," the end of Maat. He describes the change as one: 

von Weisheit als Einsicht in den immanenten Richtungsinn des 'Geschenden' (i.e., 
kpnut) zur Weisheit als Einsicht in die Abhangigkeit des Menschen vom Willen 
Gott. 

[from wisdom as insight into the immanent direction of events to wisdom 
as insight into the dependence of humans on the will of God.] 

In a word, "The idea of Maat stands or falls so to speak on the self-regulating 
immanence of an order which lies in the nature of things." Thus, "[wlhen the will of 
God replaces this order, Maat vanishes (verschwinden)" (Assmann 1990,252). 

Certainly, there is an increased reference to and reliance on God expressed in 
the New Kingdom, especially in Ramessid literature. This, of course, is nowhere 
clearer than in the Book of Amenomope which argues that one should not seek a 
protector from those who injure you among humans but rather should: 

Settle down in the arms of God hnzs.n.k. r 5vyp3 ntr 
And your silence (or self-control) iw p3y. k gr hdb. w 

will overthrow them (22, 7-8) . 

God seems now to intervene more often and Maat, the natural law operative in the 
world, is revised in part in conception. This represents a development which 
continues into the Late Period and adds the extra dimension of concern for fate 
(Otto 1954; Lichtheim 1983; Brunner 1963). Moreover, Amenomope argues the 
fallibility of humans and the perfection of God saying: 

God is ever in his perfection. wn pl: njl- m n3y: j'mn_h 
Man is ever in his inadequacy iw p3 s m rz3yfwh3 
(19, 14-15). 
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Therefore, he concludes, you should strive for self-control and strive for internal 
development. Moreover, he says: "The heartlmind of a man is a gift of God. 
Beware of neglecting it" (i.e., its cultivation) (24,4-5). It is in this process and 
achievement that one will see the value of speaking truth and doing justice, 
especially for the vulnerable. Such Maatian practice, he asserts, will be found to be 
a way of life (w3t n rnh) (16,s) which brings peace of mind and spiritual grounding. 
Thus, evidence of increased piety and anticipated intervention of God is found 
here. 

In this regard, one recognizes E. Otto's (1954), H. Brunner's (1963) and Jan 
Assmann's (1989a, 1989b, 1990) contributions in noting the changes in the 
development of the concept of Maat between the Old Kingdom and Late Period. 
Like Brunner and Assmann, Otto in his work on the Late Period autobiographical 
inscriptions, identified a change from the classical conception of the correlation 
between action and its consequences as one which resembled the natural law of 
reciprocity to one of giving preference to the will of God in human life. However, 
while recognizing evidences of such changes, there is also evidence of continuity 
and thus support for the idea that Brunner, Otto and Assmann might have over- 
stated their cases. Garnot (1963, 118ff) disagrees with Brunner and argues "from 
the early period, God interests himself in the destiny of man and very often from 
his own request, intervenes . . . ." His point is that one should, based on the docu- 
ments, accept both the freedom of God and humans and the possibilities this poses 
for humans. He, thus, rejects the idea of predestination or an arbitrary God. 

Lichtheim (1992, 99ff) also rejects Brunner's and Assmann's theses. She 
argues that in her text on Maat in the autobiographies, "[tlhe sources assembled (in 
her new book) do not support the thesis of the absorption of wisdom by piety and 
the concomitant disappearance of Maat." In fact, as Lichtheim has proved by the 
autobiographical and Sebaitic data, Maat remains both a viable category and a 
"principle of man's personal initiative, responsibility and accountability for doing 
right." In a word, Maat remains a vigorous and vital concept, category and practice. 
And as mentioned above in discussing autobiographic literature of the First 
Intermediate Period, even if Maat does not appear as a category, it is present in the 
concepts and practice which form the moral core of the autobiographies. 

Furthermore, Lichtheim (1992, 99ff) argues correctly that the autobiographies 
she has assembled "have formulated ever more emphatically that the thinking about 
Maat was linked to thinking about the will of the Gods." Likewise, this will, as the 
texts demonstrate, was not "viewed as hidden, unpredictable or arbitrary." On the 
contrary, texts r ea f f~m again and again, "I did Maat because I know God loves it, 
wills it, praises it and lives by it" (see texts cited above). She contends rightly that 
Amenomope's sayings should be read in context, i.e., its judicial admonition against 
corruption and urging of justice as fairness. Moreover, she maintains that "to think 
of one's virtue as a "gift of God" was a popular notion current in all time. She offers 
Rediu-Khnum's declaration of being a "precious staff made by God" and that 
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Khnurn "made his character superior to others." Likewise, Pahebhor (13,4-5) states 
that "shame is the gift of God (to) him who one trusts. He does not apportion it to 
the evil man, nor to the impious one." Numerous other examples are also available. 

Teeter (1990) has also challenged the assumption of the decline of the 
significance of Maat, arguing that Maat remains an important religious concept 
both in royal and mass religious practice. As she (1990, 271) contends, her 
important study of temple reliefs reveals two basic challenges to Assmann's 
contentions. She states that: 

The evidence from a study of the presentation of Maat and of the name equated 
with Maat strongly attests not only to the continuation of the pre-Ramessid 
association of the king and Maat, but also to a new emphasis upon the role of 
Maat in relationship to the kingship in the Ramessid area. 

Moreover, she notes that "simultaneously Maat achieves a new prominence in the 
funerary beliefs of the common man." What is clear here, then, is that Maat 
remains a significant even fundamental concept and practice in the spiritual as well 
as moral realm. And the discourse on its death and disappearance has been, so to 
speak, "greatly exaggerated." 

Thus, while recognizing evidence of significant developmental changes in 
Kemetic spirituality and ethics. I tend to see them as essentially developmental 
additions, not substitutes which are negative to the earlier religious and ethical 
beliefs and concepts. Also, it should be noted that in the effort to move fi-om the 
Frankfortian idea of changelessless in Egyptian society, there is a possibility of 
overstressing change at the expense of recognition of continuity and failing to 
discuss critically the modalities of change, i.e., whether it is additive, substitutive or 
negative, i.e., in the sense of negating the existent. For it is a well-known and well- 
conceded fact among scholars in ancient Egyptian studies, both in and outside 
Egyptology, that Kemet had a tendency not to discard its tradition but simply to 
build on it, often practicing or upholding what at frst  sight seemed to be 
contradictory principles (Anthes 1959; Frankfort 1948b; Hornung 1982). 

My preference, then, is to see continuity in change and to call attention to 
textual evidence that shows continuity in change. If one looks at Amenomope, one 
sees not only an increase in expressions of piety and reliance on God, but also the 
continuing stress on the same ethical values that informed the earlier concept of 
Maat. Thus, Amenomope introduces his Sebait with a description which parallels 
and reaffirms the purpose of all the Sebait. He (1, 1-12) says his Sebait is: 

Beginning of the teachings for life. 
Instructions for well-being. 
Every kind of procedure for dealing with dignitaries. 
Protocol for courtiers 
For knowing how to return an answer to a person who speaks to one 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: New Kingdom to the Late Period 

For returning a report to one who sends it. 
For bringing back a message to the person who sends one. 
For directing one right on the way of life. 
For guiding one to flourish on earth. 
For causing one's heart to enter its shrine 
And to steer clear of evil. 
To save one from the mouth of strangers. 
And to cause one to be praised in the mouth of the people 

These are clearly expressed concerns of prior Sebait and contain a conception of 
the morally good life, a way to achieve it, i.e., a way of life (mit rnlz), and the 
assumption that it is the ground of a prosperous life on earth. 

Moreover, the prosperous life is still posed in the context of a moral life. "Do 
good and you will prosper (ir nfrph.k wnw)" Amenomope (17, 5) says. Moreover, 
he gives instructions against greed, theft, lying, injustice, deception, violence, and 
other vices and he offers the enduring admonition to "set your goodness before the 
people and you will be greeted by all (im nfr.k m-ht n rmj wfd.tw hr-nb)" (10, 17- 
18). Especially obvious, as stated above, is the continuing concern for the 
vulnerable-the poor, the widow, the elders, the blind, the dwarf, and the mentally 
disabled. This also obtains in the Sebait and Declarations of Virtues in the Late 
Period along with the increased concern for fate. There is then, no end of Maat or 
the Maatian moral idea in this period, for the same concepts remain, as well as the 
category Maat itself, through the Late Period as the autobiographies and the 
Sebaitic literature of Pahebhor and Ankhsheshonqi demonstrate (Lichtheim 1992, 
101). 

However, there is a tendency to retain the basic moral concepts but use the 
category Maat less. In its place, as in Ani and Amenomope in the New Kingdom 
and the autobiographies of Petosiris and family, Lady Tahabet and others in the 
Late Period, is the category w3t or mtn, the way. This is usually joined with life and 
God. Therefore, one has the way ofGod (w3t nlr) and way of life (w3t 'nh). Both 
retain the basic meanings of Maat as moral thought, emotion, speech and conduct; 
and both reflect assumptions about the nature of God, society and the universe 
which are rooted in and build on early Maatian conceptions. In a word, they are 
rooted in the expansive concept of Maat as that which God loves, wills, lives by 
and praises which evolves in the Old Kingdom and develops continually through- 
out Kemetic history. But again the concept Maat, itself, is also used and continues 
to be used throughout Egyptian history as a central moral category. 
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3.2 Maat in the Late Period 

3.2.1 Introduction 

As Lichtheim (AEL 111, 3) has noted, "[tlhe last millennium of pharaonic 
civilization, the time from the end of the New Kingdom to Egypt's conversion to 
Christianity, is a complex period consisting of several distinct phases." With the 
death of Ramesses XI, Smendes assumed the throne and initiated the Third 
Intermediate Period, the first phase of the Late Period (Kitchen 1986). Smendes 
called himself "powerful bull, beloved of Ra, whose arm is strengthened by Amen 
so that he may exalt Maat." This title, Grimal (1992, 312) contends, was to 
"effectively declare himself the heir of the Ramessid line." And, of course, the 
effectiveness of this claim is grounded in his declaration of his charge to "exalt 
Maat." After his death the country is split in two with power divided between the 
High Priest of Amen and the pharaoh. 

The king was progressively weakened both by the arrangement of shared 
power with the priesthood and the deterioration of socio-economic conditions in 
the country. Kemet was also losing presence and power in both parts of its former 
empire, Kush and Asia. The Report of Wenamun, an ambassador sent to Phoenicia 
to bring back a consignment of fme wood, reflects this loss of power and status 
(Gardiner 1973, 6 1-76). Wenamun was neither honored nor well- received. The 
Syrian prince he negotiates with concedes that Amen founded Kemet first and that 
craftsmanship came from Kemet. But he suggests that now he has the knowledge of 
Kemet and thus implies he is no longer dependent on Kemet. The end of 
indigenous rule comes with the rise of Libyan power under Shesonq 1 who had 
been commander-in-chief of all the armies. He had also served as advisor to King 
Pasebakhenniwt (Psusennes 11). The Libyans were in turn supplanted by the Nubian 
kings, who beginning with Piankhi's conquest of Egypt in 730 B c E., ruled for 
approximately a century (Morkot 2000; Wildung 1997; O'Connor 1993; Welsby 
1996). 

The Nubians saw themselves as restorers of the ancient tradition of Kemet. 
Thus in art, architecture and literature, they made great efforts to uphold tradition 
and therefore created a renaissance of ancient Egyptian culture (O'Connor 1983, 
242ff). As Grimal(1992, 34) states, King Shabaka, the founder of the 25th Dynasty 
of Kemet "continued with Piankhi's policy of return to Egyptian values." It is he 
who, in searching for Old Kingdom sources of theology, brings forth the Memphite 
Theology, as noted above. He and his successors also engage in massive temple 
building. They continue this renaissance until they are eventually replaced by an 
Assyrian invasion. It is important to note here, however, that the Nubians brought 
an ancient and enriching indigenous worldview and value system to their initiative 
in Egypt and created an original synthesis rather than simply borrowing froin the 
Egyptians (Torok 2002; Williams 1989). 

Central to the Nubian initiative was their self-conception and restorers of Maat 
under the guidance of Amen Ra who caused them to bring forth Maat like Ra 
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established order in and of the world at the First Time. Thus, Piankhi explained his 
conquest of Egypt telling his troops that they should "Know that it is the God, 
Amen who has sent us" (Urk 111, 8.13). Likewise, Taharqa in his Kawa texts poses 
his reign as a restoration of the First Time when Maat was established by the Lord- 
of-All. The text says Taharqa is "Truly beloved of Maat to whom Amen has given 
Maat. . . Now His Majesty is one who loves God so that he spends his time by day 
and lies (down) by night seeking what is of benefit for the (divinities)." Moreover, 
he says: 

. . . because His Majesty's heart is satisfied by doing for them what is beneficial 
every day, this land has been overflowed (with abundance) in his time as it was in 
the time of the Lord-of-All; Maat being introduced throughout the countries and 
Isfet being pinned to the ground (Torok 2002, 402-403). 

This is also the period when women through the office of Divine Wife again 
played an enhanced role in the religious and political life of ancient Egypt. Teeter 
(1990, 52-53) asserts that, "The presumption of independent rule assumed by the 
God's Wives, especially Amenirdis I and Shepenwepet 11, is well attested" (See 
Leclant 1965, 374-86). But more precisely, they became a parallel and inter- 
dependent power, ruling Thebes, appropriating royal titles and iconography, and 
performing rituals with and like the king, especially the offering of Maat, which 
was central to political legitimacy and the co-responsibility of Divinity and humans 
in maintaining the terrestrial and cosmic order (Teeter 1990; Assmann 1990). 

The Saite kings gain power under Psamtik I. Like the Kushite kings, Psamtik I 
sought to build on ancient Kemetic values, art and general achievement, creating 
what is called the "Saite renaissance," a period of political strength, cultural 
development and economic prosperity. This is also the period of massive Greek 
influx and marks the beginning of the coercive integration of Kemet into the 
Hellenistic world. Kemet was conquered by Persia in 502 B.C.E., regained 
independence in 404 B.C.E. and established the 28th and 29th Dynasties. It was 
reconquered by Persia in 341 B.C.E. then by the Greeks in 332. Rome replaced the 
Greeks in 30 B.C.E. and eventually Kemet gives up its ancient heritage for 
Christianity and finally, Islam. 

This Late Period is important in several basic ways. First, it brings Kemet in 
contact with the outside world in a position of weakness and thus culturally 
vulnerability to imposition. The coercive integration into the Hellenistic world is 
the most defmitive example of this. Secondly, Kemet becomes the home of the 
most rich and varied thought in this process with the city of Alexandria serving as a 
center of exchange and contestation of various cultures. Thirdly, it is interesting to 
note that in spite of obvious and important changes, the literature reflects an 
impressive continuity of cultural conceptualization and practice. As Lloyd (1983, 
346) states, "[tlhe means by which Egyptian civilization confi-onted and adapted to 
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these circumstances present an intriguing blend of pliability and conservatism." 
Moreover, he continues, 

[tlhere is little of surprise in yield of textual study. Concepts of gods and of the 
nature of man, the perception of nationality, and for the most part of the royal 
office can all be paralleled in earlier sources. 

There is, however, he concludes, a new tendency toward the end of the Late Period 
to view kings differently than previously when they were viewed as divine 
embodiments of Maat. At this point, however, the assumption emerges that they are 
not automatically " . . . ex oflcio the repositories of righteousness and the allies of 
the Gods, but are all likely to act in ways of which the Gods disapprove." This 
marks a serious challenge to the central conception of Kemetic civilization and, of 
necessity, makes the discourse on Maat and kingship problematic even in its 
continuity. It is, perhaps, this problematic nature of kingship in relation to Maat 
that causes more concern than optimism in this period and leads to more discourse 
on the way of God (wlt nlr) rather than on the strength, power and goodness of the 
king. It should be noted, however, that up until conquest these transfoimations do 
not take root (Lloyd 1982). Still, the king continues to tower over ordinary persons 
and officials in much of the literature. 

3.2.2 The Early Phase: Autobiographies 

The autobiographies of the Theban priesthood of Amen offers excellent 
examples of the moral conceptualization and practice of this period. One such 
autobiography is the long text of the Fourth Prophet of Amen, Djedkhonsefankh 
(Janssen 1955; Lichtheim 1980, 13-18; Jansen-Winkeln 1985,434-437). It is clear 
from this Declaration of Virtue that Djedkhonsefankh places Amen Ra f is t  as the 
fundamental referent and ground of his worthiness, saying: 

I am honored before Amen. ink iin3hw hr %71n 
The great favorite of the Lord of Thebes. tzsy rZ n nb sZst 
The Fourth Prophet of Amen Ra. lzm nfr 4-nw 'Irnn-RC 

This, of course, reflects his role as priest and is, of necessity, part of his 
professional and moral self-portrait. But it, perhaps, also reflects, as noted above, 
the changed power situation mentioned above in which the king shared power with 
the Theban priesthood. 

Djedkhonsefanhk's moral self-portrait, however, does mention the praise of the 
kings under whom he served and notes his loyalty and respect for him. But this 
reference follows not only references to Amen Re, but also references to his moral 
character, his family as well as his servants in his moral self-presentation. This 
clearly reflects the changed circumstances from not only the Old Kingdom context 
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of the centrality of the king, but even the Middle and New Kingdom which saw a 
progressive shift from the priority of reference to king as part of one's moral self- 
presentation. Also, the text yields an expansive variety of moral self-expressions in 
relationships and character development. Thus, it reflects a continuing development 
of moral conceptualization and its attendant moral vocabulary. Djedkhonsefankh 
says: 

Greetings to you who will come after, 
Who will come into being in the f'uture. 
I shall cause you to call me blessed (!zsy) 
For great was that which happened to me. 
Khnum, (the Creator) fashioned me as one beneficial. (312-ib). 
An adviser of excellent counsel. 
He made my character (bit) superior to others. 
He steered my tongue to that which was excellent (bw rnnh). 

I kept my mouth clean of harming one who harmed me, 
My patience (w3h-ib) turned my enemies into my associates, 
I controlled my mouth and was skilled in responding, 
And I was not tolerant (sfn) of evil. 

The people judged me as one generous, 
For I hated the hoarding of riches. 
I caused them all to greet me for my excellence (mnb). 
Paying homage to my ka and saying of me: 
An offspring of his father, 
A divine descendant of his mother. 
No one spoke evil of my parents because of me. 
They were greatly honored because of my goodness. 
They found me beneficial while they lived earth. 
And my abundance belongs to them (now that they are) in the valley 

(of the departed). 
I did not let my servants address me as their overseer 
(Instead) I made myself resemble of their father. 

The good divine one praised me, Sekhem-kheperre-sotpenre, 
And his heirs repeated the praise of me, even more than he did. 
Each one who reigned he was satisfied with me, 
For they recognized my excellence among the masses. 
The great ones of the land wished to imitate me, 
For great was my favor with the king. 
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I did not give praise to one who flattered me. 
I prevented expenses beyond the king's orders, 
I protected the goods of (the) poor (of Thebes). 
I put respect of its lord before them, 
I restrained the arms of its robbers. 
I was steadfast in sending reports to the king, 
In matters of relieving hardships. 
He confirmed what I said. 
He favored me over his courtiers. 
My goodness was a refuge: 
A foundation that would never falter. 

I raised a son above the position of his father. 
Fulfilling their requests as they wished. 
I put my goods at the disposal of every one, 
And they saw me as the image of the divinity HLI. 
When I hated slander, loved agreement, 
A voice was raised for them to protect them from evil. 
I was thus as God for them, 
They knew my deeds when he bestowed favors. 
When they replaced me in the king's service, 
Their position was through me in accord with my wish. 

May I see the children of their children, 
While I endure on earth! 
May my body be young like their descendants, 
While I am here thereafter! 
I will not disappear for I know 
God acts for the true of heart. 

I was steadfast in lending grain to the Thebans, 
I nourished the poor of my city. 
I did not pressure him who could not pay. 
I did not press him so as to seize what belonged to him 

I did not make him surrender his goods to another, so as to repay his debt. 
I satisfied (him) by buying his goods and paying twice their value. 
One cannot surpass what I did concerning any of (these) things. 
I did not argue with one who robbed me. 
For I knew one is not ennobled by theft. 
Indeed, God does what he wills (AEL 111, 16) 

The Maatian concepts of self-discipline, moral and professional excellence, 
generosity, good speech, sensitivity to and care of the vulnerable, honor among co- 
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citizens and praise of the king are all here. What is of special significance is the 
self-description that he was "as a god for them" or "as God for them." The meaning 
of "them" is open to debate. Lichtheim sees it as Djedkhonsefankh's kinspeople; 
Janssen interprets it as courtiers; and Otto sees it as the masses. My sense is that it 
is an inclusive term including all he might have benefited and thus, all three 
suggestions above are accommodated. But what is interesting is his appropriation 
of the category whose use in this way had been part of the king's spiritual and moral 
self-presentation. This certainly does not suggest the king's exclusive status as "niv 
nfv," the good god" or "good divine one" is diminished or that a new trend has been 
initiated in the autobiographies. For already in the First Intermediate Period 
persons had defined themselves in such terms (Ockinga 1984, 82ff). But it is a 
significant development in this one case because of the surrounding conditions and 
perhaps points to the fluidity and flexibility of the situation. 

Also interesting is Djedkhonsefankh's autobiography is the assertion that he 
transformed his enemies into associates. He says: 

I kept my mouth from harming him who harmed me 
My patience turned my enemies into my associates. 
(sbpr.n w3h-ib,i hrwy m hnw,i) 

This represents a heightened moral self-discipline in the frst case and a new use for 
patience (w3h ib) which had been used essentially to express personal character and 
empathetic understanding of non-hostile others. However, here a moral vision of 
transformation of enemies into fi-iends or associates is posed and this suggests a 
continuously expanding moral conception of human relations. 

The count and First Prophet of Amen, Nebneteru, served under the Libyans 
and offers another expression of the moral vision of his time (Legrain 1914, 58-62, 
p1.32). In his autobiographical text, he begins by locating himself, as was first done 
in the Old Kingdom. This essentially means establishing a context for his moral 
and professional excellence. He begins saying, "I was one unique and excellent (ink 
wr i k ) "  and continues saying that "I sought after what was beneficial for my city in 
my time (hh 3h n niwt.i m rk.i)." Moreover, he stresses his commitment to justice, 
saying of his professional practice, "I judged everyone according to his character- 
wp(. i) hr-nb m in$'' Of special note also is that among his many titles, he states that 
he is prophet of Maat three times, ending his autobiography with the third reference 
to this. In addition, he calls Ptah, the creator, Lord of Maat. 

Lichtheim (AEL 111, 18) notes that "[olf special interest in his autobiography is 
Nebneteru's expression of satisfaction with his exceptionally long life, and his 
emphatic exhortation to the reader to enjoy life, to eschew worries and to shun the 
thought of death." As she says, Nebneteru says: 
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I addressed the people in a manner they liked. 
I judged everyone according to his character, 
I gave attention to what he wished. 
I spent my lifetime in my heart's delight, 
Without worry, without illness. 
I made my days festive with wine and myrrh, 
I banished weariness from my heart. 
- - - - - - - - 
Happy is he who spends his life 
In following his heart with the blessings of Amen! 

How the land mourned when I passed away, 
My relatives not differing from the people! 
Do not worry because the like will happen: 
It is sad to live with head on knee! 
Do not be tightfisted with what you own, 
Do not act empty-handed with your property! 
Do not sit in the hall of heart's concern, 
Predicting the morrow before it has come! 
Do not deny the eye its water, 
Lest it come unawares! 
Do not sleep with the disk in the east, 
Do not thirst at the side of beer! 
The west seeks to hide from him who follows his heart. 
The heart is a divine power, 
The stomach is its shrine, 
It rejoices when the limbs are festive (AEL 111. 19-23). 

In Nebneteru's extended discourse on living a life of happiness following one's 
heart (Sms ib), he reaffms a concept well established in Kemetic discourse (Lorton 
1968). His conception of a good life includes, in addition to the standard moral 
practice, a "following his heart with the blessing of Amen, (Sms ibf_hr hswt n 
'Imn)" as well as a generosity and a joyful living of life to its fullest. This 
conception rejects apprehension of death and tomorrow and poses in its stead, a life 
well-lived with the love of people and the blessings of Amen, a situation which 
presupposes and requires a morally grounded life. 

3.2.3 The Nubian Period: Autobiographies 

As noted above, the Nubians were very committed to Egyptian ancient 
tradition and thus, engaged in a sustained process to appropriate the past for the 
benefit of the present, creating a renaissance in classical art, architecture, royal 
tradition and literature. The Shabaka Text or Memphite Theology represents the 
most well-known example of this process in literature which is called "archaizing" 
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(Brunner 1970). But the autobiographies also offer an excellent example of using 
the past as a foundation for the present, a process which continued through the 
Saite period which followed. 

The autobiography of Haiwa, the High Steward of the Divine Wife of Amen, 
Amenirdis, daughter of King Kashta is a classic example of the synthesis of the 
past and present. His autobiography combines the ancient and the new into the 
paradigmatic literary piece of this genre for this time (Gunn and Engelbach 193 1; 
Gunn 1934). Harwa says in his moral self-presentation: 

I am an excellent noble, 
Equipped with his blessings, 
One whose virtue the Two Lands know: 
A refuge for the poor, 
A raft for the drowning, 
A ladder for one who is in the abyss. 
One who speaks for the wretched, 
Who assists the unfortunate, and 
Who aids the oppressed by his excellent deeds: 
The one honored by the King, Hanva. 

I am a noble for whom one should act, 
One steadfast to the end of life. 
I am one beloved of his city, 
Praised of his district, 
Kind-hearted to his towns. 
I have done what people love and divinities praise, 
One truly worthy and without fault, 
Who gave bread to the hungry and clothes to the naked, 
One who removed pain and suppressed wrongdoing; 
Who buried the honored ones, embraced the aged. 
And removed the need of the have-not. 
A shade for the orphan, 
A helper for the widow, 
One who gave rank even to an infant. 
I did these things knowing their weight, 
And their reward from the Lord of Things: 
To endure in the mouth of the people, without end, throughout eternity. 
And to be well remembered in the years after. 

The prince, count, greatly honored by his lord, in favor with his Lady: 
Kind in speech, pleasant of words, kind and gentle to great and small; 
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One who turns his face towards the timid when his witnesses stand up to testify. 
One kind-handed who nourished everyone, one who satisfied the have-not 

with what he lacked; 
The chief chamberlain of God's Hand, the King's friend. Harwa, justified; he says: 

I speak to you who will come into the future, 
New ones for millions of years; 
My Lady made me great when I was a small boy, 
She advanced my position when I was a child. 
The King sent me on missions as a youth, 
Horus, Lord of the Palace, distinguished me. 
Every mission on which their majesties sent me, 
I carried it out in Maat (rightly). 
I never told a lie about it. 
I did not rob, I did not do isfet, 
I did not slander any one before them. 
I entered the Presence to solve difficulties, 
To assist the unfortunate, 
I have given goods to the have-not, 
I provided riches to the poor of my town. 
My reward is being remembered for my virtue, 
My ka enduring because of my kindness - Harwa 
(Gunn 1984, 136-38;AEL 111, 26-28). 

Hanva begins with his virtues and only later locates himself in terms of his city 
or community. This differs from Old Kingdom texts for the most part, but 
represents a style one fmds after the First Intermediate Period. His declaration of 
virtues include the old and new. He has done what people love and God praises, 
and he has declared the classic virtues toward the vulnerable, i.e., giving bread to 
the hungry and clothes to the naked, water to the thirsty and a boat to those without 
one. 

New virtues include a standard declaration of being "a refuge for the wretched, 
a raft for the drowning and a ladder for one who is in the abyss (ibw n ind, db3 n 
mhi, m3& n ntt m mdwt). Hanva also reaffrms the moral obligation of the living to 
make offerings for the departed stating that "the breath of your mouth profits the 
silent without costs to your possessions." He ends with a declaration of honorable 
service to king and mistress, God's wife, and with an aspiration of being 
remembered and enduring for eternity. 

Another autobiographical example of this period is the DOV of Akhamenru, 
High Steward of the Adorer of God, Padihornesu (Lichtheim 1948, 176ff). It 
resembles Harwa and reflects standard moral claims of the period and of their 
office. He says: 
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I am an excellent noble equipped with his blessings, 
One who enters first and leaves last; 
An official at the head of the people; 
Great in his offices and high in his rank, 
A refuge for the wretched, a raft for the drowning, 
A ladder for one who is in the abyss. 
My Lady made me great while I was (still) a little boy. 
She advanced my position while I was a child. 

Horus, Lord of the Palace, distinguished me, 
Every mission on which their majesties sent me, I executed it rightly. 

It is Lichtheim's (1948, 178) opinion that the texts of Akhamenru and other 
texts from the 2 1st to the 26th Dynasties reflect a conceptualization and archaism 
which have prototypes in the Middle and New Kingdom. She notes that whereas 
the Pyramid Texts were copied virtually verbatim in this period, "the texts of the 
Middle and New Kingdoms were literary sources which were worked over and 
incorporated in the living tradition." 

Finally, offering another example of autobiography of the period is the 
Governor of Upper Egypt and the Fourth Prophet of Amen, Montemhet (Legrain 
1914, 111, 88-89, pls. 46 & 47A; Wreszinski 1916; Leclant 1961). He served both 
King Taharqa and King Tantamani of the Nubian Period and served also under 
Psamtik I, the founder of the Saite Dynasty. Montemhet's autobiography contains 
not only moral and professional self-presentations, but also prayers, hymns and 
offering requests. Lichtheim (AEL 111, 29) has also noted that several of 
Montemhet's statues on which these inscriptions occur "are outstanding works of 
art by virtue of their powerful and expressive modeling." In fact, they contain "a 
vital artistic energy" which is expressed most defmitively in Nubian royal portrait 
sculpture (see Wreszinski 19 16). 

Montemhet essentially defmes his moral personality in terms of his work as a 
priest, and as "a noble for whom one should act, a truly esteemed one, beloved of 
his lord," Amen. He reports his work of restoration of the temple of Mut, renewing 
it "so that it was more beautifid than before." Likewise, he says, 

I rebuilt the divine boat of Osiris in Abydos when I found it fallen into ruin. My 
heart did not grow weary and my arms did not fall slack until I renewed (snz3wy) 
what I found ruined. 

Moreover, he calls for a reciprocity in pronouncing his name after passing, saying 
that it is what he has done for others and "what Amen, Lord of Heaven loves." He 
also notes his good deeds as ruler in the Theban district. He says: 
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That which I have done for you, I have done in praise. 
Let me make you aware of my good deeds: 
I was count of the Theban district, 
And all of Upper Egypt was in my charge, . . . 
The southern boundary was at Yebu, 
The northern one was at Un. 
I gave my benefactions to Upper Egypt. 
And my love to Lower Egypt; 
The citizens longed to see me, 
Like Ra when he shows himself, 
So great was my beneficence, 
So grand was my excellence! 

A final inclusion in the autobiographical inscriptions of Montemhet is a prayer 
to Amen. It is a concise and sensitive prayer of both praise and supplication which 
stresses the ancient desire for good health, love of the people, a good burial and a 
name which endures. Moreover, it offers an important example of the religious 
vision of this period. 

Hornrnage to you, Amen, 
Who created all people, 
God who created all that exists! 
Beneficent king, 
Primordial one of the Two Lands, 
Who planned the eternity he made. 
Great in power, great in dignity 
One whose qualities are more distinguished than the divinities 
Great of strength, 
One who drives away fear in hearts and minds, 
Who thrusts his horn against the doers of evil. 
I bow down to your name. 
May it be my physician. 
May it remove the illness from my body. 
May it drive away pain from me . . . 
- - - - - - - - 
May He put love of me in the hearts of the people 
So that all may be fond of me. 
May He grant me a good burial 
In the cemetery of my city, 
For the sacred land is in His grasp. 
May He make my name last like the stars of heaven and 
May my statue last like one of His followers. 
May my ka be remembered in His temple night and day, 
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May I renew my youth like the moon, and 
May my name not be forgotten in the years forever after, 
The name of Amen's fourth prophet, count of the city, Monternhet. 

3.2.4 The Saite Period: Autobiographies 

The autobiography of Ibi, Steward of the Wife of God, Nitiqret (Nitocris), 
offers an excellent example during the Saite Period of the continued revival of the 
Memphite Tradition during the Saite Period which was so important to the Nubian 
period. Ibi's autobiography represents the peak of the archaizing renaissance as 
expressed in the tombs of high officials, of both the Nubian and Saite periods and 
in "the literature of the time both in the systematization of the royal recitations in 
the style of the Victory Stela of Piankhi and in the continued use of traditional 
language in official texts" (Grimal 1992, 357). His text thus reads like a text of the 
6th Dynasty when Maat was a category of central reference and the discourse on 
virtue was rooted in and revolved around this fundamental moral category. The text 
reads: 

. . . The prince and count, truly an intimate of the King 
whom he loves, Ibi, the justified; 

He says: 
0 you who live on earth. Those who exist and will come after. 
I will recount to you my good deeds which I have done on earth 

For I know it is useful . . . . 

I did what people love and the divine ones praise. 
I am here having come to the city of eternity, for I did good on earth. 
I have come from my city 
I have come from my district. I have descended into my grave. 
I spoke truth (mjrt) and did justice (mjrt) which God loves. 
I judged justly between the weak and the strong. 
I did not allow one greater to take from one more humble than he was. 
I made this tomb from my rightful means so that it might be well 

for me before the Great God forever. 
I was generous to everyone, a helper to the fatherless. 
I nourished the hungry when he came to the prime minister (as) a petitioner 
I satisfied the need of a man (even) as a child so it would not 

happen that he tread upon the place of the widow and reject her need. 

I turned my face toward the timid when his case came 
to be heard and his tongue appeared with an effective word. 

I rejected no one with a petition. 
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My case was not heard. 
There was no accusation and no complaint against me 
No one found fault with me. 
I was cheerful with everyone, free of rudeness to anyone who showed himself crude. 
I thought of eternity. I looked to the boundaries (of time) 
So that my name might be good in Thebes 
Forever and eternally in the mouth of the living. 
The prince and royal seal-bearer from Lower Egypt, great in favor, 

great in love, 
One who keeps anger from the palace, 
Who enters the place where the King is with good; 
One who brings peace to his city and district (Otto 1954, 154). 

The text continues with a recounting of Ibi's service to the king much as in the Old 
Kingdom when the professional and moral aspects of the autobiographies merged 
into an integral moral self-presentation, 

3.2.5 The Persian Periods and the Last Independence 

The Persians under Cambyses invaded and quickly overran Keinet in 525 
B.C.E. They deposed Psamtik 111, the last king of the Saite period, and eventually 
executed him. The Persians rule of Egypt was established in two different periods, 
the first in the period of 525-404 B.C.E. and the second period 343-332 B.C.E.. The 
f ~ s t  period was marked by continuous revolt, and eventually the Egyptians won 
independence for the last time between 404-343 B.C.E. under the 28th, 29th and 
30th Dynasty (Grimal 1992, chapter 15). 

During this time the Egyptians are plagued by both internal struggles between 
local rulers and families of the Delta and the constant threat of reconquest by the 
Persian Empire. In this context, Egypt allies itself with Greece which is fiercely 
anti-Persian and helps to keep Persia at bay for a while. This effort is also aided by 
the rise of Achoris who united the Egyptian armies under one ruler and for three 
years, 385-383 B.C.E. thwarted Persian efforts at reconquest. With his death, Egypt 
fell again into dynastic chaos, but Nectanebo soon united the country and beat back 
a Persian army supplemented by Greeks who now sent one of their most competent 
generals to lead their auxiliaries in the Persian forces. 

Nectanebo presided over an Egyptian revival in art and literature as well as 
building construction. Eventually, however, the Persians, aided again by Greeks, 
reconquered Egypt. And King Nectanebo fled south taking refuge with a prince of 
Lower Nubia. This marked the end of Egyptian independence and the last time it 
would be self-ruling. The Persians ruled until 332 B.C E when Alexander of Greece 
defeated the Persians and took control of Egypt. In turn, the Greeks were 
eventually defeated by the Romans in 30 B.C.E. 

Certainly, one of the most significant autobiographical texts from the f ~ s t  
period of Persian rule is that of the chief physician, Udjahorrense (Tulli 1941; 
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Brugsch 1884, IV, 636-642). Udjahorrense had served the last two Saite kings, 
Amasis and Psamtik 111, and witnessed the Persian invasion. He thus stands astride 
the fall of the Saite rule and the rise of Persian domination. In his autobiography, he 
taks  of his appointments as chief physician by the Persian emperor Cambyses, and 
how he composed the king's titulary, served as administrator, commander of the 
navy and in other posts, and restored the temple of Neith. He speaks also of Darius 
I sending him back to Egypt but does not tell us why he left there. 

His declaration of virtues are concise and inclusive and gives us an idea of the 
moral values of the time. He says: 

I am a good man from my city. 
I rescued its peoples from the very great upheaval (n fny)  
Which happened in the whole land the like of which had not 

happened in this land (before) 
I protected the weak from the strong. 
I rescued the timid when misfortune happened to him. 
I did for them every good and profitable thing. 
When it was time to act for them. 

I am one honored by his father, praised by his mother. the favorite of his brothers 
I established them in the ofice of priest. 
I gave them a profitable field by the coinmand of his majesty 

for the length of eternity (3wt &). 
I made a good tomb for one who had no tomb. 
I sustained all their children. 
I established all their houses. 
I did for them all things good and profitable, 
Like a father does for his son, 
When the upheaval happened in this district, 
In the midst of the very great upheaval that happened in the whole land. 

Note how Udjahorrense locates himself in the context of his town to begin his 
moral self-presentation. This, of course, is a tradition initiated in the Old Kingdom 
in which one's community and its members were employed as witnesses for one's 
moral claims of character and practice. Udjahorrense's narrative of moral action is 
set in the context of the upheaval of invasion by the Persians and he reports his aid 
to the needy, his family and the larger community in this time of stress and strain. 
Notable also is his detailed account of providing tombs, supporting children, 
establishing houses and "doing every thing good and profitable for them as a father 
does for a son." 

Two things are important about this. First, unlike other declarations of virtues, 
this one is based not on declarations of moral qualities, but essentially on moral 
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action. Except for the standard assertions of honor, praise and favorite status 
among family members and the initial claim of being a good man in his city, the 
traditional claims of personal virtues are absent. Instead, he defmes himself morally 
by what he does, socially, foregoing the usual moral presentation through a long list 
of personal attributes. Secondly, Udjahorrense makes his moral claims in the 
framework of one of the most paradigmatic relationships of Kemetic society, i.e., 
the father-son relationship. This is probably meant to show intimacy and 
unquestionable obligation and dedication. 

During the last independent period of Kemetic history, the concern for and 
commitment to Maatian practice remained strong and practice, such as that of 
Udjahorrense was often cited in autobiographies. Likewise, moral qualities were 
also cited and, as noted before, were more often stated than a given practice. The 
autobiography of the official Wahibra-memeith offers an example of the 
prominence of the listing of personal moral qualities with only brief reference to 
actions (Vercoutter 1962,93ff, pl. xiv). He says of hi~nself: 

I am a worthy noble, pre-eminent in the districts 
Patient, one who knows the good 
Prosperous, excellent of weighty plans 
Skilled in knowledge, one who finds the missing rna~ im 
A solver of problems, discreet, praised in his appearance 
One who speaks good and repeats good, 
Who does what his God praises, 
Who does what his lord praises, 
Who does what the people love, 
A man of Maat, beloved of all the divinities. 

The vocabulary, then, stands out in its expressiveness of moral qualities. 
Worthiness and location are the introductory concepts and the categories "praise" 
and "love" undergird the motivation and values. Moral actions are also expressed 
but are generalized as those which God and the king praise and the people love. 

Another official and priest living in the last period of Kemetic independence, 
Djedher, reaffrms the commitment to doing what the people and God praises 
(Lichtheim 1992, 94-95). He addresses Hathor saying, "My heart is engraved with 
care of you. I did what your ka loves." He further states that he is a truthful (4" 
ib), gracious (im3-ib) and good-natured (nfv-ki) to all. And he poses as a reward for 
righteousness: a long life, happiness, love and a good burial. 

Finally, the autobiography of Somtutefhakht offers a representation of moral 
values at the end of the last period of Kemetic independence, the reconquest by 
Persia, and then, the defeat of the Persians by Alexander of Macedonia and Greece 
(Urk 11, 1-6). Somtutefhakht, a chief priest, essentially offers an autobiography 
which is given in the context of his service to the Divinity and develops it in terms 
of the reciprocity of relations between God and humans. He begins by defining 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: New Kingdom to the Late Period 119 

himself as the Divinity's servant and then describes the loyalty and practice which 
flow from that. He says to the Divinity: 

I am your servant; my heart is on your water. 
I filled my heart with you. 
I sustained no city except your city. 
I did not fail to place its power above all. 
My headmind sought Maat in your house day and night, 
And you did good for me for it a million times (Urk 11, 3.5-1 1). 

The essence of this declaration is piety and the search after Maat day and night in 
this context. This reflects, of course, a priestly status but also prefigures the more 
extensive autobiography of the next period where Maatian ethics and piety are 
interwoven in even more detail and the relationship between the Divinity and 
humans are a constantly expressed concern. 

One fmal interesting thing in this declaration is the passage: 

You distinguished me among millions, 
When you turned your back on Egypt. 
You put love of me in the heart of the Asian ruler, 
And his courtiers praised God for me (Urk 11, 3.14-17). 

This passage represents a belief that the Persian conquest was God's turning his 
back on Egypt. In earlier times, defeat and chaos were seen as Maat being replaced 
by isfet as in the Books of Contemplation. Thus, the solution was for the king to 
return Maat to its place and expel isfet. However, there is no suggestion of that 
here. Even the Victory Stela of Merenptah, with its reference to "God turning his 
face toward Egypt again," contains within it the conception of the king returning 
Maat to its place (Spiegelberg 1896). But in this case the assumption is that the 
b3w or corrective power of God, once essentially directed toward persons as in the 
Ramessid Age, could be and was now also directed against the nation of Kemet 
itself. And there is no mention of a king who will, as in the past, come and return 
Maat to its place. 

Thus, assumption of power by a new king does not automatically mean a 
return of Maat. On the contrary, Sointutehakht seems to assert that the conquest 
and assumption of power by the Asian ruler is clear evidence of God's turning his 
back on Kemet. This prefigures the eventual ability to criticize kings in the Persian 
and Greek periods as distinct fiom the office itself and points to a process of a 
nation coming to tenns with the continuing problems of disorder and conquest and 
the concomitant need to expand its intellectual horizons in matters of society and 
state (Lloyd 1982). 
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Our author also notes the positive intervention of God in history on the side of 
nation and person saying: 

When you (God) drove out those of Asia, 
They killed millions at my sides, 
(But) no one raised his arm against me (Urk 11, 4.4-6). 
- - - - - - - - 
As my beginning was good through you 
May you make my end complete 
Giving me a long life in happiness (Urk II,4.17-5.2). 

Thus, Somtutefnakht poses both the positive and negative or corrective aspects of 
God's intervention in history. The turning of his back on Egypt brought in the 
Persians; his turning face toward them was expressed in his driving the greatly 
disliked Persians out. Eventually, brutal Greek rule would cause a similar wish for 
divine intervention to drive them out (Lloyd 1982; Spiegelberg 19 14). 

3.3 Maat in the Greek and Roman Periods 

3.3.1 The Autobiographies 

As noted above, the increase in encounter and exchange expanded the 
intellectual horizon of ancient Egypt and posed a creative challenge on one level 
for contestation, absorption and expanded contribution. Certainly, the texts found 
in the tomb of Petosiris represent one of the most expansive presentations of 
Maatian moral philosophy in this period including the Sebait (Lefebvre 1923- 
1924). Petosiris, a high Priest of Djehuti (Thoth) at Hermapolis, served during the 
second Persian domination, and probably was still in office at the beginning of the 
Greek domination. His tomb was expanded and further decorated by his son and 
grandson during the reign of Ptolemy I. 

Containing passages from the Book of Coming Forth By Day and the Pyramid 
Texts, as well as a collection of hymns to Ra and declarations of virtues and piety, 
the tomb is a literary treasure trove. The long text of Petosiris begins with his note 
that he is leaving his autobiography in that section of the chapel in the tomb which 
he has dedicated to his father, Sishu. He then lists his many offices and ends with 
the traditional acknowledgement of his parents. The second part of his 
autobiographical inscription is an appeal to the living, a standard part of the form 
which is optional. He says then: 

0 every prophet, every priest, every scholar 
Who enter this cemetery and see this tomb, 
Praise God for him who acts (for me). 
Praise God for those who act (for me). 
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For I was one honored by his father, 
Praised by his mother 
Kind-hearted to his brothers and sisters. 
I built this tomb in the cemetery, 
Beside the great souls who are there, 
In order that the name of my father' might be pronounced 
and that of my elder brother 
For a man is made to live when his name is pronounced 
(Lefebvre 1924 11: 8 1.10-1 6). 

Here Petosiris expresses the ancient virtue of filial responsibility and expresses the 
power of the expressed name as both a way to revive and cause a person to endure. 
The next section includes teaching on worthiness to enter into immortality. After 
that is a long professional presentation which will be omitted here. Concerning 
worthiness for immortality, he says: 

The West (Amenta) is the landing place of the blameless. 
Praise God for one who has reached it. 
No one reaches it unless his heart is upright in doing Maat 
There is no distinction made between the humble and the great there 
Only that one who is found free from fault 
When the balance and weight are before the Lord of eternity. 
No one is exempt from the assessment. 
Djehuti as baboon upon the balance will assess each person 
By what he has done on earth. 
I was on the water of the lord of Khnum since my birth 
All his counsel was in my heart (Lefebvre 1924 11. 8 1.16-22) 

This discourse on post-mortem judgment, in which the humble and the great are all 
judged and only the blameless (iwty wnf) reach Amenta (the place of immortality), 
calls to mind the First Intermediate Period Sebait of Kheti for his son Merikara as 
well as the judgment discourse in the Book of Coming Forth By Day which 
evolved in the New Kingdom. It reflects a continuity of tradition which spans over 
2,000 years around the question of the Maatian ground of immortality. 

In the texts of both Petosiris, and his father, Sishu, the category Maat is still 
used and operative as the ground for a moral life and the criteria of judgment after 
death. But instead of fi-equent reference to Maat, the term "way of God, w:t nlr" is 
used increasingly as a synonym for Maatian thought and practice in this period. 
This particular category was frst  used in the Middle Kingdom and appears in the 
text of Dua-khety in which the father says to the son, "I have set you on the way of 
God" (AEL 1975, 19 1; Helck, 1970a). Its variation in other places and periods is 
the way of life (wjt n rnh) as in the Sebait of Amenomope (Grumach 1972) and in 
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Sishu's text. Also, the Sebait of Ptahhotep in the Old Kingdom talks of Maat as a 
way even the uninformed may benefit from and follow. Maat, then, is a way of life 
which is at the same time a way of God (Couroyer 1949). 

Sishu's text begins with the standard professional introduction but his appeal 
differs 6om the standard biography. For instead of the appeal for offerings and 
remembrance, he appeals to visitors and passersby of his tomb to let him lead them 
to the way of life, w3t n rn/z, later also called the way of God, wlt nir, as mentioned 
above. He says: 

0 you who live on earth. 
And who will be born 
Who will come to this desert, 
Who will see this tomb and pass by it, 
Come, let me lead you to the way of life, (wlt n rnh) 
That you may sail with a good wind and not be stranded, 
That you may reach the landing place of generations without worry. 
I am a worthy noble without fault 
If you listen to what I say and hold fast to it: 
You will discover their value. 
The good way is serving God 
Blessed is one whose heart leads them to it. 
I speak to you about what happened to me. 
I will cause you to know the plan of God. 
I will cause you to perceive the knowledge of his power. 
I have come here to the town of eternity, 
Having done good upon the earth, 
Having filled my heart with the way of God, (w3t ni?'). 
From my youth until this day. 
I lay down with his will in my heart, 
I arose to do his ka's wish 
I did Maat and hated wrong-doing 
For I knew he lives by it (Maat) and is pleased with it 
I was the priest his ka desired, 
I did not make friends with one who was not aware of the power of God, 
Instead, I trusted one who acted on his water. 
I did not seize the property of any person 
I did not do evil. 
All citizens praised God for me. 
I did these things, for I was mindful I would reach God after death 

(literally after mooring). 
And I was aware the day of the lords of Maat, 
When they separate in judgment! 
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One praises God for him who loves God, 
He will reach his ka-mansion unharmed (Lefebvre 1924 11, 116.2-6). 

Sishu has used the way of life, the way of God and the doing of Maat 
interchangeably. For indeed, Maat is the way of God, i.e., what he loves, wills, 
praises and is pleased by, and thus a way of life in that it promises success and 
happiness on earth and immortality after death. The phrase "the day of the lords of 
Maat" is new and is a synonym for "day of judgment" and "day of arrival." All of 
these refer to the post-mortem judgment and the requirement of righteousness, 
Maat, for immortality. Again, we see continuity in change with ethical vision and 
values which were introduced and established in the Old Kingdom continuously 
developing in all periods. Thus, culmination in self-conscious and increasingly 
expressed integration of ethics and piety in the New Kingdom continues to develop 
and maintain itself to the end of the Late Period and thus to the end of Kemetic 
society. 

It is important to note that in the Late Period there is an increasing number of 
women's autobiographies. They offer both similarity and difference and thus add to 
the rich and varied character of Kemetic autobiographical texts. Three such texts 
are those of the Lady Ta-Sheryet-en-Aset, the Lady Ta-Aset, and the Lady Ta- 
Habet. All of these come 6om Akhmim and are the Late Period of Greek 
domination or beginning of the period of Roman domination. 

The Lady Ta-Sheryet-en-Aset begins her autobiography with recognition of 
her mother the Lady Ta-Sheryet-en-Khons and with the statement "I am glorifying 
God with good (words)" (Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 205-213). After a long series 
of blessings by various divinities and a customary appeal for offerings and libation, 
she says: 

I am one who is (like) a herdsman (?) whose bull is missing, 
A youth whose cows perished (- - -) in the necropolis as a daughter of 

her father among the descendants of the prophet priests, 
One true of heart, benevolent of disposition 

Celebrated (for) a character of the ideal pattern of Khnum 
Without wishing (even that of) Tefnut 
I was vigilant concerning God without lack of respect and without negligence 
. . . . beside my husband (?) by the fate which united me with him. 
But you shall not grieve over what happened to me. inasmuch the necropolis 

is a way by which the gods go to earth (?) and 
A man on earth sets out for eternity. 
0 you who live now, take heed of my words 
And you will reach the desert valley very happily 
Put evil thoughts out of your hearts, 
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Make your hearts festive with wine and myrrh 
And enjoy your life in pleasure 
For extremely happy is he who has enlarged his life in following his heart. 
And he who knows his heart will never be unsuccessful 
(Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 208.N7-13). 

Clearly, Lady Ta-Sheryet-en-Aset brings a sense of loss to the autobiography 
which on the whole men tend not to do. Autobiographical texts by and for other 
women and for children who died young also express this sense of pain and 
tragedy. The text of Taimhotep who lived during the reign of Cleopatra VII and 
died at the age of thuty, leaving a husband and three daughters and a son, offers 
"the longest and most explicit of such laments over death found in Egyptian 
biographical inscriptions" (AEL I11 1980, 59ff; Brugsch 1884 V, 9 18-927). Also, 
the texts of Isenkhebe and Thorekh, son of Petosiris, fall within this genre (AEL I11 
1980, 58-59; 52-54). 

The ancient Egyptian autobiography had evolved as a moral and professional 
self-presentation which carried within it a celebration of success and an explicit or 
implicit expression of happiness at the end of one's life. Thus, the introduction of 
the element of tragedy, i.e., a premature death, compelled the development of the 
autobiography so that it could also express a more sober and restrained tone. Lady 
Ta-Sheryet-en-Aset offers an excellent example of the synthesized text in which 
she declares her achieved moral qualities but at the same time expresses and shares 
her sense of loss. Moreover, she reaffrms the autobiography as celebration by 
urging the readers not to mourn her but to follow their hearts and enjoy life. For she 
says, the cemetery "is a way by which the divine powers come to earth and a person 
on earth sets out for eternity, igrtpw w3t Sm njiw r tl  wn s hr t l  sbi n nhh" (Hodjash 
and Berlev 1982,205.Nll). 

Lady Ta-Aset also has a very long and excellent autobiographical text 
(Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 189-192). She too introduces herself fxst thro~lgh the 
introduction of her parents, locating herself first in family. Then she gives praise to 
Osiris, the divinity over the otherworld, and introduces herself as the Hathor Ta- 
Aset. For the most part through Kemetic history and after the Middle Kingdom, the 
deceased were called Osiris X, but as was practiced during this period, one had 
also the option of calling oneself Hathor, the divinity of love, music and dance, and 
now of the departed, i.e., Mistress of the West. 

Later, Lady Ta-Aset says to Osiris, Lord of the Otherworld, "I am your servant 
beloved of your heart. May you give me love in every heart and a good burial in the 
cemetery as is done for one honored . . . ." After blessings fiom the divinities and 
an appeal to the living for offerings and remembrance through pronouncing her 
name, she says: 

Doing good is not difficult . . .just speaking good is a monument. 
For indeed one who does it (for another) is actually doing (it) for himself 
I am a woman worthy of being praised 
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. . . a woman worthy of being honored 
One who set out on the way and traveled on the way of the honored ones 
One who put devotion to God in her heart when she was a child 
And has (held firm) her whole life. 
One true of heart to the gods and goddesses 

A (true) daughter of her father 
One generous in gifts to one who said "would that I had" about anything. 
Wholesome of character, good of disposition great of love with everyone 
Straightforward with the rich and just to the poor. 
One who (still) helps the living with her precepts and the poor with her property 

Now I request of you nothing except the mere breath of your mouth 
For those who are yonder live when their names are pronounced. 
And surely he who is doing (something for others) is (actually) doing it for himself. 
(Indeed) it is a monument to say a good deed and (this) is not an exaggeration. 
Nor is it a granite slab on your arms. 
He who glorifies me, his name will be remembered. 
For everyone who acts (for others) the same is done for him. 
And it is done according to what was done before 
Since the time of the God till today 
Surely, Ra rises and sees and repays a deed to one mho does it. 
May he place it (the good deed) in your hearts 
(This) august God, (this) Prince great of love 
Whom I have served the earth (Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 191 .J4-15). 

In the closing of her declaration of virtues, Ta-Aset defmes her legacy in three 
basic ways: 1) as a moral one in terms of precepts or teachings (tp-uw); 2) as a 
material legacy, i.e., property for the poor and; 3) as an ongoing legacy which "still 
helps the living." This is an important contribution to our understanding of moral 
conceptions of this period, especially when we join it with the corpus of other 
declarations of virtues. Certainly, one of the most important contributions to the 
moral portrait of her times is the stress on reciprocity as a cardinal value. This is 
summed up in the phrase "one who is doing good (for others) is actually doing (it) 
for himself." 

Vernus (1985, 71) translates this standard moral assertion as "celui qui agit 
sera quelqu'un pour qui on agit--one who acts will be one for whom one acts." 
But De Meulenaere (1975, 34) translates it as "celui qui agira (en ma faveur) agira 
pour lui, cest-a-dire celui qui me fait du bien en bCnCficiera lui-meine--one who 
acts for me acts for himself-that is to say, one who does good for me will benefit 
himself." Thus, I have translated the phrase as "one who does good for others is 
actually doing it for himself." Joined to this is the attendant moral perception that 
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"doing good is not difficult" and that "just speaking good is a monument for one 
who does it." Again, we see that stress on the moral and spiritual conception of 
monument has continued since the First Intermediate Period teaching of Kheti and 
the autobiographies of the Middle Kingdom (Vernus 1976, 145). 

Thus, doing and speaking good or speaking a good deed is specific in tenns of 
offerings, prayers and remembrance, but by extension and parallel refers to the 
reciprocity of good deeds and good speech in all areas. However, even the 
offerings, prayers and remembrance aspect had become an explicit act of conduct 
of Maat (skrw m3rt) in the 18th Dynasty. As noted above, Paheri says to visitors to 
his grave that bending the ann in offering, prayer and remembrance is doing Maat: 

Anyone who bends his arm kc&tyfj, nb m &t 
will be acting according to Maat lprt: j'nz shrw llljrt 
(Urk. IV, 121.12). 

The phrase "bppr mu carries the sense of "amount to" or "count as" or "according 
to" (Faulkner 198 1, 189). Thus, the phrase "bprxm skrw mFt" can be read literally 
as "it amounts to the conduct of Maat." 

The final text of the three cited above is the autobiography of Lady Ta-Habet 
(Bouriant 1887, 88-89; Budge 1896, 123-134). Her autobiography begins as the 
others, identifying herself by introducing her parents, Herumes, her father, and 
Kheret-Min, her mother, both of whose names are followed by the customary title 
of the deceased, mT hrw (true of voice or justified, i.e., before history and heaven). 
After a list of blessings by the divinities, there are prayers of offerings and praise. 
Then, Lady Ta-Habet turns to the living to offer instructions about the w3t n rnb. 
This in reality is a moral self-presentation which is paradigmatic for those who 
walk in the way of God, life and Maat. She says: 

Come let me lead you on the way of life, 
The good way of one who follows God. 
Blessed is one whose heart leads him to it. 
I will tell you what happened to me. 
I will cause you to know the will of God. 

I was just and did not show partiality. 
I gave bread to the hungry, water to the thirsty and clothes to the naked. 
I was open-handed to everyone. 

I was honored by my father, praised by my mother. 
Kind to my brothers and sisters 
And one who was united in heart with the people of her city. 
I nourished the hungry with my property every time the Nile was low. 
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I made excellent the provisions of the living souls with oil, 
alabaster and clothing, 

After they had gone to heaven. 
I celebrated the day of every divinity for him. 
Supplying the provisions of the sun-folk with her property. 
The Osiris Ta-Habet, justified. 
I am one who walked on the way of God since I was a child to this dajj. 
I am an honored one who walked on the way of the honored ones. 
I entered (with) good character. 
. . . I spoke good to everyone. 

Because I was a good woman worthy of praise, 
An honored one worthy of honor. . . . 

The text at this point is plagued by lacunae and errors in copying. However, the 
general sense conveyed by the remaining passages is that "the precepts of the God 
entered her heart and she entered upon his way." She closes by saying that God 
caused her to have pious children, "a son as a priest of Shu and a daughter as a 
priestess of Nephthys." 

Lady Ta-Habet's text integrates piety and ethics as do most Kemetic ethical 
texts. She, as others above, is concerned about her life being a moral paradigm of 
both achievement and possibility, summed up in the category "w2t n rnh," the way 
of life. This way, as Ptahhotep fvst defmed it, is the way of Maat, the way of God, 
and the path to eternity. This path to eternity is paved by moral self-discipline and 
development, and by service and memory of one's worthiness on the personal and 
social level. Ta-Habet begins her declaration of virtues with the virtue of justice or 
more precisely justness (mF-ib) and continues with the Old Kingdom central moral 
imperative of "giving bread to the hungry, water to the thirsty and clothes to the 
naked." 

She also reveals a special generosity during the periodic famines which 
occurred in Kemet. This, in turn, gives us an idea of the socio-economic conditions 
of her times and at least one way the society handled famine which was, as 
Vandier's (1936) study shows, a regular and devastating occurrence. Obviously, a 
wealthy as well as religious woman, she defmes her ethical duty not only in tenns 
of care for the vulnerable, but also for the living souls who have gone to heaven, 
the priests of the temple and the people of her town in general. In a word, she 
represents, by her own words, a civic virtue that united her in heart with all the 
people of her city (brim-ib hnr niw1yw.s). 

Finally, indicative of the Declarations of Virtues in the Late Period is the one 
within the s@w (glorifications) text of Horemheb, son of Petemin (Smith 1987, 
36.11,6-12, 18). In his moral self-presentation, Horemheb is both traditional and 
innovative, saying: 
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I am one who was gracious to all who reached him 
I am one without deficiency who loved excellence and took time for every son 
I am one without destructiveness who loved foundation, 

gracious before the one who encountered him 
I am one worthy of recognition, belonging to this house. 
It is having been sought that I have come 
I am one worthy of greatness . . . . 
I am one who was amicable in his stopping places who extended 

friendship to every person. 
I was the possessor of deliberation whose mind was reflective, 

for whom his heart was an overseer. 
- - - - - - - - 
I am come, being excellent without reproach 
My father and my mother have praised me. 

Following Smith's transliteration and translation, I have substituted only two 
words, both in line 7 of his translation. The fust is the use of "deficiency" instead of 
"failure" in the phrase "iwt why," i.e., without deficiency. The range of meanings 
for "why" justify this usage and in the context of the declaring virtues reflect more 
definitively the traditional Maatian concem for moral blamelessness, i.e., being 
weighed, counted, and considered without blemish or deficiency in the balance or 
judgment. The use of "failure" on the other hand tends to suggest without 
clarification a general problem of performance rather than a moral one. Likewise, 
the translation of "mnh," as "efficacy" in the phrase "mr mnh," i.e., who loved 
efficacy, suggests a general concern for effectiveness rather than a moral concern. 
Thus, use of "excellence" to translate mnh," is to follow the traditional Maatian 
concern for moral and social excellence. For in the context of declaring virtues, 
"rnnh" is more definitively reflective of a concern for moral and social virtues 
(excellences) and blamelessness than "efficacy." This link of Inoral excellence and 
blamelessness is evidenced in line 18 in which Smith does use "excellent" to 
translate Horemheb's assertion "I am come being excellent without reproach." 

Having said this, it is obvious that the virtues that Horemheb claims are 
historically grounded ones, as Smith (1987, 24) states. They include: a fiiendly 
reception to travelers, and thus to strangers, blamelessness and a lover of 
excellence (moral and social as traditionally implied), patience and concem, a lover 
of tradition (grg, foundation), worthiness, friendliness, thoughtfulness in both an 
intellectual and moral sense, i.e., in the sense of the mindlemotion meaning of "ib" 
and "h3fy." Thus, even at the end of Kemetic civilization the stress on mind1heal-t as 
a guide and "overseer" and the importance of "deliberation" and the "reflective 
mind" is reaffirmed in the Maatian quest for the good person and the just and good 
society. 
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3.3.2 The Sebait 

The two major Sebait in the Late Period are the Sebait of Ankhsheshonqi 
(Glanville 1955; Pirenne 1964; AEL 111, 159-184; Lichtheim 1983:13-92; Thissen 
1984) and the Sebait of Pahebhor or pInsinger (Boeser 1922; Lexa 1926; Volten 
1940; AEL 111, 184-2 17; Lichtheim 1983 : 107- 169). Ankhsheshonqi appears to 
have been written in the late period of Greek domination and Pahebhor appears to 
have been written during this period also, although "the handwriting dates fiom the 
frst  century (B.C.E.)" (AEL 111, 184). These major works reflect encounter, 
engagement and discourse within an international context and represent a 
fundamental time of turning for Kemet. 

Lichtheim (1992, 100-101) has observed that "Maat thinking in the two major 
Late Period Demotic Instructions, Ankhsheshonqi and plnsinger (Pahebhor), is 
entirely in keeping with the overall development" of Maatian ethical thought. In her 
work on Late Egyptian Wisdom Texts, she (1983, 39) had incorrectly asserted that 
"[tlhe old term for cosmic order, Maat, is not used in Demotic Instructions." 
However, in her latest work, she (1992, 101) corrects this, noting that this 
assumption was made before she "had indexed the occurrence of Maat." This error 
was significant because Assmann (1990, 254ff) used it to support his contention of 
the disappearance of Maat. But, as she notes, even though Maat continues to be 
used throughout Kemetic history, it is the enduring moral values and vision of Maat 
which is key, not necessarily the term itself. 

Ankhsheshonqi's principle themes include: 1) reaffmation of the law of 
reciprocity discussed earlier in the Sebait which evolved from the working of Maat; 
2) the multidimensional aspect of cause and effect, and appropriate responses; 3) 
the centrality of character, now called :my. t; and then four themes which Lichtheim 
(1983,43) lists as "topics with international connections; 4) gracious living; 5) wise 
men and fools; 6) good and bad women; and 7) wealth and poverty." These themes 
clearly fit within the Sebaitic tradition. What is different is that they are addressed 
in the context of international encounter and exchange. 

Especially notable is Ankhsheshonqi's stress on the centrality of character 
(3nzy.t). It is expressed in the following passages: 

A man's character is his family, 
A man's character is his (destiny), 
A man's character is on his face, 
A man's character is one of his limbs (Ankhsheshonqi 11. 11-14) 

This emphasis on the centrality of character reflects a virtue ethics that we fmd 
already in the Old Kingdom and brings to mind the earlier teachings that "The 
monument of a man is his good character," Mentuhotep (Goedicke 1962, 26); "A 
Man's heaven is his character," Merikara (31); "The character of a son of man is 
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valuable to him" and "Good character is a memorial," (Ptahhotep 493 and 494). 
Previously, the words for character were bit, b i~t ,  iwn and lid; in the Late Period the 
word is h y .  t. The key polar pairs to indicate character and lack of it are rmi rb (the 
wise man) and rmf swg (the fool) and vmf nfr (the man of God) and s3b3 (the 
impious man). 

As Lichtheim has shown, the moral vocabularies of both Ankhsheshonqi and 
Pahebhor are expansive, having steadily developed in the course of international 
exchange since the New Kingdom. The category Maat (now mt.t mTt) appears 
twice in Ankhsheshonqi signifying justice and truth. The fust occurrence is in the 
context of describing the state of a nation which has earned God's anger. The text 
reads: 

When Ra is angry with a land, its ruler neglects the law 
When Ra is angry with the land, he makes law cease in it. 
When Ra is angry with a land, he makes sanctity cease in it. 
When Ra is angry with the land, he makes justice (Maat) cease in it 
(Lichtheim 1983, 70.5.5) 

Lichtheim (1992, 101) reads this in the context of the lines which precede and 
follow it as "the description of a nation's perdition when its Maat has been 
destroyed." The text seems to presuppose that it is the failure to do Maat that 
engenders God's anger and that he allows it to continue as self-induced punishment 
in terms of the law of reciprocity. The second reference to Maat is in the context of 
urging truthfulness. The text reads: "Speak Maat (truth) let it (cling) to your 
speech" (Lichtheim 1983, 78.13,15). 

The Sebait of Pahebhor, unlike Ankhsheshonqi, is an organized composition 
with recognizable themes for different chapters. Some of the key themes of 
Pahebhor are the centrality of character, paradoxes of fate and fortune, the wise 
man and the fool, treatment of strangers, godliness and impiousness, good and bad 
women, and balance as a cardinal virtue. In terms of balance (m_hy.t) or being 
balanced (mby) and the related concept dnf (be measured or right measure), 
Pahebhor says: 

The beam that is longer than its right measure, its excess is cut off. 
The wind that is greater than its right measure wrecks the ships. 
All things that are good through right measure, their owner does not offend 
The great god qjehuti, has set a balance in order to make right measure. 
He placed the heart hidden in the (body) for the right measure of its o\\ner. 
If a wise man is not balanced, his wisdom does not avail, 
(And) a fool who does not knon balance is not far from trouble 
(Lichtheim 1983,200.4.4-20). 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Maatian Ideal: New Kingdonz to the Late Period 131 

Balance, then, plays a central role in Pahebhor's conception of the moral 
personality. It is certainly related to self-control (twt), an early virtue in Maatian 
ethics, signified by the paradigmatic person, the gem maa. 

Maat and its adjectival forms occur many times in the Sebait of Pahebhor. 
These include the following: 

(1) Law and justice (Maat) cease in a town where there is no stick (14.16). 
(2) A small truth (Maat), its owner (injures by it) (24.16). 
(3) It is he (God) who gives the just law (Maat) without there being judgment (3 1.15). 
(4) He (God) created wealth for truth (Maat), poverty for falsehood (nzt. t rcl) (32.15). 

Maat, then, in direct reference appears similar in use to Maat in other periods, but 
Maatian ethics are clearly affected by an expanded discourse which brings new 
ways of conceiving and expressing the ethical project. 

Both Ankhsheshonqi and Pahebhor revised traditional Sebaitic themes in ways 
which reflect encounter with an international community and especially Hellenistic 
culture. Ankhsheshonqi's harsh criticism of women except for mothers and the 
good wife goes far beyond former Sebait and suggests Greek concepts of women 
(Lichtheim 1983, 50). Pahebhor's emphasis on cultivating the sage (rm! rb) evolves 
in a context of both tradition and encounter. First, the wise person (14, s::) had 
since the Old Kingdom been central to Kemetic moral discourse (Williams 198 1, 
1990~1, 1990b). The Sebait which are the central moral treatises of Kemetic ethics 
are, indeed, most often the products of sages and are rightly called wisdom 
literature. 

The Y/J or sage of Kemet, like sages in other parts of Africa and the world, 
express a commanding confidence in the power and efficacy of knowledge, 
learning and teaching (Karenga 1999,228-240; Oruka 199 1, 1990; Oluwole 1999; 
Gammie and Perdue 1990; Griaule 1978). Their confidence was grounded in 
certain assumptions both about the orderliness of the world and the possibility of 
human nature. They associate righteousness with wisdom and foolishness and 
ignorance with evil. They also master and build on the accumulated insights of past 
generations, upholding the value of tradition and the insightfulness of the ancestors. 
Finally, they teach values of self-mastery and the Seven Cardinal Virtues of truth or 
truthfulness, justice, propriety, harmony, balance, reciprocity and order. Thus, 
Pahebhor builds on an existing tradition of wisdom literature and practice. 

However, he also draws from a context of encounter and the mutually- 
influencing process this initiates and sustains. Lichtheim (1 983, 122- 12.5) has 
rightly noted this exchange and has, at the same time, suggested the possibility of 
influence from Greek sources. For example, the Stoics offer a moral philosophy 
concerning sage and fool, an ordered universe, freedom from passions, and love of 
truth and justice which parallels and finds harmony with the Demotic Sebait. But 
the wise and fool polarities had long been a theme in Sebaitic literature as attested 
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in the Sebait of Ptahhotep. Ptahhotep poses the wise man (rb) as a doer of Maat, a 
listener and one who "feeds his ba with what endures" (520ff). And he defmes the 
fool (w/$) as the paradigmatic non-listener, one deaf to Maat and one who "sees 
knowledge as ignorance and benefit as injury" (575ff). Likewise, the other themes 
are attested in the ethical literature of Kemet. Thus, the question arises of in what 
way and to what extent Kemetic and Hellenistic culture mutually influence each 
other? For given the anteriority of the Kemetic philosophical themes and concepts, 
it is difficult to make a case for Hellenistic introduction of these. What seems more 
plausible is to argue that the encounter expanded and enriched discourse in both 
cultures and then point out the areas of expansion and enrichment while being 
cautious of inflated claims. One can also pursue differences in the midst of 
similarities. 

For example, in Hellenistic philosophy, there is both a tradition of the wise 
man as knower of theoretical knowledge (ho sophos) and of the wise man as 
knower of practical knowledge (ho phronimos) (Kerferd 1990, 326). Although the 
Stoics evolved toward emphasis on practical wisdom, much like the Seba of 
ancient Egypt, "Plato in his Republic developed the concept of the wise man as a 
philosopher in a highly technical sense, that is as someone possessing a knowledge 
of truth" (Ibid, 320). This truth is more of an abstraction than a concrete knowledge 
of reality and its possibilities for human relations and human action, and thus 
differs from the Kemetic approach to the study and understanding of truth. 

The r_h or s33 (wise man) or Seba Maat (moral teacher) in the tradition of 
Ptahhotep et a1 is not concerned with truth or justice as abstracts, but as kinds of 
practice, as essential elements in the just and good society and in the good lfe, 
and as contributions to the ground ofhurnanjlourishing. Therefore in the Sebaitic 
tradition, Maat is not the Truth or Justice as the abstract Ideal, but is something one 
speaks and does, loves, wills and practices. When Intef, son of Sent (Sethe 1928b, 
81.3-4) says "I am a listener who listens to Maat and ponders (swjw3) it in his 
heart," he is indeed contemplating Maat. But he is contemplating it not so much as 
an abstract Truth or ideal, but as an engaging moral practice. This is attested to by 
the long list of Maatian virtues he cites as defmitive of his character. Although his 
list involves Maatian expressions of thought, emotion, speech and conduct, it is 
clear conduct or Maat-doing is his central concern. Thus, he defmes himself 
generous to the have-nots, a teacher to the unlearned, friend to the humble-in a 
word, of doer of good, i.e., Maat. Likewise, when Intef, the herald, says he is "one 
who searched after Maat-pbr m-s: mFt" and the priest Somtutehakht says "my 
heart searched for Maat in your temple day and night-ib i hr hhy bw mjr m pr.k rr  
grh," they are not referring to an abstract quest. On the contrary, they seek a 
meaning of Maat which has practical implications for the good life, the just and 
good society. The quest for Maat, then, is clearly both an intellectual and practical 
project directed toward building and sustaining moral community. 

Thus, ideals of truth and justice always have practical meanings and 
application. Moreover, even Maat as an overarching and grounding principle of 
existence is essentially valued for its effectiveness, eternalness, its role as the 
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ground of creation, moral existence and human flourishing, as is attested in the 
texts which define it, such as Ptahhotep and Khunanpu. In a word, then, in ancient 
Egyptian philosophical and ethical discourse, as in other African cultures, the 
emphasis is always on the practical, the concern for the practical and efficacious 
use of knowledge in the service of human good and human life (Gyekye 1987; 
Drewal Pemberton and Abiodun 1989; Zahan 1979, chapter 4). Thus, in spite of 
the increased contemplative nature of the Sebait of Pahebhor, his basic thrust is still 
to offer an instruction for living, not simply for thinking, as would evolve in 
Hellenistic culture. 

On the other hand, Gammie (1990, 152) has pointed out the assumption of 
Kemetic honorific titles for wise men at the Hellenistic court and Williams (1990a) 
notes fhctions of sages at the Kemetic royal court which one finds later parallels in 
Hellenistic and Hebrew culture, i.e., counselors, friends, courtiers, scribes, 
ministers, diplomats, physicians, authors and court officials of various kinds. This 
reflects Kemet's influence in institutional conception and practice on the Hellenistic 
and Hebrew culture. Hellenistic influence on Kemetic thought as expressed in 
Demotic wisdom literature is perhaps clearer in the appearance of the sage as the 
ideal person, the concepts of fortune and the ages of man (Lichtheim 1979,301ff). 

Pahebhor's stress on the sage as the ideal man is clearly a different focus than 
the paradigm of the gem maa, the self-mastered person. Certainly, the geru inaa 
has wisdom as one of his defming features, but it is not his most definitive feature. 
The defming feature of the Maatian person is his or her Maatness, an inclusive 
characteristic which has a moral, spiritual, intellectual and social dimension. In a 
word, then, wisdom is a facilitating virtue, it is not the defmitive one for the 
Maatian person. However, in Stoic philosophy, which is at one point a defining 
moment of Greek philosophical tradition, "the concept of the wise man comes to be 
identified with the ideal for humans, the perfect man who must be the ultimate 
objective for human aspirations" (Kerferd 1990, 320). To the extent that Pahebhor 
reflects this conception of the paradigmatic person, his thought appears to evidence 
Hellenistic influence. 

It is important here to note again that in the exchange Kemet does not simply 
borrow but also contributes to world culture in this process of encounter and 
exchange, i.e., its art, literature, architecture, politics, medicine, engineering, etc., 
as well as its ethical and spiritual legacy of its instructions, the concept of soul, 
humans as bearers of dignity and divinity, the concept ofjudgment, and the concept 
of immortality are all important contributions to the discourse of the period in 
addition to influences noted above (Harris 1971). Moreover, even in its borrowing, 
Kemetic discourse shapes the things borrowed in its own image and interest, and at 
the same time helps shape the philosophical discourse from which it borrows. 
Clearly, then, the Sebait of the Late Period mark a world in exchange and flux, and 
the religious, moral and social thought and practice of Kemet is obviously affected 
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by this and affects others. However, the extent of this mutually affecting process is 
an open question and remains a source of ongoing scholarly debate. 

By way of conclusion, it is also important to note that there has been quite a 
vigorous and wide-ranging discussion on Egypt's influence on world culture, 
especially on Hebrew and Greek institutional and intellectual development, 
commonly called western civilization (Harris 1971). Clearly, Diop's (1974, 1981a, 
1991) and Obenga's (1973, 1989, 1992, 1995) works are dedicated to this project. 
Other Egyptologists and some biblical scholars have contributed in various ways. 
Certainly, as noted above, Williams (1 969, l972a, 1977a) Breasted (1 934) Daumas 
(195 1, 1962, 1967), and Morenz (1969) have given considerable attention to this 
question. More recently evidence of contact and exchange revisit the questions of 
intellectual and institutional influence also (Asante and Mazama 2002; Aubin 
2002; Gabriel 200 1 ; Higginbotham 2000; Rice 1997). 

Clearly, the encounter and exchange over hundreds and thousands of years 
will reveal mutual influence. Assman's (1997, 2002) conclusion offers an 
important insight into Egypt's message and meaning for European civilization, with 
its two pillars of Hebrew and Greek culture, conceding mutual influence and 
arguing Egypt's role in European cultural memory, intellectual development and 
self-concept. He (2002, 424) concludes that "through historiography, philosophy, 
theology and magic, the influence of Egypt on late antiquity was as great as the 
influence of Hellenism on Egypt." But he (Ibid, 426) seems to suggest a more 
decisive Egyptian influence asserting that 

Greece and Israel themselves take their bearings from Egypt, and each in so 
distinctive a way that their all but mutually exclusive images of that civilization 
must be taken into account whenever we speak of western historical awareness. 

Of course, Assmann speaks here of the contrasting negative views of Egypt by 
the Hebrews contained in the Hebrew myth of state and ethnogenesis and the 
positive view by the Greeks in their profoundly respectful and partially idealized 
view of Egypt as a land of wise legislation, law-abiding (i.e., Maat observing) 
monarchs, erudition, profound spirituality, and the f ~ s t  to bring so many wonders 
to the world. I say "partially idealized" because like their later counterparts in 
larger Europe, the early Greeks did not engage Egyptian texts or at least left no 
records of such engagement and thus, the anecdotal tends to be hyperbolic and 
often incorrect. Still, this does not diminish the real and impressive achievement of 
ancient Egypt in the basic disciplines of human knowledge, i.e., math, astronomy, 
geometry, medicine, stone masonry, engineering, architecture, art, literature, and 
especially spirituality and ethics which, of course, are the core focus of this work 
(Diop 1991; El Nadoury 1990). And certainly these seminal spiritual and ethical 
insights addressed here, as well as other Kemetic achievements, are an important 
and enduring legacy of Afiica, not only for European and Western Asian cultures, 
but indeed for humankind as a whole. 
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MAATIAN THEOLOGY S ! T 1 - ~ P -  
The Declarations of Innocence !Z%?2!B$ 

4.1 Introduction 

Moral theology, like all theology, evolves from questions, assumptions and 
critical reflection about God, the Transcendent, and ultimately turns to the meaning 
this has for humans and the world. However, given its concern with the moral, this 
species of theology deals with developing an understanding and interpretation of 
God's moral meaning for humans and the world. Maatian theology is unavoidably 
a moral theology. Indeed, they very category Maat as rightness with extended and 
inclusive meanings of truth, justice, moral order in the world, etc., speaks to this 
understanding. Thus, when we say Maatian theology, we are in fact also saying 
moral theology. Nevertheless, to distinguish it as a tradition of moral theology, the 
inclusive category Maatian moral theology is useful. 

Maatian moral theology is organized around seven fundamental and 
interrelated points of departure, i.e., around understanding and interpretation of: 1) 
the meaning of God and especially God's moral character and attributes for 
emulation (irt mi njr) and what God wills, wants and requires ( m m t  nir); 2) the 
meaning of humans and their relationships to the Divine, nature and others; 3) the 
required character, virtues and agency of persons; 4) ideals and values to infuse and 
embody in society; 5 )  criteria for making moral choices and judging others and 
society, and values and principles to use in the processes; 6) sacred texts and 
teachings as sources of moral principles and practices; and 7) the purpose and end 
goals of a moral life. 

Although an expansive concept of moral theology includes all these issues, for 
the sake of greater analytical focus, I have treated most of these in other chapters. 
In this chapter I focus on a specific sacred text as a central source of ancient 
Egyptian moral principles and practice, the Declarations of Innocence, and on the 
moral theology of the end goals: resurrection, judgment, justification and 
immortality. 
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The history of the concept and practice of Maat is clearly enriched and refined 
by the development of the Declarations oflnnocence (DOI) as a set of ideal nomls 
which gave concrete expression to the ideal theme of Maat (Maystre 1937; Drioton 
1922; Spiegel 1935, 60ff; Morderau 1938; Morenz 1984, 13 Iff; Assmann 1989a, 
76ff, 1990, 136ff). This chapter will provide a transliteration and translation of the 
DO1 and a discussion of the genealogy of the textual locus of the DOI-The Book 
of Coming Forth By Day. It will also give a description of the theological setting of 
the DO1 and offer a critical articulation of Maatian moral theology in terms of its 
fundamental concepts of judgment, justification and immortality, including an 
intellectual history of the idea of judgment. 

As posited above, Maat is an ideal theme or moral vision which provides a 
general point of orientation directed toward a desirable telos or end state of affairs 
in one's life. But the Declarations as a set of ideal norms provides a standard of 
excellence and measurement which serve as what Cua (1978, 134) calls "blueprints 
. . . constructed for concrete action." Evolving in the New Kingdom, the 
Declarations, as Tobin (1989, 190) notes, "may be taken as normative of the 
morality which was held as ideal by the average individual in ancient Egypt." 
Morenz (1984, 13 1) also notes the ideal character of the Declarations stating that 
they "convey what Egyptians understood as an ideal way of life to which all should 
aspire." Likewise, Drioton (1949, 19) observes that the DO1 reflects a moral 
tradition rooted in the concept of justice and judgment which involves not only 
concern for other humans, but also for animals. 

4.2 The Textual Locus 

The textual locus of the Declarations of Innocence is the Book of Coming 
Forth By Day, certainly, the most well-known ancient Egyptian sacred text (Davis 
1894; Budge 1895; Budge 1898, 3 volumes; Naville 1971; Allen 1974; Homung 
1979; Rossiter 1979; Faulkner 1985; Dondelinger 1987; Munroe 1987). It is 
usually called the Book of the Dead, a name reportedly given to it by the German 
Egyptologist, Richard Lepsius who obtained copies of it fkom Egyptian peasants 
who stated they had found it buried with the dead (Rossiter 1979, 9). The correct 
name of the book, however, is given in its first chapter as "Rw nw Prt m Hrw" or 
"Ru nu Pert em Herd-The Book of Coming Forth By Day. Actually, the word 
"rw" means chapters, sayings or utterances, but it has come to mean through 
consensus and usage "book" in this case. In other cases, book is either (nzdlt) 
medjat, @w) tchau or (Sfdw) shefedu (papyrus-roll), and in a more general sense of 
something written--(sf) sesh. Moreover, "prt" may mean "going forth" or "coming 
forth." In fact, Thomas G. Allen (1974) translates it as "going forth," while others 
like Miriam Lichtheim (AEL I, 119), R.O. Faulkner (1985) and E.A. Wallis Budge 
(1898) translate it as "coming forth." In any case, it refers to a process which 
involves breaking the bonds of death and grave and coming forth to bask in 
sunlight in a spiritual sense. It is both a vision and aspiration to overcome death, to 
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go and come freely in heaven and earth and assume any form in any place one's 
spirit wishes to be (BCF chapter I; Karenga 1984, 106). 

The genealogy of the Book of Coming Forth By Day begins with the Pyramid 
Texts, religious texts with a collection of spiritual, ethical, ritual and magical 
sayings essentially concerned with resurrection, judgment and immortality 
(Faulkner 1969; Sethe 1908-1922, 4 volumes; Mercer 1952, 4 volumes). It was a 
custom to place sacred texts in the tombs of the departed as early as the Old 
Kingdom. In fact, in the Fifth Dynasty, (ca. 2400-2300 B c E),  King Unas, the last 
king of the dynasty, adorned the interior walls of his pyramid at Saqqara with 
sacred texts. This began a practice which subsequent kings of the Sixth Dynasty 
(ca. 2300-2150 B c E )  followed. It is in these texts that the ideas of rising and 
transformation, immortality, judgment and justification, which we find later in the 
Book of Coming Forth By Day, first appear. 

With the collapse of central authority during the First Intermediate Period (ca. 
2135-2040 B c E) ,  we fmd an expansion of the use of these sacred texts. Whereas 
these texts were once essentially used by royalty, persons of rank and wealth began 
to use them and place them in and on their coffins in the Eleventh and Twelfth 
Dynasties (ca.2040- 1785 B c E ). These are generally known as the Cofln Texts and 
are called by the ancient Egyptians The Book of Vmdlcatlon according to a title 
given to at least one section of them (Faulkner 1973, 1). These texts form direct 
antecedents of many passages and rich imagery in the Book of Coming Forth By 
Day. The focus on vindication (mT hnu) maa kheru and transformation (irt b r w  
m)  wet kheperu em dominate, and the designation of the departed as Osiris, as in 
the Pyramid Texts, insures hislher promise of rising, transformation and 
immortality. 

Parkinson and Quirke (1992, 47) argue that "the first indisputable evidence for 
the (Coming Forth) corpus would be the Herunefer and Queen Montuhotpe texts" 
which occur in the late 17th and early 18th Dynasty. These texts evidence the early 
evolution of Coming Forth and are written in cursive hieroglyphs on linen shrouds 
of members of the royal family and others. By the reign of Hatshepsut and 
Thutmose 111, the practice of placing the texts of the Coming Forth becomes more 
widespread and is thus more widely attested. 

The Book of Coming Forth By Day represents the popularization and 
increased access to and use of the sacred texts of prayers and aspirations of 
immortality. The surviving manuscripts are divided into two basic types and 
periods-the Theban Recension (1575-800 B.C.E.) and the Saite Recension (ca. 
664-522 B c E ) .  The first period represents a process of beginning systemization 
and focuses on individual passages, whereas in the Late Period the book as a whole 
becomes important. These versions are written on papyri in vertical lines of cursive 
hieroglyphs and are accompanied by vignettes, beautifid scenes, drawn or painted 
in various colors to illustrate the text. The vignettes become works of art 
themselves as shown by the artwork of the Papyrus of Ani (Budge, 1913). In fact, 
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the papyrus of Ani is, according to Budge (1960, 106), "the largest, most perfect 
and best illuminated of all the papyri containing copies of the Theban Recension . . 
. ." Finally, the inscriptions of these papyri were further enhanced by the use of red 
ink to highlight chapter headings or significant points in addition to the use of 
regular black ink. 

The Saite Recension (or Revision) begins in the context of the restoration of 
order and central authority of kings from the Delta city of Sais in the Twenty-Sixth 
Dynasty (664-525 B c E ). During this revision or recension, the canonical order 
and content are essentially established. Also, there is a return to a more simple 
vignette and thus more attention to the text than the artwork which at points seemed 
more important during the Nineteenth Dynasty. In any case, the Book of Coming 
Forth By Day was clearly the most important sacred text in Kemetic religious 
literature from its first formulation through the Saite period to the end of the period 
of Greek domination (332-30 B c E.). 

But of all the engaging sections and chapters in the Book of Coming Forth By 
Day none is more significant and reflective of ancient Egyptian spirituality than 
Chapter 125. Here one fmds theology and ethics, a philosophical anthropology and 
eschatology, hymns of praise and declarations of innocence from offenses to God, 
humans and nature. It is here that one gets not only a concept of ancient Egyptian 
religion in general, but also and especially important for this work, a concept of the 
ancient Egyptian ethical ideal as expressed in the Declarations of Innocence (May- 
stre 1937; Moderau 193 8; Drioton 1949; Brandon 1967; Yoyotte 196 1). 

4.3 The Theological Setting 

The setting for the Declarations of Innocence is the post-mortem judgment 
scene found in Chapter 125 of the Book of Coming Forth By Day whose central 
themes are judgment, justification and immortality. The Declarations are some- 
times called the "Negative Confessions." But as Breasted (1934, 258) states, "this 
designation is inept and inappropriate, for they are not a confession which is an 
admission of wrongdoing but a declaration of innocence which is opposite in both 
meaning and intent." 

The judgment scene begins with entrance into the Hall of Judgment called the 
Great Hall of Maati (The Two Truths) as shown in the Papyrus of Ani (Budge 
1913). Here king, queen, noble and the ordinary person had to justify themselves 
and be vindicated (maa kheru, true of voice and triumphant) in their quest for 
immortality by a valid claim of a righteous life on earth. As the Declarations of 
Innocence and Virtues reveal, one had to be free of offenses against God, humans 
and nature (animate and inanimate) and to have done positive acts of good, 
especially for the vulnerable. Upon arriving at the Great Hall of Maati, one enters 
humbly, bowing as scenes from the Papyrus of h i ,  the scribe, and Tutu, his wife, 
show (Budge 1913, pl. 3). The deceased then states his righteousness, having 
brought Maat (in.n. i n.k mTt) and driven away isfet (d7.n. i 11. i is))). 
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In one scene Ani appeals to his heart not to betray him, i.e., not to have misled 
him in his assumption of righteousness, 

Oh heart of my mother, my heart whereby I came into being. Stand not up against 
me as a witness nor oppose me in the Council of Judgment. Weigh not heavy 
against me before the Keeper of the Balance. You are my divine essence which 
dwells in my body, the divine power which makes strong my limbs. When you 
come forth in the place of happiness where we go, may you not cause my name to 
send forth an offensive odor before those who assign people to (eternal life) (BCF 
chapter 30; Budge 1898, 96) 

As other papyri demonstrate and as noted above, the risen one then declares 
himself innocent of all offenses and asserts his having done good in the sight of 
God and humans, before history and heaven. 

This two-pronged justification is important for it shows the Maatian concern 
with not simply not doing evil, but also in doing good. Or put another way, as 
Khunanpu says of the righteous person, he is not only "one who destroys isfet 
(evil)," but also "one who brings righteousness (Maat) into being" (Khunanpu B1, 
67). Here, the deceased makes thirty-six Declarations of Innocence of offense 
against God, humans and nature and then forty-two more before forty-two divine 
powers (nfrw) who sit in judgment of him. Then the deceased declares her virtues 
saying that she did Maat in Egypt, and lives on Maat. Moreover, the deceased 
declares that he has done what was worthy of praise by others and that which 
pleased God. Especially important, the deceased declares moral concern and care 
for the most vulnerable of society, saying "I have given bread to the hungry, water 
to the thirsty, clothes to the naked and a boat to those without one." 

The third aspect of the judgment as portrayed in the Papyrus of Ani is the 
weighing of the heart (Piankoff 1930, 78ff; Greishammer 1970,48-51). The central 
focus of this scene is "that balance of Ra in which he weighs Maat" m43t tw nt Rr 
J3:tf mFt im.sl' (CT V, 321). The Balance or Scales of Maat (Truth, Justice) is 
handled by Anpu (Anubis), the divine power who presides over the deceased. He is 
called iry m@t, Master of the Balance. Standing behind him is Djehuti (Thoth), the 
Scribe of Heaven and Lord of Just Measure, with pen and palette in hand, who 
records and announces the results. In Chapter 182 of Coming Forth, Djehuti 
describes himself thus: 

I am Djehuti, a worthy scribe whose hands are clean, a possessor of purity, who 
drives away evil, who writes what is truth and justice (Maat). one whose hatred is 
evil, whose pen defends the Lord of the Universe, a master of laws, who interprets 
writings, whose words have given foundation to the Two Lands. I am Djehuti. 
Lord of Maat, witness of truth to the divinities, one who judges a matter so that it 
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(Maat) will exist. who vindicates one whose voice is hushed. who dispels 
darkness and drives away the storm. 

He is thus established as central to judgment and justification. 
Behind Djehuti, in this scene of the proceedings, is a hybrid monster called rm 

mwt (Ammut), the devourer of the dead, who devours the deceased if s h e  is found 
unworthy of eternal life. Also in the Hall of Maati are the divine powers of destiny 
(Shai), birth (Renenet) and nursinglrearing (Meskhenet), authoritative utterance 
(Hu) and exceptional insight (Sia). And at the end of the Hall is seated on his 
throne Osiris, whose resurrection i?om the dead, symbolized and promised eternal 
life through righteousness for human beings (Budge 196 1 ; Griffiths 1980; Leca 
1982). Behind him stands Isis, his wife, and Nephthys, his sister. And finally along 
one side of the Hall are seated Ra and other members of the Heliopolitan Ennead 
(The Great Nine Divine Powers). 

After one declares both innocence and virtue, one's heart is placed in the Great 
Scale of Judgment, the Balance of Ra, where it is weighed against the feather of 
Maat. If one is vindicated, as Ani is, then Djehuti records and announces the 
verdict saying to the Ennead, 

Hear this word in truth. I have judged the heart of Osiris (Ani). His soul stands as 
a witness for him. His conduct is righteous according to the Great Scales. And no 
fault (bt?) has been found in him. (Chapter 30B) 

The Ennead in turn, affrms his ruling saying, 

What you have said is true. The Osiris and scribe Ani, justified (mjr hrw), is 
upright (mty). He has committed no offense (bt?) and there is no accusation 
against him before us. Nor has he done anything against us. Ammut ( r ~ n  mwt) 
shall not be permitted to have power over him. 

If, however, the one judged is not judged "maa kheruU-vindicated, true of voice 
and triumphant-he is turned over to Ammut who dispatches him into non- 
existence. 

Having been judged maa-kheru, one becomes an Osiris and, like Osiris 
himself, gains eternal life. Eternal life is thus closely connected to Osiris, who was 
killed and resurrected and through his resurrection in and through righteousness 
represents, as noted above, the possibility and promise of eternal life through 
righteousness (Maat). It is in this context that the risen person declares: "rnh.i m 
mjrt wnn(.i) im.s--I live by Maat, I exist thereby" (BCF, 29A). Therefore, having 
been ruled righteous by Djehuti and the forty-two divine powers who hear the 
Declarations of Innocence, Ani is lead by Horus, son of Isis and Osiris, before 
Osiris. Here Horus reports that Ani has been found righteous in the Scales, that he 
has no offense in the sight of any divine power, male or female, that the Ennead has 
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born witness to his righteousness and requests he be accepted among the powers of 
heaven. 

The text says: 

Horus, son of Isis says: I have come before you 0' Wennofer having brought to 
you the Osiris Ani. His heart is righteous, having come forth from the balance. He 
has not committed an offense against any divinity male or female. D.jehuti has 
recorded it in writing, what has been told to the Ennead concerning him. And 
Maat the great has witnessed it (Chapter 30B). 

After this, Ani speaks saying: 

Behold I am in your presence 0 Lord of Heaven. There is no evil in my body. I 
have not spoken lies knowingly and I have not practiced deception. Grant that I 
may be like those favored ones who are in your following, . . . . 

Then he kneels before Osiris, presents his offerings and is received into the 
otherworld (Arnenta). 

4.4 The Transliteration and Translation 

The translation of the Declarations and accompanying passages in Chapter 125 
below follows the Papyrus of Nu (British Museum, No. 10477, Sheet 22) for the 
bulk of the text, and the Papyrus of Nebseni (British Museum No. 9,900, Sheet 30) 
for Declaration B (see Budge 1898, 249ff). Of course, the translation of this text 
has made valuable use of existing translations and studies of the Book of Coming 
Forth By Day. In translating, I have tried to be as faithful to the letter and spirit of 
the text as possible. In this regard, where sentences could be enhanced by 
additional words of clarification, I have added them in brackets. Moreover, I have 
omitted the more symbolic and mystical parts of the Chapter which follow the 
Declarations of Innocence and the address to the divine powers in the Hall of Maat. 
For my essential purpose is to extract and explicate the ethical core of the Chapter, 
not the more esoteric and mystical substance in which it is embedded. Translation 
notes are at the end of this chapter. 

4.4.1 The Introduction 

4.4.1.1 The Transliteration 
ddtw &t spr r wsht nt Mjrty 
ph3 N m hww nb ir.nfm33 hrw 
nirw nbw: 
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ind hr.k n@ 9 nb MTty 
ii,n.i bv,k nb.i int(w).kwi 
m3.n.i nfnv.k 
iw.i rb.kwi-tw rb.kwi m.k 
rb.kwi rn n p3 n@ 42 n 
wnnyw hnr.k m wsbt.tn nt Mjrty 
'nEzyw m s3wt dwt 
srmyw m snfi.sn hnupwy 
n hsb @'w m-b3h wnn nfr 
mks3ty irty nb MTty m . k  
mk.wi ii.kwi br.k in.n.i n.k Mjrt 
dr.n.i n.k isft 

4.4.1.2 The Translation 

What one should (be able to say) say (1) upon arriving at this 
Great Hall of Maati, (The Two Truths) (2) so that he may be 
cleansed from all wrong-doing which he has done and see the faces 
of all the divine ones (without fear) (3). 

Homage to you Great God, Lord of Maati. I have come before 
you, my Lord. I was brought that I might behold your beauty. I know 
you. I know your name. I know the name of the forty-two divinities 
who are with you in the Great Hall of Maati, those who live to stand 
guard against evil doers and who consume their blood (4) on that day 
of taking account of characters before Wennofer (5). Surely, The 
Two Daughters, Two Eyes, Lord of Two Truths is your name. 
Indeed, I have come before you. And I have brought you Maat. I 
have done away with evil for you. 

4.4.2 Declarations of Innocence (A) 

4.4.2.1 The Transliteration 

1 . n ir. i is) r rmf 
2.  nn sm3r.i wndwt 
3.  n ir. i iwyt m st Mjrt 
4. n rb.i iwtt 
5 .  n ir.ibwdw 
6.  nir.itprrnbb3kwmhnuirtn.i 
7 .  n spr m. i  v i:t nt bvp hmw 
8. nn nmh.i nmhy m h t f  
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9. nn ir.i bwt ntnv 
lo. n sdwy.i hm n hry-tp f 
11. nsm7.i 
12. nshcr.i 
13. nsm2.i 
14. nsm3.i 
15. nwd.ism3 
16. n ir.i mnt hr rmj 
17. n hb.i s'bw m rw-prw 
18. 12 hd. i p3wt ntrw 
19. n nhm fnhw 3hw 
20. nnk.i 
21. n d3d3.i 
22. n hb.i m. dbhw 
23. n hb.i sj3t 
24. n si3t 3ht 
25. n w3h hr mwt nt iwsw 
26. n nmh.i m tb n mh3t 
27. n nhm irrjt m r n nhnw 
28. n kj'i rwt hr smw.sn 
29. n s&.i 3pdw n g3Sw njnv 
30. n h3m.i m w  n @wt.sn 
31. n h s f i m w t r f  
32. n dni.i dnit hr mw 3sw 
33. n rhm.i ht m 3t.s 
34. n th.i sww hr stpt 
35. n s'nr.i mnmnt hr ht ntr 
36. n_hsfnpmpnvf  

iw.i wrb.kwi sp-4 
rbw.i rbw.i bnwpwy 9 nty Nni-nsw 
hr ntt ink is fndpwy n nb _t3w 
Srnh rhyt nbt rrpwy n mh wd3 m 'Inw 

m 3bd-2 yrt rrky 
m-b3h nb t3pn 
nn kprbwdwr.im t3pn m wshtfn 

nt M3'ty 
hr ntt tw,i rh.kwi rn n nn n j w  wnyw 

im.s (Smsw n_tr '?)  

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

4.4.2.2 The Translation 

I have not done wrong to people. 
I have not impoverished my family or fiiends.(6) 
I have not done wrong instead of right.(7) 
I have not known that which does not exist.@) 
I have not done evil. 
I have not set at the beginning of each day tasks greater than 
I had set (previously). 
My name has not reached the offices of those who 
oversee servants. (9) 
I have not deprived the orphan of his property. 
I have not done what the divine ones hate. 
I have not slandered a servant to his superior. 
I have not caused anyone pain. 
I have not caused anyone to be hungry. 
I have not caused anyone to weep. 
I have not killed anyone. 
I have not commanded anyone to kill. 
I have not done what is harmful to people. 
I have not reduced the food-offerings of the temples. 
I have not destroyed the loaves of the divine ones. 
I have not removed the food-offerings of the blessed ones. 
I have not had illicit sex. 
I have not been licentious. 
I have not reduced the funeral offerings. 
I have not lessened the acre.(l0) 
I have not encroached upon the fields (of others). 
I have not added to the weight of the scales. 
I have not tampered with the plummet of the scales. 
I have not taken milk fiom the mouth of children. 
I have not deprived cattle of their pasture. 
I have not trapped birds in the sacred reeds. 
I have not caught fish with (the bait of) their bodies. 
I have not held back water in its season. 
I have not damned flowing water. 
I have not put out a f ~ e  when it should burn. 
I have not neglected the days of making choice meat offerings. 
I have not driven away cattle upon the property of God. 
I have not blocked God in his going forth. 

I am pure. (4 times) My purity is the purity of that great phoenix 
which is in Heracleopolis. For I am indeed the nose of the Lord 
of Breath who sustains all people on this day of completing the 
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eye in On (1 1) on the last day of the second month of winter, in 
the presence of the lord of this land. Nothing evil will happen to 
me in this land in this Great Hall of Maati. For I know the names 
of these divinities which are in it; (the followers of the great 
God). 

4.4.3 Declarations of Innocence (B) 

4 4.3.1 Tlte Transliteration 

n ir. i i s -  
n rw3.i 
n rwn-ib. i 
n j3w. i 
n sm3. i rmj 
n hd, i dbhw 
n ir.i @bt 
n j3w. i ht Njr 
n dd. i grg 
n nhm. i wnmt 
n kni.i 
n th.i 
n sm3. i k3w njry 
n ir.i hnt 
n rw3.i hnbt 
n smtmt.i 
n Sm.i r.i 
n shwn.i n is hr ht.i 
n nk,i hmt j3y 
n d3di i 
n iri. i hryt 
n th.i 
n t:. i 
n sb.i hr mdt nt MYt 
n _hnn.i 
n pm.i 
n nwh.i (n) nk,i nkkw 
n rm-ib.i 
n Sn-tw. i 
n pr-'. i 
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3 1. n 5s-ib.i 
32. nth.iiwn . . . .  
33. n W h m . i  hr mdt 
34. rzir.ibin 
3 5 .  rz ir in! (hr niswt) 
36. n rhn.i hr mw 
37. n k3 hm.i  
38. nfnf. iNfr 
39. nir. iSjb 
40. nir.is1nr.i 
41. nwr&t.inismht.i 
42. n fni n p  m niwt.i 

4.4.3.2 The Translation 

I have not done isfet. 
I have not stolen. 
1 have not been covetous. 
I have not robbed. 
I have not killed people. 
I have not reduced the requirements (of the temple). 
1 have not done fraudulent things. 
I have not stolen the property of God. 
I have not told lies. 
I have not taken away food. 
I have not been ill-tempered. 
I have not transgressed. 
I have not killed sacred cattle. 
I have not extorted. 
I have not stolen bread rations. 
I have not eavesdropped. 
1 have not been talkative. 
I have not contended except concerning my own property. 
I have not committed adultery. 
I have not been committed fornication. 
I have not caused fear. 
I have not mislead. 
I have not been hot-tempered. 
I have not been deaf to words of Truth. 
I have not caused strife. 
I have not winked (at injustice). 
1 have not practiced illicit sex. 
I have not been false. 
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29. I have not quarreled (with another). 
30. I have not been aggressive. 
3 1. I have not been impatient. 
32. I have not misrepresented my nature. . . . 
33. I have not gossiped about matters. 
34. I have not done evil. 
35. I have not reviled the (king). 
36. I have not waded in water. 
37. I have not been loud of voice. 
38. I have not blasphemed God. 
39. I have not been immodest. 
40. I have not made distinctions (of others) from myself. 
4 1. I have not had needs greater than my own property. 
42. I have not reviled the divinity of my city. 

4.4.4 Address to the Divine Ones 

4.4.4.1 Tlze Transliteration 

ind hrw jn njnv ipw imyw wsht.jn nt rnjrty iw.i r_h.kwi jn rh.kwi rnw.jn 
nn hr.i n Srt.jn n srr.jn bin.i n Njrpn nty tn m-ht.f nn iwt sp.i hr jn 
dd.jn mjrt r.i m-b3h Nb-r-dr hr ntt ir.n. i mjrt m T5-Mri n Sn_t.i Np n iw - 
sp. i hr niswt imy hrwf 

ind hnu _tn imyw wsht in  nt mjrty iwty grg m _htw.sn rn/y+ m mTt srmyw nz 
mjrt m-b3h Hrw imy itnf  nhm.~n wi mr bjby rnb m bskw srw hrwpwy n 
ipt S t  mjn wi ii.kwi kr in  nn isft.i nn E2bnt.i nn dwt.i nn mtnu.i nn i7t.n.i ht 
r.f rn_h.i m mTt srm.i m mjrt. iw ir.n.i ddt rmi hrrt njrw hr.s. iw 
shtp.n.i Njr m mrrtf iw 7di.n.i t n hku mw n ib hbs n hjwy mhnt n iwi. iw 
rdi.n,i htp njry n n m p r t  r hrw n 3hw. nhm wi irfjn bw wi iiftn. nn 
smi.jn r. i m-b3h Ntr r3 Ink wrb r wrb rwy, ddw n f i i . 1 ~  (sp-2) m htp in 
m 3 j w . s ~  . . . ii.n.i ' 3  r smtr mjrt r rdit iwsw r rhrwfm-_hnw igrt. 

4.4.4.2 The Translatiotz 

(Then shall the heart which is righteous and without fault say:) (12) 
Homage to you, 0 you divine ones who are in this Great Hall of 

Maati. I know you. I know your names. I will not fall in fear of you. You 
shall not accuse me of wrong to this God whom you follow. No case 
against me shall come before you. You shall speak truth about me before 
the Lord of All. For I have done Maat in Egypt (Ta-Meri) (13). I have not 
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blasphemed God. No case against me came before the King during his 
reign. 

Homage to you divine ones of the Great Hall of Maati, who have no 
lies in their bodies, who live on Maat, who drink of Maat before Horus in 
his disk. Rescue me from Babi who lives on the entrails of (even) those 
with high status on this day of the Great Reckoning. Behold me, I come 
before you, without wrongdoing, without guilt, without evil, without a 
witness (against me), for there is none against whom I have done 
anything. I live on Maat. I drink of Maat. I have done what people speak 
of and that which pleases the divinities. I have satisfied God with that 
which he loves. I have given bread to the hungry, water to the thirsty, 
clothes to the naked and a boat to those without one. I have given divine 
offerings to the divine ones, and invocation offerings to the departed. 
Rescue me, then and protect me. Do not complain against me before the 
Great God. For I am clean of mouth and clean of hands, one to whom it is 
said, 'Welcome, come in peace' by those who see himlher . . . . Indeed, I 
have come here to bear witness to Truth and to set the scales (of justice) 
in their proper place among those who are silent (have no voice) (14). 

4.5 The Sitz im Leben of the DO1 

The Declarations of Innocence contain two lists of offenses that one a f h s  
that slhe has not committed. The fxst list (A) includes thirty-six Declarations 
directed to the Great God, Lord of Maat. It begins with prefatory remarks which 
end with the Declaration that the departed and risen has brought Maat and done 
away with isfet. The second list (B) of Declarations are forty-two in number and 
are directed to forty assessors or judges who are identified as followers (Smsw) of 
the Great God. In summary, the Declarations are moral claims of being free from 
the offenses of killing, violent and non-violent injury; robbery and stealing, 
especially from the vulnerable; the misuse of speech, i.e., lying, slander, 
blasphemy, loudness; negative emotion such as hot-temperedness, immodesty, ill- 
temperedness, cheating and deception; and sexual misdeeds. In a word, they 
represent moral claims of freedom from offenses of thought, emotion, speech and 
conduct. 

After the 42 Declarations, there follows an address to the divine powers of the 
Great Hall of Maat in which the deceased claims knowledge of the Divine Ones 
and reaffirms her innocence. He declares that he comes to the Hall of Judgment 
without wrongdoing, accusation, evil or an accusing witness. Moreover, she 
declares that Maat is both nourishment and drink for her. Then he asserts a familiar 
moral claim: "I have done what people speak of and that which pleases the divine 
powers. I have satisfied God with what he loves. Having given bread to the hungry, 
water to the thirsty and clothes to the naked and offerings to the divine ones and the 
departed." 
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It is this stress on doing Maat and avoiding isfet, showing preference for the 
vulnerable and doing what God loves and wills and the people praise, which 
reveals the Sitz im Leben of the DOI. And this source is clearly the Declarations of 
Virtues. Out of a long history of the declaring of virtues and disclaiming vices, the 
DO1 emerge as a kind of summing up of the major moral concerns of Kemetic 
society. As noted above, the moral concerns included in the main body of the DO1 
focus on a broad range of claims of freedom from vices of thought, emotion, 
speech and conduct. And in the concluding paragraph, positive moral claims are 
made of having cared for the vulnerable and done the will of God and the good 
which elicited the praise of the people. Throughout this long history of the 
Declarations of Virtues, a rich array of moral claims and concerns emerge which 
serve as a fertile and fi-uitful source of categories and concepts from which the New 
Kingdom authors could and did draw. 

Drioton (1922) called attention to this link between the autobiographical moral 
self-presentations and the DO1 and argued that they were the essential source of 
this New Kingdom development. But as Lichtheim (1992, 103) noted, he did not 
provide an extensive "harvest of bridge-building texts" which would reconstruct the 
path of this development. Lichtheim (1992, 103ff), however, does provide an 
extensive textual resource which affxms Drioton's original contention and in the 
process deals with related issues of judgment and descriptions of afterlife. But 
again, it is Drioton (1922) who makes this link in his article "Contribution a l'etude 
du chapitre 125 du livre des morts: les confessions negatives." In this work, he 
published and translated the Stela of Baki, Steward and Overseer of the Granary, 
whom he located in the early 18th Dynasty. This date was later challenged by 
Varille (1954) and Lichtheim (1992, 133) who placed Baki in the reign of 
Amenhotep I11 and Thutmose I11 respectively. 

The Stela of Baki (Turin Museum no. 156) proved important in showing the 
link between the DO1 and autobiographical moral self-presentations because it 
contained: 1) references to many of the desired virtues and shunned vices; 2) the 
concept of judgment; and 3) the aspiration and description of the afterlife. In his 
long and inclusive moral self-presentation, Baki says: 

I. A royal offering to the ka of the overseer of the granary Baki, 
.justified, he says: 

I am one truly upright, free of wrongdoing, 
One who placed God in his heart and who knows his might 
I have come to this city of eternity 
having done good on earth. 
I did not rob. I was without fault, 
my name was not mentioned for any offense 
nor vileness and evil in any respect. 
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I rejoiced in speaking truth 
for I knew it benefits the one who does it 
on earth from birth to landing. 
It is an effective defense for one who speaks it 
on the day he arrives at the court. 
which judges the needy and assesses characters, 
which punishes the wrongdoer and destroys his Ba. 
I am without blame, there is no accuser of me. 
There is no wrong of mine before them, thus may I go forth justified, 
and praised among the worthy ones who have joined their ka's. 

11. The steward and overseer of the granary Baki, justified, says: 
I was a great confidant of the Lord-of-the-Two-Lands, 
Valuable to the one who made him, one praised by the king. 
It was my good character that advanced my rank, 
and distinguished me out among millions of persons. 
My Maat was firm for Horus in front and in back. 
I surrounded his ka with service to him in joy, 
praising his goodness day by day, 
and paying homage to his twin serpents at all times. 

111. The overseer of the granary of Baki, justified says: 
I am a noble who is at peace with Maat, 
who conformed to the laws of the Hall of Maati. 
For I planned to reach God's domain. 
without baseness attached to my name. 
I did not do evil to people (or) that which offends their divinities 
My life was lived with a good wind. 
So that I might reach an excellent state of honor there. 
I had the favor of the king 
and the love of his attendants. 
As for the whole palace and its occupants, 
in their mind I had done no wrong. 
The people in back likewise, 
They rejoiced at my excellent character: 
My name was called upon in the palace 
as a person of character who does Maat. 
My goodness was in the heart of my father and my mother, 
Love of me was in their bodies; 
No (- - - - - -) equaled my acting for them on earth. 
I respected my senior and conceded to my junior. 
I did not speak ill of one worthier than me. 
My advice was to speak good. 
There was no hostile word which I spoke. 
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IV. Listen to this as I have told it, 
all you people who exist. 
Be satisfied with Maat daily. 
It is food that does not over satisfy. 
The divine one and lord of Abydos lives on it daily. 
If you do this, you will benefit (from it) 
You will spend a lifetime in happiness, 
Till there's rest in the beautiful West. 
Your Ba will have the power to come in and go out, 
free striding like the lords of eternity. 
enduring like primeval ones. 

Baki's autobiographical text is clearly one of the most inclusive and defmitive 
moral self-presentations which pre-figure and make possible the summary of 
Maatian concerns we fmd in the Declarations of Innocence. His concern is clearly 
for a Maat-infused and Maat-informed life which gives him success, honor and 
happiness in this life %om birth to landing." But he is also concerned about his 
worthiness among men and women, people of the palace and elsewhere who would 
love him, "rejoice at his good character" and cause his name to endure "as a man of 
character who does right." 

It is important to note that Baki's moral self-portrait is preceded by autobio- 
graphical moral self-presentations that extend back to the Old Kingdom and 
include concerns for standard moral virtues and vices, the concept of judgment and 
the aspiration for the afterlife (Maystre 1937, 1). These declarations of virtues, 
then, provide the essential Sitz im Leben of the Declarations of Innocence. 
However, there are several essential differences between the DO1 and the moral 
self-presentations. The fust is that the moral self-presentations are more often 
positive declarations of virtues, whereas the DO1 are disclaimers of vices, although 
denials of vices appear also in the Declarations of Virtues and positive Declarations 
of Virtues are presented in the DO1 in the closing address to the Divine powers. 

Secondly, the DOV are often intertwined with professional presentations and 
appeals to the living, whereas the DO1 are focused exclusively on moral presenta- 
tion. Thirdly, the DOV, given their number and variation, of necessity, include 
considerations the DO1 do not contain. Certainly, the concem for corruption, in 
terms of taking bribes for unfair judicial rulings, is a central concern of the DOV 
and the Sebait, but do not appear in the DOI. There is, however, possible allusion 
to this vice in the Declarations of Innocence which say, "I have not been deaf to 
truth" and "I have not w h e d  at injustice." A final difference is that there is more 
attention to ritual purity in the DO1 than in the DOV. And whereas these concerns 
of a ritual nature are often seen as simply "cultic" they remain also ethical in that 
they are concerned with right and wrong especially in relation to the formulators' 
and practitioners' concem for and conception of God's will. 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



152 Maaf, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

It is of value to note here before turning to other examples of moral self- 
presentations which lay the ground for the DOI, that there is a school of thought 
that argues that the declarations of virtues and purity inscribed on temple entrances 
during the Ptolemaic period are the actual Sitz im Leben of the Declarations of 
Innocence (Greishammer 1974, 1970, 58). However, as Lichtheim (1 992, 127) and 
Griffiths (1 99 1, 2 18ff) have argued, this is not a supportable contention for at least 
three basic reasons. First, there is the problem of the anteriority of the autobiogra- 
phies and the lack of concrete evidence that the priestly instructions existed in 
earlier periods. Although Merkelbach (1968, 1969) pointed out the parallels of 
priestly declarations to the DOI, he did not argue that they were sources of the 
DOI. Likewise, Fairman (1958), who collected some of these declarations from the 
Edfu Temple, does not draw the parallels between the two genres of text. He 
concentrates instead on the text of the divinity Seshat in which she states she has 
come to "set down in writing . . . the doer of good and the doer of evil" (Edfou V 
334, 1-6). The description of the doer of isfet and the doer of Maat clearly 
resemble the descriptions in the DOV. The doer of evil is one who lies, cheats and 
is unclean. But the doer of good is one who "knows right from wrong, is clean, is 
upright and walks in the way of righteousness." Still, however, this text emulates 
the autobiographical self-presentations which are prior and in fact lay the bases for 
these later texts. 

Secondly, as both Lichtheim and Griffiths notes, the focus and nature of the 
priestly texts are narrower than the universal character and thrust of the DOV and 
DOI. The priestly concerns around worthiness to be a priest and to enter the temple 
carry a stratum, group and institutional limitation not evident in the DOV and DOI. 
An example of such a priestly affirmation of innocence is the following taken from 
Merkelbach (1 969, 70). 

I have not eaten what is forbidden for a priest. 
I have cut off no living being's head. 
I killed no one 
I have not slept with the wife of another. 
I have neither eaten nor drunk what is forbidden or is shown in the books 

(as forbidden). 
I have not made long fingers (not stolen). 
I have taken no scales in hand. 
I have measured no land. 
I have entered no unclean place. 
I have touched no sheep's wool. 

This, of course, has some prohibitions cited in the DOI, but again clearly these are 
group-focused and do not carry the universal weight or appeal of the DOI. 

The virtues required in the DO1 and DOV texts, however, clearly overlap and 
interrelate and are presented as binding on all and rewarding for all. This includes 
even the king as the Sebait for Merikara shows with regard to the reward of 
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righteousness at judgment. It is also attested in the 18th Dynasty in which part of 
the Declarations of Innocence appear on the sarcophagus of Thutmose IV 
(Kakosky 198 1, 264), a fact which reaffms that the king is subject to the same 
process of moral assessment as the masses. Moreover, even in the Late Period, 
there is strong concern that the moral law (hp) is upheld (Lorton 1986). This is, in 
fact, a concern for the upholding of Maat, for hp, increasingly hp(w), carries the 
meaning of "law, right and justice" and is synonymous with the abstract concept of 
Maat which is clearly rooted in the ancient tradition of Kemet (Lloyd 1982). 

A third reason that the Ptolemaic priestly inscriptions cannot be posed as the 
Sitz im Leben of the DO1 is the anteriority of the concept of judgment. Indeed the 
concept of judgment which underlies and informs the DO1 and DOV is prior to and 
thus informative for the priestly declarations. The evolution of this concept will be 
treated below. It should be noted in conclusion, however, that there is a defmite 
relationship between the priestly texts and the Declarations of Innocence. This is 
due to the fact that both are concerned with criteria for entry into a sacred place, 
made holy (dsr) by the presence of the Divine (Hofheier 1985). Moreover, both 
require Maat for admission whether in the temple or otherworld. And fmally, the 
evidence suggests that both are linked to and rooted in the Declarations of Virtues 
which clearly appear in varied forms in both genres of texts. 

Affmations of innocence or virtues phrased as the shunning of vices appear 
early in the moral tradition of ancient Egypt. The early Declarations of Virtues in 
the Old Kingdom attest to this phrasing and focus on moral worthiness. The priest 
Werhuu in the 5th Dynasty, after saying he did Maat in his city and district, says, "I 
never did what was hurtful to anyone and I never let anyone spend the night angry 
with me about a matter . . ." (Urk I, 46.8ff). Hetep-her-akhet says, "I never took the 
property of anyone and I never did anything by force against anyone" (Urk I, 50. 
Iff). Seshem-nefer (Urk I, 57.150 says, "I never spoke an evil thing against people 
. . ." and Nekhebu (Urk I, 219. 6ff), says the same thing in his moral self-presenta- 
tion. In this period, however, in spite of these examples, the phrasing remains 
predominantly positive as demonstrated in Chapter 11. 

In the Middle Kingdom the DOV still remains positive for the most part, but 
there are clear examples of an increase in affmations of innocence through denials 
of wrongdoing. The text of the Steward Mentuweser of the 12th Dynasty is an 
example of this (Ransom 1913, 16,24; Sethe 1928b, 79-80). He says: 

I am one who is attentive to those in misery. 
Who buried the dead, 
And who gave goods to one who was in poverty. 
I was generous with provisions of food. 
There was no misery for one to whom I gave. 
I was a capable companion in the House of the King 
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One sent because of the strength of his character. 
I shared the choicest cut of meat with those who sat at my side 

I am one who is beloved of his relatives, 
One who is attached to his family. 
I did not cover my face from those who were my servants. 
I was a father to the orphan, support to the widow. 
No one slept hungry in my town. 
I did not hinder a man at the ferry. 
I did not slander a man to his superior. 
I was not indulgent with evil. 
I am one who spoke in the presence of the nobles. 
I was one free from speaking falsehood. 
I was one who listened to Maat Cjustice, the Right). 
And I was not partial toward the possessor of rewards 

The list of denials here are not only similar to those of the DOI, but also are more 
numerous than in Old Kingdom texts. They thus represent a change in the 
formulation which will take its most defmitive form in the New Kingdom and serve 
as a central source of the DOI. 

Clearly, the 18th Dynasty represents the defmitive period for the development 
of the Declarations of Virtues which give both form and content to the Declarations 
of Innocence in the 125th Chapter of the Book of Coming Forth By Day. An 
excellent example of this is the DOV in the autobiography of the sage Amenhotep, 
son of Hapu, who lived and served during the reign of Amenhotep I11 in the early 
18th Dynasty (Urk IV, 1827.14-20; 1828.1-8). In his prayer to Amen-Ra, he says: 

di.k wni.i m-m hsyw iryw MZrt 
ink nzjr 
n rdi.n.i hr gs 
n snz?. n. i rn ir bw-&v 
n rdi.i Cn_h hr @n:f'nz nty r ht,i Izr k?wt 
n nis s p w  nz tp-mZr.i 
mkI13.i r s& Pd f' 
n rdi(,i) irt !zrw 
n _hrm.i ir n.i 

n rdi. i Izr. i r sdm iwms r sdwy ky m h ~ v .  f' 
iw M i  mtrf'iryt n.i 
iww m-bZ!l hr nb 
in mZ3 wi nht(y)j'(y) mi kd.i 
n wr bprwt n. i 
mtnv n MZrt m iZw, i 
ph.i i-npwt 80 
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wr hsw hr niswt 
iw. i r kmt rnpwt 11 0 

Grant that I may be among the blessed ones, the doers of Maat. 
For I am upright. 
1 have not been biased. 
I have not joined with the doer of evil. 
I did not swear at one in dificulty of those in my crew in building works. 
There was no man who called at my side 
That I neglected to hear what he said. 
I did not impose excess work. 
Nor did I press those who worked for me. 

I did not pay attention to untruths in order to slander another to his superior 
My character bears witness to what I have done. 
It is before all the people 
He who sees me will pray to have character like me. 
For great was that which happened to me. 
My old age is witness to Maat. 
I have reached 80 years 
In great is my favor with the king. 
And I may yet complete 1 10 years. 

Moreover, Horemheb, scribe of recruits, offers a similar prayer saying: 

May your hearts rejoice, 0' lords of eternity, 
Glorious and excellent spirits of God's domain. 
Behold, I have come from the land of the living to be with you in this sacred land 
I am one of you. 
My hatred is evil. 
I have come on the good path of the upright 
In order to make whole all my limbs. 
Then will my soul live, being divine and a great and glorious spirit 

(Urk IV, 1590.1-8). 

The conceptual link of these declarations of virtues and others similar with the 
DO1 are obvious. The claim of righteousness and the request for moral acceptance 
in the Hereafter among the doers of Maat is reflected in the DO1 and related 
passages in Chapter 125 of Coming Forth. The denial phrasing of having avoided a 
given vice also appears in the two genres of texts and are in some cases almost 
identical. Thus, the genealogical link is established and the line of development 
easily followed. 
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4.6 Maatian Moral Theology 

4.6.1 Fundamental Concepts 

The hinge and hub upon which Maatian moral theology turns is the concept of 
judgment which carries with it two correlative concepts-just@ation (vindication) 
and immortality. It is this triadic conceptual cluster which is one of ancient Egypt's 
most significant and enduring gifts to humanity. Appearing frst in Kemet, this 
concept spread elsewhere and contributed greatly to human spiritual and ethical 
development. As Brandon (1967, 41) informs us, this "conception of the post- 
mortem judgment finds its most complete expression in the Book of the Dead," and 
it "represents a most significant achievement in both the history of religion and of 
ethics." 

In fact, this idea of "judgment after death symbolized by the balance or scales 
can be traced on into the Roman period of Egyptian religion," passing into Coptic 
Christianity, into the Jewish texts, into Greek thought and ultimately fmding 
"expression in medieval Christian art with the archangel Michael assuming the role 
of Master of the Balance which Thoth had held in ancient Egypt," (Brandon 1967, 
45). Samir Amin (1989) also stresses the relevance of this idea to world intellectual 
history. In his critique of Eurocentric claims to all major achievements, he (1989, 
17) states that "[blefore any other people, the Egyptians introduced the concept of 
eternal life and immanent moral justice, opening the way for humanist 
universalism." In fact he (1989, 18) contends, "the universalist moral breakthrough 
of the Egyptians is the keystone of subsequent human thought." And only after 
centuries of development does this Kemetic contribution become "commonplace" 
and expresses itself in "debates between Christianity and Islam concerning Hell and 
Paradise, individual responsibility and determinism, the foundations of belief." 

As Spiegel(1935, 14-1 5) points out, 

Das Wesen dieser Idee liegt in dem Gedanken, das jeder Tote in Jenseitz vor 
einem Gericht zu ersheinen hat, urn dort uber sein vergangenes Leben 
Rechenschaft ablegen, und daB das Ergebnis dieser Priifung seine Stellung in 
Jenseits bedingt. Der MaBstab, nach welchem das Leben gemessen wird, ist dabei- 
das ist das Wesentliche-eine ethishe Norm, den Bedeutung nicht in iridischen 
Verhaltnissen sonder in einer absoluten Idee der Gerechtigkeit begriindet ist. 

[The essence of this idea lies in the thought that each deceased person had to 
appear in the next world before a court in order to give an account there of his 
past life and that the result of the trial determines his place in the next world. The 
standard by which life is measured there, that is the essential factor, is an ethical 
norm, the significance of which is not based on earthly circumstances, but on an 
absolute idea of justice.] 
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Drioton (1949, 16fQ also pointed to the centrality of the idea of justice in this 
concept and argued that the concept of judgment was rooted in a long identifiable 
moral tradition. Certainly, the central ethical norm here is Maat. For Maat is the 
basis for continuation on earth and in the afterlife. As Assmann (1990, 126) states, 
Maat "rules in this world and the next world. Whoever fills himself with it is 
worthy of the next world (jenseits-wurdig)" as well as "worthy of this world 
(diesseits-wurdig)." Thus, Maat creates for humans not only a place in the social 
memory of the group, but also in the otherworld, in the world of the gods. 

Central to the idea of judgment, then, is the concept and aspiration of eternal 
life through righteousness. In fact, the title of the Book of Coming Forth By Day, 
itself, is a reflection and affirmation of this central and ancient spiritual quest. But 
as early as the Pyramid Texts, there is written evidence of the ancient Egyptian 
rejection of death as the end of life and the quest for immortality through having 
been judged righteous (mT hnu) after death. This rejection is expressed clearly in 
their designating death, itself, "repeating life (whm rnb) wehem ankh. Therefore, as 
Budge (1960, 1966) states, "the attainment of a renewal of life in the other world 
was the aim and object of every Egyptian believer." 

Thus, we read in Coming Forth (Chapter 154) the deceased and risen praying 
to the Divine, saying: "May you let me go down to eternity . . . . I have not done 
what you hate. May your spirit love me and not reject me. May you receive me in 
your following. May I not decay. . . ." Or again, one prays "Let me ascend thither 
as one justified in the presence of the Council of the Great God on the day of 
setting (passing) and going forth unto the Ennead that is in God's domain" (Chapter 
65). Moreover, the deceased and justified declares, "I live after my death like Ra 
everyday" (Chapter 38 and 38A). And fmally, the deceased and risen prays saying, 
"May you rescue me from the messengers who suppress evil and inflict 
punishment, whose faces show no pity, for I have done Maat for the lord of Maat" 
(Chapter 125). 

But even earlier, we see evidence of belief in and the quest for immortality in 
the Pyramid Texts, we read: "You have departed living, you have not departed 
dead" (5m.n.k rnh.k n 5m.n.k is mwt.k) (PT 833a). And also one reads: "Teti has not 
died the death; he has become a glorious one in the horizon." "You have departed 
that you might live;" "This Pepi dies not." "Have you said that he would die? He 
does not; this King Pepi lives forever" (Breasted 1934, 70). Repeatedly, one fmds 
evidence that the ancient Egyptians refuse to accept death as fmal. Opinions vary 
on the reason for this (Spencer 1982; Zandee 1960). But it seems to reflect both the 
religious rootedness of their quest for immortality and the reality of ambivalence 
toward "passage to paradise" religious adherents of all faiths tend to have. 

Morenz (1984, 205), along with other Egyptologists, have called the Maatian 
concept of immortality a "denial of death." But one could easily make the same 
claim concerning Paul's discourse on resurrection, the Christian longing for an 
afterlife. Morenz (1984, 190) realizes this and after citing Paul's to-die-is-to-live- 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



158 Maat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egvpt 

again contention (Phillipians I, 21, 23), he argues that "We must be careful not to 
place on the same footing as the word of the Apostle such positive sounding 
circumlocutions for death as 'the good fortune' or even the use of its opposite 'life' . 
. . " which the ancient Egyptian used to refer to death. But by what logic except a 
Eurocentric or Christian centered one is the ancient Egyptian view of death as 
"repeating life" or "living again" in the spiritual realm less real than similar 
Christian claims? The reality is that even as Christians who believe in immortality 
and yet do not wish to die, so do others have similar contradictory or ambivalent 
emotions. The reality is that it is not the "denial of death" that ancient Egyptians 
engaged in but rather the denial of the effective power of death over life. And as 
Tobin (1989, 130) states, "this denial of the effective power of death indicates that 
in the mind of the Egyptian death was in fact the beginning of life," i.e., eternal life. 

Much has been written about Kemetic belief in the resurrection of the physical 
body as evidenced by the practice of mummification and even the passage about 
not letting the body decay which is cited above. But although there are passages 
about the body not decaying and about one knitting oneself back together bone by 
bone and member by member, there are also passages which stress that it is the 
spirit that is immortal and that "the soul belongs to heaven; the body belongs to 
earth-b: r p t  _h3t r t3" (Budge 1960, 68). Budge (1960, 69) is correct in asserting 
that "the preservation of the corruptible body . . . was in some way connected with 
life in the world to come, and its existence was necessary to insure eternal life, 
otherwise the prayers recited to this end would have been htile and the time- 
honored custom of mummifying the dead would have no meaning." But it is still 
not clear why the preservation of the body was necessary. A plausible explanation 
is that the ancient Egyptians believed that the various physical and spiritual parts of 
the human personality-ka (vital energy), ba (soul), khet (body), akh (transformed 
spirit), ren (name), ib (heartlmind), and shuit (shadow) "were bound together 
inseparably and the welfare of any single one of them concerned the welfare of all" 
(Budge 1960, 81). Therefore, what one has here is a complex set of beliefs which 
unite the physical and spiritual in a holistic conception of reciprocal effect 
(Finnestad 1986). It is a topic which obviously requires much more research and 
analysis and which unfortunately space and stated focus will not allow here. 

However, in spite of the complex and often esoteric character of the theology 
of eternal life which evolves in the Pyramid Texts and which is expressed in the 
New Kingdom concept of "coming forth," it can be discussed under five basic 
analytical categories: a) resurrection; b) ascension; c) judgment; d) acceptance; and 
e) transformation. The concept of judgment has been treated above and will be 
treated throughout this discussion because it is the core of Maatian moral theology 
of eternal life. To come forth by day, fiom the darkness of death and the tomb to 
the light and eternal life of the other world is the fundamental foundation on which 
the teachings on immortality stand. As I stated above, coming forth is essentially 
breaking the bonds of death and grave and emerging to bask in sunlight, i.e., the 
rays of Ra in the spiritual sense. This is resurrection, rising fkom the dead like 
Osiris and repeating life through righteousness (Otto 1968; Griffiths 1980). As the 
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Cofln Texts (CT IV, 168) state, "I die and I live, for I am Osiris" (mt.i rnh.i ink 
Wsir). 

Also in the Book of Vindication, we read "0 '  seeker of vindication, the earth 
opens its mouth for you; it opens its jaws on your behalf. May you reach the Great 
Stairway and arrive at the Sacred City" (CT I, 12-13). Moreover, the texts say "The 
Lord of the earth will open your blind eyes and straighten out your bent knees for 
you. And you will be given your heart which came from your mother (and) belongs 
to your body, and your soul which was on earth . . ." (CT I, 56). Therefore, the 
departed are resurrected and they pray as in the Book of Coming Forth By Day, 

May I not be judged according to the mouth of the multitude. May my soul lift 
itself up before my heart and be found to have been sound on earth. May I come 
into your presence 0' Lord of Lords; may I reach the Hall of Righteousness 
(Maati). May I rise like a living god and give forth light like the Divine Assembly 
of Nine that are in heaven. (BCF chapter 1)  

Secondly, then, the concept of immortality or coming forth involves ascension, 
i.e., rising like Ra, ascending into heaven to be judged and transformed into an 
imperishable spirit, i.e., an 3h. In the Book of Vindication (CT I, 58-60), one reads: 

Hail vindicated one. Come that you may rise up in the heavens. The ladder at the 
side of Ra has been assembled for you among the powers of heaven . . . . you shall 
walk upon your own feet and you shall not walk with your head downward. 

Or again we read: "The doors of heaven are opened (to you) because of your virtue. 
May you ascend and see Hathor. May any case against you be canceled" (CT I, 
18 1). Also in the Pyramid Texts (654-656), it says, 

Rise up 0' vindicated one. Take hold of your head. Gather together your bones, 
collect your limbs and shake the dust from your flesh . . . . Stand at the gates that 
bar those with no name. Lo, the gatekeeper comes out to you. He takes hold of 
your hand and takes you to heaven to you Father. 

Thus, resurrection is followed by ascension and both are made possible by a 
Maatian life. Finally, we read that through righteousness the departed flies "up to 
heaven in the company of (his) brothers and sisters, the powers of heaven" using 
hisiher arms like wings of a hawk (PT 459-461). This ascension imagery is also 
attested in the New Kingdom in the Book of Coming Forth By Day (chapter 15). 
For example one reads "Osiris, N, you ascend to the sky, you cross the (watery 
fumament) . . . ." Also one reads "the truly justified . . . you are lifted up to heaven. 
You rise from the eastern horizon of the sky, on the uplifted of Shu, on the path to 
perpetuity, on the way to eternity." Three images of ascension emerge from the 
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texts: one of a ladder or stairway being placed for the departed to ascend; the 
departed's rising as a spirit, and fmally, hisher rising by flying to heaven like a 
hawk, an obvious reference to Horus, son of Osiris, whose symbol is the hawk 
rising. But regardless of the symbolic analogy used, ascension remains at the heart 
and center of coming forth. 

Another aspect of coming forth is acceptance and welcome into the company 
of God and his following. An important prayer in the Book of Coming Forth 
(Chap. 1) says: 

May the Lords of the Sacred Land receive me and give me threefold praise in 
peace. May they make a seat for me besides the Elders of the Council. May I 
ascend in the presence of the Beneficent One. And may I assume whatever form I 
want in whatever place my spirit wishes to be. 

One aspires, then, to be a favored one in the following of the Great God and to be 
allowed to sit among the divine ones because of his or her righteousness. Thus, we 
read in the sacred writings where the vindicated one is commanded to go take 
hisker place among the divine ones (nirw). 

Go and open the mansion of the soul beyond . . . . If you find the powers of 
heaven seated, you shall sit with them. Receive then this scepter of yours which is 
at the feet of Ra and your rod which is at the feet of the morning star (CT I, 273- 
274). 

And another prayer in Coming Forth says: as "I am one whose mouth is pure and 
whose hands are clean . . . let it be said to me: 'Welcome come in peace' by those 
who shall see me" (BCF chapter 125). 

Finally, the vindicated one is transformed into a living spirit in the process of 
coming forth. Slhe is Osiris, one with Ra, and any other divine power (n@) she  
wishes to be. As quoted above, the prayer is "May I assume whatever form I want, 
in whatever place my spirit wishes to be." Or again, the sacred writings say, having 
been vindicated, 

I stand up like Horus, (beloved son and avenger of his father). I sit down as Ptah 
(Creator who laid the foundations of the universe). I have grown as strong as 
Djehuti (wisdom exalted). I have become as powerhl as Atum (Ra as the per- 
fecter). I have entered as a falcon and come forth as a phoenix. Morning star make 
way for me, so that I may adore Ra in the (beautiful paradise of) the West (BCF 
chapter 11). 

Also, we read the vindicated declaring now, "I am s h e  who is one with God. I have 
become He." Or "I shine like Ra daily. I establish truth and expel falsehood. I open 
the doors which are in the abyss below" (CT I, 3 10; CT 11, 149). 
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Furthermore, we read in the sacred writings the vindicated saying s h e  has 
been transformed into a series of mighty spirits (3hw). This is, as stated above, 
assimilation with God and the divine through righteousness and as aspiration to 
transform oneself into any form in any place one's spirit wishes to be. Therefore, 
we read the vindicated one declaring, 

I am the Lion, the Double Lion and the greatest of his priesthood. I am Horus, the 
Uniter. I am he (she) who brings stillness aRer the storm. I am Isis in Chemrnis 
(taking refuse from Seth, the evil one) and I will listen like one who is deaf and 
strains to see. I am Lord of the Earth, who entered the earth. I am he (she) who 
evaluates whoever serves him (her). I am transformed into one whose spirits are 
mighty (italics mine). I am one with Ra, Lord of His Two Land, and am he (she) 
who is put behind Him. I am the waters and the earth (CT VII. 30) 

It is in these four aspects, then, resurrection, ascension, welcome and 
transformation and the fifih, judgment (which in the process is third), that the 
concept of immortality is rooted. 

Finally, the combined ideas of judgment, justification and immortality in the 
afterlife are well-expressed in 18th Dynasty Declarations of Virtues, hymns and 
prayers. The royal steward, Kheruf under Amenhotep 11, asks that Ra grant a happy 
remembrance in the presence of the solar disk, endurance in the mouth of the 
living, glory, power, justification and contentment in the place of the righteous (ES 
1980, P1. 83A). Saist, royal scribe, living in the reign of Amenhotep 111, says, "I 
have arrived at the isle of the righteous ones without any offense of mine on earth. 
Thus may a mooring post of eternity and a landing post of everlastingness be made 
for me" (Urk IV, 1928.4-7). 

Likewise, Khaemhat, the royal scribe and overseer of the granaries under 
Amenhotep I11 says, 

The royal scribe and overseer of the granary Khaemhat 
descended to the graveyard as one justified on earth. 

There was no accusation brought against him 
There was no complaint against him by the unique one of the palace 
He reached the Hall of the Two Truths. 
He was assessed in all his conduct at the balance 
before the divine powers who are in it (The Great Hall). 
D.jehuti assessed him as one true of voice. 
In the judicial assembly of all the divine powers, male and female 
Thus, may you welcome him and transfigure him 
As a reward for his virtue (Urk IV, 1846.17-1847.5). 
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Here concepts of judgment, justification and the reward of immortality are 
succinctly posed. One sees the claim of a righteous life on earth and the absence of 
accusation or complaint by one fellow or the king. Khaemhat reaches the Hall of 
Judgment in righteousness and his righteousness is reaffirmed by the great assessor, 
Djehuti. And then appeal is made that he be welcomed in the afterlife and transfig- 
ured (s?/z) as a reward for his goodness or virtue (nfrw). 

The autobiography of Pentu, chief physician during the Amarna Period offers 
still another conception of the after-life which is the reward of the righteous. He 
says: 

Grant that I may rest in my place of eternity 
Joined to the cavern of never-endingness. 
May I go out and come in my home. 
And my soul not be restrained from what it wishes. 
May I stride as my heart desires in the grove I made while on earth. 
And drink water on the bank of the lake every day without fail. 

(Sandman 1938,49.3-5) 

And finally, Sa-tep-ihu, governor of the Thinite district under Hatshepsut, offers 
still another vision of the afterlife as a reward of doing Maat also (Urk IV, 51 8.7- 
15), saying, 

A glorious spirit in heaven 
A continuing power on earth 
Justified in God's domain. 
And living again after becoming cold. 
These are the gifts to the person without evil. 
It is the Maatian person who receives them. 
He will be counted among the ancestors. 
His name will endure as a monument. 
And what he has done on earth will not 

perish or pass away. 

312 inpt 
wsr m t3 
mF-hrw hnti hrt-nir 
whm rnh m-ht kbh 
Sbw pw n iwty dwt: f' 
m3rtypw Ssp sw 
hsb.t(w),f lZft imiw-b3h 
wnn m.f mn m mnw 
tz htm irt.nfr t3 

Thus, these and similar texts point to and reaffirm a clear conception of judgment, 
the need for a Maatian life and the rewards of the afterlife for the Maatian person 
and in this, serve as a rich source for a similar literature in the Book of Coming 
Forth By Day. 

4.6.2 Evolution of the Idea of Judgment 

This conceptual cluster of judgment, justification and immortality finds its 
earliest expression in the corpus of religious texts called the Pyramid Texts which 
are, as stated above, root sources of the genealogy of the Book of Coming Forth By 
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Day (Grifiths 1980; Brandon 1967). This corpus of texts was fust found on the 
walls of the Pyramid of Unas, the last king of the Fifth Dynasty (Piankoff 1969) 
and the four major kings of the Sixth Dynasty, Teti, Pepi I, Mernere and Pepi I1 
(Faulkner 1969; Mercer 1952). Later, additional texts were discovered in the 
pyramids of three queens of Pepi I1 and also in the pyramid of an Eighth Dynasty 
king, Ibi. Although these texts date kom 2424-2135 B.C.E., it is common scholarly 
opinion that they contain material much older. As Breasted (1934, 71), Mercer 
(1952, 6f3 and others noted, the contents of the texts are varied, including, prayers, 
evocations, rituals, hymns, fragments of theological narratives, and basic moral 
ideals that present conceptions and categories of moral discourse essential to 
Egyptian ethical thought and practice as expressed in the Declarations of 
Innocence. 

Thus, a complex of moral and religious ideas exists early in Egyptian history 
as expressed in the Pyramid Texts. And these ideas not only reflect royal 
conceptions about the moral implications of life and death but also those of 
ordinary folk (Brandon 1967, 8; Yoyotte 1961, 26; Kees 1956, 106). Passages 
appear in texts which seem to attest to popular influence in the conception and 
writing of the text, not in a direct way, but possibly in an indirect way. Discussion 
about not being "seized in the name of the king or magistrates" in PT 1041-43 and 
the statement that "this (person) has not slandered (Snl) the king" in PT 892 as well 
as other similar ones suggest offenses ordinary persons would be accused of and 
had to be innocent of as in the Declarations. As Brandon (1967, 8) states, 

(t)he priests, who compiled the Pyramid Texts for royal mortuary use, must have 
utilized certain material that derived from the mortuary rituals of ordinary persons 
who could, of course, have been accused of crimes against the pharaoh or 
punished for other offensives under the civil code. 

Two points are important here. The f ~ s t  is that the moral ideal of ancient 
Egypt evolves not simply as a royal conception but also as one which is rooted in 
and reflective of general moral ideas and religious beliefs of the masses. This does 
not deny preponderance of the royal or scribal (s f )  input in the early formulation of 
the moral ideal of ancient Egypt. On the contrary, it simply calls attention to the 
fact that attempts to categorize Egypt's moral ideal as little more than "royal 
propaganda" by some authors are not always analytically productive and are 
usually conceptually flawed and often reductive (Posener 1969; Baines 199 1). 
Secondly, as stated above, the idea of everyone being subjected to judgment is 
central to Maatian ethics. This means that in spite of the pharaoh's status and role as 
divine representative of God on earth, son and daughter of Ra, he or she is still 
subjected to divine judgment on the criteria of Maat. And it is this process of 
judgment of all after death that is at the center of the moral ideal and concern found 
in the Declarations of Innocence. 
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Breasted (1934, 127) correctly contends that "(t)he Pyramid Texts contain 
unequivocal evidence that the demands of justice and righteousness were mightier 
than the king." Thus the Texts declare: "This King Pepi is justified. There is no evil 
which King Pepi has done." And the Text of Unas says that Unas has come to 
heaven "as a divine power (ntr) comes to his shore" without accusation of the 
living or dead, beast or bird (PT 386). Furthermore, the text of Pepi says, " 0  
Boatman of the boatless righteous, . . . Pepi is righteous before heaven and earth" 
(PT 1 188). 

Junker (1949) also points out that judgment after death was a requirement for 
kings as well as ordinary persons and compares the requirements of righteousness 
and the king's denial of wrong and declarations of virtues with the Declarations of 
Innocence. This last point is an important one, for in addition to reports that the 
king has acted as Ra and put Maat (truth, justice, order) in the place of isfet 
(falsehood, injustice and disorder), there is another positive declaration of having 
done good and wanting to be justified by it. In Pyramid Text (3 16d-17a), as noted 
above, one reads that the king wishes to be justified or vindicated by what he has 
done ( rn~j 'm:~ h m  m irt.nf). 

The process of vindication or justification is the end product of the judgment 
process which includes: a) coming in and bringing Maat (int mTt); b) declaring 
innocence against any accuser; c) declaring innocence of offenses against God, 
humans and nature; d) having one's heart weighed in the Balance; e) being declared 
mjC krw, and thus, f) being welcomed into the company of the divine ones. 
Although this process of vindication is usually thought of as having its roots in the 
Osirian narrative which poses Osiris as justified in his claims over Seth, Anthes 
(1954, 50) argues that there is no evidence of this in the Pyramid Texts. Instead he 
contends that the phrase and concept of mjC _hm "are applied to the deceased king 
when he is transfigured (and) they who praise him relate in fact that he is acclaimed 
as right . . . ." However, he cannot find a credible way to explain (and therefore 
does not) the Pyramid Text passage 1556a which clearly refers to the Osirian 
narrative and Osiris' vindication against Seth. The passage in question is "guilty is 
Seth, vindicated (literally right or just) is Osiris" (rbs StS mjC Wsir). 

The identification with Osiris, in fact the "becoming Osiris" as Morenz (1984, 
39) notes, is an integral part of the quest and process of becoming immortal. One 
assimilates spiritually the body, flesh, bones and notion of Osiris as PT 192-193 
states. And as Frankfort (1969, 112-1 13) states, there is abundant concepts for this 
assimilation with Osiris, i.e., "as Osiris," "with the aspect of Osiris," and "on the 
throne of Osiris." It should be noted here that the concept of judgment carries 
within it evidence of two traditions which eventually merged into one conceptual 
system-the celestial, focused on Ra and ascension, and the Osirian, focused on 
resurrection (Breasted 1934, chapters VI & VII; Griffiths 1980). 

In discussing the celestial tradition, Breasted (1934, 74) notes that it too 
carries within it evidence of what is called "stellar" and "solar" beliefs in Egyptian 
society. "The solar beliefs predominate so strongly that the Pyramid Texts as a 
whole and in the form in which they have reached us may be said to be of solar 
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origin," he states. Following this argument, the celestial conceptual system here 
refers essentially to the one focused on Ra and ascension. The celestial and 
ascension-focused concept of judgment, which is the oldest, evolves out of the 
priestly teaching of the sacred city of Heliopolis ('Iwnw). Here the priests devel- 
oped a spiritual doctrine which defrned the royal ruler as son of Ra, in fact as a 
divine power on earth, the good divine one (ntr nfr), imbuing him with the capacity 
for eternal life through righteousness. This immortality was expressed in life, joy 
and peace, being in and traversing the heavens with Ra himself, as an effective 
spirit (%) or an imperishable star (ibm-sk). 

The resurrection-focused tradition focused on the paradigmatic life and death 
of Osiris, who was murdered and raised from the dead, and through this spiritual 
act suggested for humanity and each person the possibility and promise of 
resurrection and immortality. The classic concept for this is found in the Book of 
Vindication (CT IV, 168b-c) which says "mt.i rn_h.i ink Wsir," (I shall die and I 
shall live, for I am Osiris." Thus, there is complete identification between Osiris 
and the deceased as is shown in many passages of both the Book of Vindication 
and the Book of Coming Forth By Day in which the deceased assumes the name 
and title Osiris. Also, as we saw in the Great Hall of Maati, Ra and the Balance of 
Ra are present, but Osiris receives the report of the deceased in his vindication and 
the deceased himself f?om Horus. This represents the merger of the traditions into 
one and the absorption of the Osirian tradition into the celestial, conceptual system 
(Breasted 1934, 74). 

But the core idea of immortality expressed in the earliest text of immortality 
through vindication in judgment remains. Therefore, it is taught, "Your name which 
is on earth lives. Your name which is on earth lasts. You will not disappear nor will 
you be destroyed in all eternity" (PT 764). For "There is given to you what is yours 
by Ra and your soul stands (forever) among the divine powers and glorified spirits 
( 3 4 ~ ) "  (PT 762-763). This ethical and spiritual concept of immortality through 
justification and judgment, then, appears in the Old Kingdom and also throughout 
Egyptian history in the Declarations of Virtues (Drioton 1949; Spiegel 1935; 
Yoyotte 1961). 

A second source of the ancient Egyptian concept of judgment is the 
Declarations of Virtues. The concept of judgment after death appears in a Fifth 
Dynasty inscription on the tomb of Hotepheryakhet, a priest of Abusir (Urk I, 
50.13-17, 51.1). In it he notes that he had "made this tomb as a just possession," 
that he had "not done violence to anyone," that he "was in honor with the king" and 
that he had "never taken a thing belonging to another." And he warns that anyone 
who does an evil thing to his tomb, "judgment shall be made on them for it by the 
Great God-wnn wdr mdw hnr.sn hr.s in Np 9." But he promises to intercede with 
God for one who makes immortality offerings for him at his tomb. 

This concern for right behavior and judgment is expressed also in a similar 
manner in other Declarations of Virtues. The overseer of building, Nekhebu, (Urk 
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I, 2 18.12-14) says that if anyone who violates his tomb: "iw(.i) wdr hnrfin N@ 9" 
"I will be judged with him by the Great god." Likewise, Inti, the provincial 
governor (Urk I, 7 1.1-2) warns that if any persons violate his tomb: "I will be 
judged with them concerning it by the Great God, Lord of Judgment in the place of 
Judgment." Both of these declarations and similar declarations of virtues stress that 
the authors have lived a Maatian life and thus point to the concept of standing well 
with God and the people as central to the idea ofjudgment. 

This is expressed clearly in the declaration of virtues of Idu, overseer of the 
scribes (Urk I, 204.10). He says that he did Maat and spoke Maat and did not do 
evil because "he wanted to be one worthy before God and before the people, 
forever-wnn imjh hr N@ hr mz_t nhh." Likewise, Sesi, overseer of works, (Urk I, 
203.3) says that he did Maat and shunned isfet for he "desired that his name be 
good before God and before the people-m4.i) nfr m(.i) hr Np hr rmj." Two 
things are of special note here. The f ~ s t  is that again the emphasis is on standing 
well before God and the people. And secondly, it is important that the word rm_t 
(people) is most often written E$d/ with both the determinative for man and 
woman, suggesting again the inclusiveness of the ethical imperative. 

In terms of the concept of judgment, Sainte Fare Garnot (1938, 49-50) notes 
that the semantic evolution of the verb wdr begins with its meaning to "cut" and 
then, perhaps later suggesting to "separate" the litigants or contenders. By the 6th 
Dynasty, it had come to mean to judge and became a part of the phrase, wdr rndw 
(the words are separated), i.e., a judgment has been rendered. Therefore, we see, as 
in the declaration of virtues of Inti above, the verb wdr mdw and the expressions bw 
nt wdr mdw (the place ofjudgment) and nb wdr mdw (the Lord of Judgment). 

The concept of judgment and the concern for doing Maat appear in the Old 
Kingdom also in the Sebait of Ptahhotep, a prime minister under King Isesi of the 
Fifth Dynasty (Zaba, 1956). Here, as shown above, Ptahhotep stresses the value, 
durability and effectiveness of Maat. "Maat is great," he says, "its effectiveness is 
lasting and it has not been challenged or changed (disturbed) since the time of its 
Creator." He notes that "it is a (plain) path (even) before the unlearned and those 
who violate its laws are punished" (Ptahhotep 88-90). 

Moreover, Fecht (1958, 24-25) argues that in Maxims 5 and 19 of the Sebait 
of Ptahhotep, there is a double meaning concerning punishment for the greedy 
(rwn-ib). On one hand there is the earthly punishment for those who transgress the 
laws of Maat in that "wrongdoing never brings its wares safely to port." But on the 
other hand, he contends, there is the suggestion of punishment after death which 
would in the end "make all earthly success meaningless." For the offender would 
not land on the other side. This, of course, answers the moral concern raised by 
Ptahhotep on the issue of evil's earthly success or literally "wickedness gaining 
wealth." The point is that even though evil seems to succeed, in the long run, it 
does not do so either in the earthly or otherworldly sense. 

In the First Intermediate Period, in the Sebait of King Kheti of the Tenth 
Dynasty (c. 21 50-2060 B.c.E.) for his son Merikara, there is the clearest description 
of the judgment (Golenischeff 1916; Volten 1945; Helck 1977). He says: "Make 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



The Declarations of Innocence: Text and Moral Theology 167 

fm (smnh) your place in the West by being upright (Ck:) and doing justice (Maat) 
on which the hearts of the people rely. For more acceptable is the virtue (bit) of the 
righteous than the ox of the evildoer-ir isft" (Merikara 128-129). Kheti sets the 
context for a discussion of judgment by discussing the soul and its relatedness to 
the past and its resistance to magic and thus suggests its links to immortality. He 
says: 

The soul (ba) comes to the place it knows. 
It does not deviate from the ways of the past. 
No magic can hold it back. 
It will reach those who give it water (Merikara 52-53). 

Then, he turns to the description of the judgment process in which one's deeds are 
placed beside her after death and she is judged accordingly. He says: 

As for the Tribunal which judges the oppressed, 
You know they will not be lenient 
On the day ofjudging the miserable, 
In the hour of carrying out their task. 
Wretched is one who is accused as one who was aware. 
Do not trust in the length of years. 
They regard a life time as an hour. 
A person remains after death 
And his deeds are set beside him as his portion. 
Now, existence there is for etemity. 
It is a fool who does what they find fault with. 
But as for one who reaches them without having done wrong, 
He will exist there like a divine power, 
Striding forth freely like the lords of eternity (Merikara 53-57). 

Finally, Kheti reminds Merikara that each day and hour count toward the 
future, clearly in both a social and spiritual sense. He says, 

One day is a donation to etemity. 
And (even) an hour is a contribution to the future. 
God knows who works for him (66-67). 

Kheti's discourse tells us several things about the Kemetic conception of judgment 
during this period. First, he notes that there is a day ofjudgment ( h m  wd? presided 
over by a Tribunal. Secondly, "a person remains after death and his deeds are set 
beside him." S h e  is then judged by what s h e  has done. Moreover, there is no 
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leniency, especially for those who knowingly do wrong. But for those judged 
righteous, they will exist in the afterlife "like a divine power, striding fieely like the 
lords of eternity." Also, Kheti puts virtue above both ritual and magic in 
determining worthiness for the otherworld. It is, he states, Maat-doing which 
determines one's acceptance by God in the otherworld. And he makes the point that 
each day and hour is a contribution to one's future-both in this world and the next. 

This is clearly a central text in defining the ground of immortality and the 
process ofjudgment. As Blumenthal(l980,35) states, 

Der Einflun der Ethik der Lehren auf das Konigtum auRert sich jedoch nicht nur 
in der Betonung des Weisheitideals, sondern auch in den Gedanken, daR man der 
Nachwelt am ehesten durch gute werke in Gedachtnis bleibt (P 31, 36-42, 141- 
142) und dal3 das Jenseits-schicksal vom Rechttun auf Erden abhangt (P 53-57, 
127-129), die schon bei Ptahhotep ausgesprochen oder angedeuten sind. 

[The influence of the ethics of the Instructions on kingship expresses itself, 
however, not only in the stress on ideals of wisdom, but also in the thought that 
one in the Next World most assuredly remained in memory through good works 
(P 31, 36-44) and that one's fate in the other world depends on right-doing on 
earth (P 53-57, 127-129), which is already expressed or hinted at by Ptahhotep.] 

It is also important to note, as she (1980, 37) observes, that "The passage on the 
judgment of the dead (P 53-57) includes the important assertion that the King must 
submit to judgment after death . . ." and that "the King gains no advantages by his 
high office." 

In the Middle Kingdom, the defmitive text on Maat and immortality through 
righteousness is the Book of Khunanpu or the Eloquent Peasant set in the reign of 
King Nebkaure Khety 111 (c. 2100 B.c.E.) (Vogelsang 1964; Parkinson 1991a). 
Khunanpu offers several passages in his discussion on justice which contributes to 
our understanding of the concept of judgment. For it is for him justice, and of 
course, Maat in the larger sense which is the ground of eternal life. In fact in his 
early presentation, he poses an important question in this regard to the High 
Steward, Rensi, when he asks, "Will you be a man of eternity-in iw.k r s n nhh?" 
(Bl, 95). Like other Kemetic moral texts, Khunanpu poses the man of eternity as 
one who through doing Maat ensures a long life on earth and an eternal life in the 
hereafter. 

Khunanpu poses the question, "will you be a man of eternity?" in the context 
of challenging Rensi to do Maat. Thus, he tells him: 

Beware of eternity's coming. s?w tkn nlzh 
Desire to last. m r  w?h 
As it is said: mi dd 
Doing Maat is breath to the nose i?wpw n jnd irt M?rt (Bl, 145-146). 
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Moreover, he tells him that "Justice is for eternity. It goes to the grave with the one 
who does it" (Bl,  307-308). Therefore, he says even though a person dies, "his 
name does not pass fiom the earth. He is remembered because of his goodness. 
That is the rule by God's command1' (B 1, 3 10-3 1 1). 

Finally, Khunanpu tells Rensi that justice (Maat) is great, it endures, its value 
has been found; it leads one to reveredness (B 1,320-322). This last passage speaks 
to a concept, im@ (reveredness, honor, worthiness) which we have discussed many 
times above and which is expressive of a status that has both social and spiritual 
dimensions. It thus reaffms the link of the two and points again to the concept of 
judgment which is itself a social and spiritual concept. 

Declarations of Virtues in the Middle Kingdom also contain concepts of 
judgment and the afterlife. A DOV in the 12th Dynasty by the chamberlain, Semti 
the younger, offers such a model of Middle Kingdom conceptions of the hereafter 
and immortality through righteousness. He says: 

I put my name at the place where the divine one is, Osiris, First of the Westerners, 
lord of eternity, ruler of the West, (the place) to which all that exists goes, in order 
that I might be a glorious spirit there among the followers of the lord of life; that I 
might eat his bread and come forth by day, that my soul might make mourning. 0' 
people, be kind-hearted toward my monument and kind-handed to my memorial. 
For I have not done wrong. I have pleased (Jyn)  God with Maat so that I might 
be therein ensouled, and transfigured . . ." (Sethe 1928b, 75)  (emphasis mine). 

It is of value to note here that a favorable judgment by the Divine Tribunal 
presupposes a prior and equally favorable judgment by society. For any declaration 
of virtues or innocence is in the fmal analysis rooted in social practice and 
acceptance (Assmann 1989a, 96). 

It is in the New Kingdom that the ideals of judgment, justification and 
immortality achieve their hllest and most diverse expression. And again, it is the 
Book of Coming Forth By Day which is the central ethical text on judgment, 
justification and immortality. Literature in this regard which appears before it, 
prefigures and helps lay the basis for it, and literature after it reaffirms and expands 
on it. Thus, Coming Forth stands at a pivotal point for Maatian conceptions of the 
good and assessment and reward after life. In this conception, Maat is both the 
measure and meaning of right and of vindication in judgment and justification and 
therefore, the ground and promise of eternal life. This is clear in Chapter 125 of 
Coming Forth, but it is important to note that these concepts inform the spirit and 
context of the entire text. 

In this text, in Chapter 125, the day ofjudgment is called "hnupwy hsb &- 
the day of assessing characters" and " h m  pwy ipt St-the day of Great 
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Reckoning." It is important to note that the emphasis on assessing character points 
toward the Maatian emphasis on virtue and character as was expressed in both the 
Declarations of Virtues and the Sebait. This emphasis, of course, is reaffirmed in 
the Declarations of Innocence which represent, as noted above, a kind of summing 
up of major moral concerns in thought, emotion, speech and conduct and the quest 
for a divine judgment of righteousness and blamelessness. 

Thus, at the outset in Chapter 1, the Osiris X (the deceased and risen one) 
claims a righteous and blameless life and asks of the divinities space, nourishment, 
respect, love, a clear path and open road, and welcome that "he may be a spirit with 
you" and that "no fault be found in him for the balance is void of wrongdoing by 
him." 

In Chapter 15, the Osiris X says to Ra, "I have come to you . . . . I have caused 
Maat to ascend to its Maker, for I know you live by it." Again, in Chapter 144 
Osiris X defmes himself as "the one who has caused Maat to ascend to Ra." In 
Chapter 15B.5 the Osiris X says, " 0 '  Ra, as for me, (I) have done Maat, (I) have not 
done wrong . . . may you cause me to be vindicated against (my) enemy." 
Moreover, Osiris X says that he too lives like Ra, i.e., by or on Maat. He says in 
Chapter 29A, "I live on Maat (I exist) thereby . . . . I have committed no hated 
offense against the divinities and thus, nothing shall be deducted by this fi-om my 
vindication." In addition, in Chapter 185b Osiris X says: 

I have come unto thee Lord of the Sacred Land . . . . I was righteous while on 
earth, a doer of Maat, void of falsehood. May you grant me blessedness in heaven, 
power on earth and vindication like that of the lords of the otherworld. May my 
soul go forth to the otherworld and walk in whatever place it wishes and I be like 
the divine ones in your following. 

Repeatedly, there is throughout Coming Forth disclaimers of isfet and 
declarations of Maat-doing. Thus, the assertion is made by Osiris X that "I have not 
told lies yesterday and truth today" (Chapter 84), that she has "come to give Maat 
to Ra" (Chapter 96), that "I do Maat that I may go to Ra daily" (Chapter 94), and 
fmally, that "I am a soul. I am as Ra . . . . Wrongdoing is my abomination. I will not 
look at it. I meditate on Maat, I live thereon." 

Again, the quest is for immortality as a reward for the Maatian life. Thus, the 
text says, "to die again is your abomination. Eternity is yours as a lifetime, as a 
present, given as a reward" (BCF, 109b). A key concept here is passage in peace- 
"sw3 n htp." Thus, a prayer offered to the Divine is "Let me pass in peace. For I am 
upright and just. I have not spoken lies knowingly and I have not acted deceitfully 
(Chapter 15). Or again, one says, "Make pleasant for me your ways. Make broad 
for me your paths that I may cross the earth in the (same) manner as (in) heaven, 
your light upon me" (chapter 64). Passage reflects here as elsewhere, spiritual 
entrance and mobility in the afterlife. Thus, metaphors of doors, gates, roads and 
paths figure prominently in the texts. In chapter 127, Osiris X uses the door 
metaphor saying: 
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0 you doorkeepers who guard the doors, who consume the corpses of the dead, 
who pass by you when they are assigned to the house of destruction, who cause 
the soul of every virtuous, great and holy spirit to be led right to the place in the 
land of silence, even he who is a soul like Ra, who is praised and like Osiris who 
is praised, may you guide Osiris X, may you open the doors for him, may the 
earth open its caverns for him and may you make him vindicated against his 
opponents. 

But regardless of the metaphor of entry and mobility used, the ground of 
justification and resultant immortality is Maat. Thus, declarations of Maat-doing 
and blamelessness fiom isfet are constant themes and claims. In this regard, in 
Chapter 18 lc, Osiris X says: "I have come to you lord of the sacred land, Osiris . . . 
who shall exist forever and ever. My heart is righteous, my hands are clean. I have 
come here to this city for I have done good on earth." And finally in Chapter 183, 
Osiris X says: 

May you let me be a follower of your majesty (in heaven) as I was on earth. When 
my soul is called, may it find you beside the lords of Maat. I come from a city of 
God, a district of the earliest time, being an ensouled, transfigured and a blessed 
one who is in this land. 

I come to you (my) hands bearing Maat, my heart has no lies in it. I place Maat 
before your face for you, knowing you live on it. (I) have done no wrongs in this 
land. (I) have not robbed a person of his possessions. I have come to you with 
Maat (truth) in my mouth and Maat in my hands. Maat is with me. Does not God 
know I have hated lying for you? 

It is in this philosophical framework outlined above, then, that the spiritual and 
ethical meaning of the Book of Coming Forth By Day becomes evident. For 
coming forth is essentially a spiritual aspiration, for and practice of eternal life with 
the spiritual power and fieedom to be and do whatever one wishes in whatever 
place one's spirit desires to be. Or as Naville (1906, 165) states, coming forth "is to 
be delivered fiom that decreed and determined duration of time pertaining to every 
earthly life, and to have existence with neither beginning nor end, without limits in 
time and space." In a word, "it is to be delivered from these limits," rise like Ra and 
declare with power and permanent certainty born of righteousness that: 

Ra has received me unto himself, to heaven, to the eastern side of the heavens, as 
Horus (the Avenger of his father), as a dweller in the otherworld, as this star 
which lights up the heavens. My sister is Sirius (my offspring is the morning star). 
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Never again will the heavens be void of me or the earth be empty of my presence 
(PT 362-363). 

It is, in a word, to have lived in Maat, be judged and justified by Maat and then be 
rewarded the Maat of eternal life. For as it is written, "The heart of the wrongdoer 
is done away with, (so that) he shall not exist at all" (chapter 182) but the gift of 
"Maat (is given) to one who comes bearing it" (chapter 17). 

These central concepts continue to inform Maatian ethics and spirituality 
throughout Kemetic history. Passing l?om the Old Kingdom Pyramid Texts and 
Declarations of Virtues, through spiritual and ethical texts of the Middle Kingdom 
and New Kingdom, they reach their culmination in the Late Period. Thus, as 
Griffith (1991, 217) points out, these central concepts of judgment, justification 
and immortality, represent a "continuity o f .  . . conviction through a long period of 
Egyptian spirituality and is well attested." Three examples definitive of texts 
containing these ideas are the papyrus of the Lady Tantudjare of the 2 1 st Dynasty, 
the Setne I1 narrative of the period of Greek domination, and the Declaration of 
Virtues of the priest of Hermopolis, Petosiris, in the fourth century B c E 

In the papyrus of the Lady Tantudjare of the 21st Dynasty we read 
reaffmation of commitment to Maat and the aspiration for honor by both history 
and heaven (Piankoff 1957, 138-149). She says, "I have come to you. My heart 
carries Maat, there is no evil in my belly." (Toward the close of their speech the 
(divine powers declare:) 

She will not be repulsed and her body (will) be stable on her, like those of the 
honored ones of her city. Her mouth is sound, her body complete like those of 
Heliopolis. She is praised before this God as she was upon earth, having lived 
long (to) a pleasant old age, without blemish in her city. She has built a tower, she 
has filled the granaries, she has caused the young to be numerous, she has filled 
the treasury with silver and gold, with linen, as well as with stuffs. She followed 
her Lady Mut of Asheru, being safe from fear. 

The Setne I1 narrative, or more specifically its frst part is a narrative of Setne 
Khamwas' visit to the hereafter guided by his son, Si-Osire (Griffiths 1900, 41-50; 
AEL 111, 138-141). Here he sees the good life of the righteous who has been 
rewarded for their Maatian practice. And he also sees the tribulations of the 
wrongdoers who receive horrible and ongoing punishment. The basic theme is that 
of the poor and righteous person being rewarded in the afterlife and the rich and 
evil man being punished, a theme which appears to have "formed the basis for the 
parable of Jesus in Luke (16, 19-3 1) and for related Jewish legends preserved in 
many variants in Talmudic and medieval Jewish sources" (Lichtheim,l980,26). 

Si-Osire tells his father that the judgment is held in the next world and good 
deeds are weighed against misdeeds one has done on earth. And when good deeds 
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outweigh bad deeds one is rewarded with eternal life. But if the reverse is true, 
then, one is punished. In a word, Si-Osire tells his father, Setne, 

He who is beneficent on earth to him, one is beneficent in the (otherworld). And 
he who is evil, to him one is evil. It is so decreed [and will remain so] forever 
(AEL 111, 141). 

Thus, again the concept ofjudgment, justification and immortality are reaffirmed. 
And fmally, we have the Virtues of Petosiris, high priest of Djehuti, at the 

beginning of the third century B.C.E, under the kings of the Thirtieth Dynasty. He 
says, recalling some of the earliest Declarations of Virtues, that he was a worthy 
citizen, showed filial piety, was serviceable to the vulnerable and built for eternity 
that he might live for eternity. His declaration of virtues are clearly placed within 
the context of his understanding of judgment which he describes as an inevitable, 
impartial and inclusive process. He says that "No one will reach it unless his heart 
is upright in doing Maat" and that "The poor are not distinguished f?om the rich 
there." Moreover, he states that "No one is exempt from the assessment"(Lefebvre 
1923, no.81.17-21). Especially noteworthy is the stress on the impartiality of the 
judgment, which recognizes neither rich nor poor, only the righteous (mjrty) who 
practice Maat. 

Petosiris' father Sishu also speaks of judgment (Lefebvre 1923, no. 116.4-6). 
He says he has reached the city of eternity "having done good (bw nfr) on earth. 
Having "filled (his) heart with the way of God" since his youth, he did the will of 
God in his life. To wit, he says: "I did Maat and hated falsehood for I know he lives 
by it (Maat) and is satisfied with it." He concludes saying his fellow citizens 
praised God for him and that: 

I did this for I was mindful I would reach God after death 
And I was conscious of the day of the Lords of Maat 
When they purge in judgment 
One praises God for one who loves God 
He will reach his grave without grief (1 16.6). 

The Kemetic consciousness of and concern for judgment and the promise of 
immortality, then, are clear in this and other texts. One links Maat-doing with 
immortality and believes that a life of Maat in this world is a promise, even 
guarantee of a good life in the next world. For as Khunanpu states, "Maat is for 
eternity. It goes to the grave with one who does it" (B1 307-308). 

It is this understanding ofjudgment, justification and immortality that stands at 
the center of Maatian theology and in turn informs and inspires the Maatian ethical 
project. Joined to this theological understanding in shaping the Maatian ethical 
project are an ontology and anthropology of possibility which also undergird and 
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inform Maatian ethical practice. We will address fvst the ontology and then the 
anthropology in our effort to delineate and explicate the hdamental philosophical 
pillars of the Maatian moral vision and the Maatian practice it anticipates and 
informs. 

Translation Notes for the Declarations 

1. I have added "to be able" (to say), because, as I have argued, this is a 
statement of ethical and spiritual aspiration rather than "magic," as many 
Egyptologists argue. 

2. Maati here means both the Two Truths and the "really true" Truth. For "i" on 
Maat can be the dual or an augmentative, i.e., an indicator of expansion andlor 
stress. Two Truths may represent the dual character of reality, spiritual, 
physical and the dualities of life-good, evil, high, low, strong, weak, etc. 

3. I have added "without fear" to further clarify the sense of the statement. 
4. "Consume their blood" seems to be a way of saying "drain them of life," in a 

word, destroy them. 
5. Wennofer is Osiris, Lord of the Departed. The name literally means the "Good 

Being" or "Good One." 
6. Wendjut literally means "familiars" and thus "associates, family members, 

friends, etc." 
7. The phrase "m st m3ct" can also mean "In the place of righteousness" or in 

court, i.e., seat of justice. 
8. That which does not exist is that beyond the realm of the real and ordered. It is 

chaos beyond the boundaries of the ordered world (Hornung 1982, 172ff). 
9. An alternative rendering is "My name has not reached the pilot of the Divine 

Bark." 
10. This is literally an "aroura" (sfit) about two-thirds of an acre. I used acre as a 

basic and familiar unit in English. 
1 1. On is also called Heliopolis. 
12. This sentence is phrased so as to set the context for the declaration which 

follows. 
13. Ta-Meri-The Beloved Land is another name for Egypt or Kemet. 
14. Actually, the sentence literally reads, "I have come here to set the scales (of 

Maat) in their proper place in the land of the silent," which means the land of 
the departed and refers to the judgment process. However, one can translate it, 
as does Allen (1974, 99), as "set the scales in their proper place among the 
silent ones." It then symbolically can be used to suggest the living and dead 
who have no voice. I have chosen the latter symbolic interpretation. 
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MAATIAN ONTOLOGY 
0 +p- @ 4 & X 0 *  I I I 

5.1 Introduction 

Cua (1988, 292) argues that one of the main tasks of moral theory is critical 
attention to moral metaphysics. Comparing this concept to Kant's (1959, 7) 
"metaphysics" of morals which "is meant to investigate the ideas and principles of 
pure will," he suggests a task of investigating the metaphysical presuppositions of a 
moral tradition. He thus defmes moral metaphysics as "an inquiry into the 
underlying conception of a moral tradition in terms of its worldview or vision of the 
relation between the world of human affairs and the natural order." For 
Confucianism, Tao is that conceptual focus for such an inquiry (Hall and Ames 
1987, 226ff). In the Maatian tradition, Maat is such a point of orientation both for 
ethics and ontology of the tradition. In fact, it is the ground of their interrelatedness. 
This chapter, then, will offer a critical discussion of Maatian ontology and its 
interrelatedness to Maatian ethics, especially in terms of its serving as the locus of 
metaphysical presumptions which undergird and inform the Maatian ethical 
tradition. 

Maat is first of all an ontological concept but its ethical implications loom just 
as large on the ancient Egyptian intellectual horizon. In fact, its ontological and 
ethical meaning are interrelated and must be studied as such. Indeed, central to the 
understanding of the ground of ethics and related critical questions is the 
comprehension of their ontological foundations. As Paul Tillich (1972, 72) has 
argued, "the roots of the moral imperative, the criteria of its validity, the sources of 
its content, the forces of its realization, all this can be elaborated only in terms of an 
analysis of man's being and universal being." In a word, "the answer to each of 
these questions is directly or indirectly dependent on a doctrine of being." 
However, it is important to note that analytical reflection on the ethical significance 
of Maatian ontology in no way suggests an equation of ethics and ontology, 
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although Maatian ethics, as other ethics, does have to do with being, i.e., the nature 
of being and how the conception of being undergirds and informs ethical thought 
and practice. 

The essential concern here, then, is not with equating ethics and ontology or 
simply defining qualities of being, but rather demonstrating the moral significance 
of these qualities in the ethical thought and practice of the ancient Egyptians. For in 
the fmal analysis, the ancient Egyptians'fundamental, even prior, ethical concern 
is not ontological but experiential and practical, i.e., concern with dejining and 
living the good I@, of being a worthy member of family and community and of 
creating and sustaining the just and good, i.e., Maatian, society and world. 
Nevertheless, given the centrality of Maat in both ancient Egyptian ontology and 
ethics and the interrelatedness of the two, a substantive treatment of Maatian 
ontology in terms of its moral significance is essential to delineating and under- 
standing Maatian ethics. Our focus here, then, is on the fundamental ontological 
assumptions upon which the ancient Egyptians grounded their ethics, the 
assumptions about the nature of existence, of the universe, of God and of humans, 
the latter of which I will deal with in the next chapter on Maatian anthropology. For 
at the heart of both these assumptions and the ethics which evolve from them is the 
ontological principle of Maat. 

A discussion of this subject of necessity begins with ancient Egyptian 
cosmogony and cosmology which are found especially in the creation narratives 
and offer several basic motifs of both ontological and moral significance (Lesko 
1991; Allen et a1 1989; Wilson 1948a). Certainly, among the most important 
Kemetic works on this subject are: The Pyramid Texts (Sethe 1908-1922); The 
Cofln Texts (de Buck 1935-1961); The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, (Book of 
Knowing the Creations) (Faulkner 1933); The Shabaka Text (BM 498; Breasted 
190 1 ; Junker 1940; Iverson 1990); The Book of Gates (Hornung 1979- 1980); The 
Books of the Otherworld (Hornung 1972, 1965); the Book of Coming Forth By 
Day (Budge 1898; Naville 197 1); and an expansive corpus of sacred hymns (Foster 
1995; Assmann 1975, 1983a, 1969; Barucq 1962; Hassan 1930; Gardiner 1905). 
Within this literature, there are several basic motifs which provide the outlines of 
an ontology which in turn undergirds and informs the Maatian ethical and religious 
tradition. Among these are: (1) the potentiality and power of being; (2) the 
orderedness of being; (3) the continuity of being; (4) the essential goodness of 
being; and (5) the eternalness of being. It is these themes then which we will treat 
in the reconstruction and explication of Maatian ontology in this chapter. 

Some of the most definitive and useful works on the philosophy of Kemetic 
creation narratives which aid this project are: James Allen's Genesis in Egypt 
(1988); Mubabinge Bilolo's Le Createur et la creation duns lapense'e memphite et 
amarnienne (1988) and Les cosmo-theologies philosophique dWeliopolis et 
drHermopolis (1986); and ThCophile Obenga's African Philosophy of the 
Pharaonic Period (1989) and La Philosophie Africaine de la Periode Pharonique, 
2780-330 avante notre Bre (1990). My interest in Bilolo's and Obenga's work is not 
only in their insighthl interpretations but also their instructive drawing of parallels 
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between Kemetic concepts and similar concepts in other Afikan societies. My 
interest in Allen is also in his interpretations which offer both grounds on which to 
dialog and on which to contend. Moreover, I am especially interested in his thrust 
to explain the relationship between the narrative of creation and its infusion into the 
concreteness of everyday existence. In focusing on CofJin Text 80, Allen (1988,25) 
notes that "the primary theme of CT 80 . . . is not the creation of (the) physical 
elements of the world, but rather the relationship between their creation and the 
make up of the world as it now exists-the theme of creation extended into the 
world of everyday existence." It is this extension of the contentions of this 
cosmogony and cosmology into the "world of everyday existence" that we will 
pursue. For it is these contentions which provide an ontology central to the 
religious and ethical views of the ancient Egyptians. 

5.2 The Potentiality and Power of Being 

5.2.1 Creative Becoming 

The f ~ s t  basic motif of Maatian ontology is the potentiality and power of 
being. At the time of creation, God, the Creative Force, exists as an inactive circle 
(dbn) or seed of spiritual matter-energy, immersed and floating in and one with the 
infinity of precreation. It is an ontological situation characterized by four basic 
aspects: darkness (kkw), fluidity (nw, hhw), invisibility (imnw) and unboundedness 
(tnmw). The Creator, in his name Atum, is "floating" in the waters without 
movement during precreation (CT VI, 344). This condition is further defmed as 
one of nnw-inertness and the aloneness of the Creator. Thus, he describes it as a 
time when "I was alone with the waters, in inertness" (CT I, 28). The process of 
creation, as the texts (CT 76) show, leads to transformation of darkness into light, 
i.e., sending forth light and "giving brilliance to darkness;" fluidity into 
concreteness, producing the vault of heaven and what is in it as well as earth; 
invisibility, then, into visible forms and unboundedness into boundedness through 
Maat, the very embodiment of order. Thus the Creator in his name of Atum says, "I 
am the begetter of repeated millions out of Flood, out of Waters, out of Darkness 
and out of Unboundedness" (CT 11, 5-6). 

It is these precreation elements, containing both male and female dimensions 
which are called the Hmnyw, the Primordial Eight or Ogdoad in the Coffm Texts of 
the Middle Kingdom. In the New Kingdom, the theologians of Hermopolis 
developed a more expansive creation discourse, incorporating and building on 
these four concepts (Sethe, 1929, 35ff). They also incorporated the concept of 
Tmnw, invisibility, as one of the four pairs of premordial divinities and conditions 
of precreation, omitting tnmw-unboundedness (Sethe 1929, 64-65). Following 
this, I have, in this discussion, used imn or invisibility as one of the precreation 
conditions and have collapsed "flood" and "waters" into the concept of fluidity. 
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This is done to stress the potentiality of movement in a condition of fluidity or 
more precisely, liquidity. For the primordial ocean of precreation does not flow; it 
is simply inert, yet pregnant, with the possibility of "repeated millions" of 
happenings. The ontological and contextual situation here, then, can be defmed, 
maintaining the ancient Egyptian metaphor as an ocean ofpossibilities. Moreover, 
these precreation elements are at the same time powers, principles and "material" 
out of which the world is made. But again, all is simply potentiality, an infinite 
ocean of possibilities. And it is in such a situation that the Creator frst  
conceptualizes and then actualizes himself in and as the world (Grapow 193 1). 

Obenga (1989, 297-298) notes that "the beginning of all beginnings is Nun, 
the absolute waters which contain the seeds of creative power, the ocean anterior to 
every manifestation of life and movement; the 'prior world' which holds within it 
already matter; the 'chaotic' milieu offorrns-in waiting; the pre-temporal, untermed 
form of the Creator-God'' (emphasis mine). This fundamental concept of the 
centrality of water and its creative potentiality, he asserts, is pervasive in Africa, 
including such societies as Dogon, Bambara, Akan, Venda, etc. (Obenga 1990, 39- 
41). Thus, he (1989, 299) states that "From Pharaonic Egypt up to the present day, 
Black African thought has explained the origins of existence through the concept of 
primeval waters." And what is key to these various African concepts of the 
centrality of water to creation is the metaphor it offers of a context of possibility, of 
fluidity and promise, in a word, as Obenga notes, "a milieux of forms - in waiting." 
Thus, one has here a conception ofpossibility inherent in existence itseK in its very 
structure and functioning. The moral implications of this lie both in the optimism 
this supports and the dynamic character of life it suggests and requires. For this 
inherent potentiality of being is open to the human person for both development 
and transcendence (Finnestad 1986). 

Another metaphor of potentiality is the Creator's self-description in CT 714 as 
a "circle (seed) in his egg." This Kemetic conception of the Creator parallels the 
Dogon conception of Amma, the Creator who, in one conception, is the egg of the 
universe (Karenga 2002, 238-241; Griaule 1978; Griaule and Dieterlen 1965). For 
in Dogon cosmogony "Amma was the egg of the universe and the universe and 
Amma were one" (Karenga 2002, 238). And "as egg Amma symbolized and was 
fertility and unlimited creative possibility." Moreover, in Dogon cosmogony "in the 
beginning everything that would be already potentially was. The substance and 
structure of the universe was in Amma, the Supreme God, who was in the image of 
an egg and divided into four quarters containing the four basic elements of air, 
earth, fire and water and four cardinal directions-north, south, east and west." 
Through creative thought, speech and effective action Amma, traced within himself 
the design and developmental course of the universe, using 266 cosmic signs which 
contained the essence, structure and life-principle of all things. 

Below we shall see how creative thought (Sia) and authoritative utterance (Hu) 
also play a similar role in the ancient Egyptian concept of creation. This conceptual 
image of egg as a field and ground of potentiality is also found in other African 
societies such as the Bambara, Fali and the Aboure. For Obenga (1989, 300-301), 
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this cosmic egg in Kemet and other Afiican societies "is the morning of the world 
being born, becoming." In other words, "The egg expresses here, the idea of 
wholeness, of perfection, of integrity, purity, of youth and life." And this egg as 
potentiality "points to the future, the world it will bring to life." The central thrust 
here is, again, to posit the field and ground of possibility, potentiality and the 
concept of egg and ocean offer fertile conceptual images (Obenga 1990,43-45). 

Inherent in this egg and ocean of possibilities, then, are all the elements 
necessary for creation, but it is the Creator who in developing himself, brings 
being, as an active process of development (bpr), into being. In the Book of 
Knowing the Creations, the Creator says, "I came into being as the Bringer into 
being. When I came into being, being (itself) came into being. All being came into 
being after I came into being" (Bremner-Rhind Papyrus 26, 21ff; 28, 20ff). This 
posits being as an active process as opposed to inert existence which characterized 
precreation. Allen (1988, 29) states that although "bpr" is "often translated 'come 
into being,' the actual Egyptian sense is closer to meaning 'change, develop, 
evolve'." Such a developmental process, he continues, may be "sequential or a 
series of alternatives" and "implies an ending state different from that which existed 
before the process began." Thus, Allen (1988, 28) translates the above quoted 
passage as "When I developed (bpr) development developed. All development 
developed after I developed." 

Whereas I agree with Allen that bpr can and does mean change, develop, 
evolve, I have not used this meaning for the translations and conceptual discourse. 
As with all multiple-meaning words, what is key here is context. And in this 
context I prefer the category 'being' to indicate the ontological and to develop the 
point of be-ing as an active ontological process (bpr) rather than an inert or general 
state of existence (wnn). For inherent in the ancient Egyptian conception of being is 
the notion of activity which in turn suggests life, life as biology as well as energy 
and movement (Finnestad 1989b). The kind of be-ing I emphasized here is best 
described as 'becoming,' another of the multiple meanings of bpr. Once set in 
motion the universe and all that exists is in a constant and eternal process of 
becoming. And it is this category of becoming that is at the heart of the concept of 
the potentiality of being and is key to understanding its ethical significance. 

The Creator becomes active and in his becoming active, he subtracts the 
primeval waters from himself. This begins a process of differentiation central to 
creation. Thus, creation is not construction out of nothingness but differentiating 
and ordering that which exists and making it active. The Creator brings himself 
into being as a self-developing God (Np bpr d s f )  through mind, will, speech and 
effective action. Thus, He says: 

It was through my effectiveness, that I brought about my body. I am the one 
who made me. It was as I wished (willed), according to my mind-heart (ib) that I 
constructed myself. (CT 7 14) 
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Finnestad (1986, 362) suggests that bpr and kprw are categories indicating 
change "from latent to manifest life-potential" and that "being is transformed into 
realized being." He understands this conception of self-transformation and self- 
transcendence as open to the human person in spiritual forms as ka, ba and akh. 
But since, as he says, all of these categories denote the human person as a living 
being and "that which transcends is man's life," an extension of this concept to the 
ethical and social realm is both possible and necessary. The divine, therefore, 
becomes for humans an image of possibility and a model to emulate as argued 
here and below in Chapter VI, Maatian anthropology. 

It is through will, mindheart and effectiveness that the Creator creates 
himself. And it is this ontological model that informs the ethical and indeed 
ontological understanding of human possibility. As the ethical texts repeatedly 
state, "I made my characterM-in a word, I made myself into what I am. This is a 
clear affirmation of human agency informed by theological conceptions of 
creation and the inherent potentiality of being. Furthermore, the Creator says, "I 
made everything I wished in this land (ivry, i mwt.  i nbt m t3 pn) and I expanded 
out in it (wsh.n.i i m f )  (pBremner-Rhind 28, 21-22). Here, then, is a question of 
mindheart conceiving, willing and bringing into being. Moreover, the creation 
process is defmed as one in which bringing oneself into being brings other things 
into being, one in which one expands in the world in the process of becoming. It 
is, thus, a concept of self-creation which is at the same time world creation, i.e., 
creating the world we live in and will. And the fundamental ground for this 
process is Maat as we have seen and will return to frequently. 

It is important to note here that the creation unfolds and is expressed in 
metaphors of biology more than physics. Thus, in various texts, the Creator brings 
into being the male and female principles, his offspring, through exhaling, i.e., 
sneezing, spitting and orgasm. The other divine powers and principles (ntw) are 
given birth and the primordial divine powers are posed as mothers and fathers who 
create light (@3 Sw). Ra (Atum, God) is an egg or seed which is fertile with 
possibilities of growth and development and creation begins with a "dialog" 
between God and the waters in which he exists. This metaphorical mode of 
knowing and of explaining the origin of things is seen by many Egyptologists as 
simply a reflection of the "mythopoeic character" of ancient Egyptian thought. But 
seen another way, it reflects the perception of the universe or cosmos as an 
organismic process rather than a mechanical one. It is here that Allen's emphasis on 
bpr as "growth and development" is most insightiid and instructive. For again the 
universe is alive with the activity and promise of becoming. 

As Allen (1988, 24) states, "the process of creation begins as a 'dialog' 
between non-existence and potentiality (the Singular God)." The text (CT 80) says 
of this dialog: 

Then Atum (the Creator) said to the waters: I am floating, and very weary, and the 
original ones are inert. It is my son Life who will lift up my heart, that will 
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animate my heart when he has gathered together these weary members of mine 
(CT I, 34-35). 

Here the principle of life is said to be the son of the Creator who will lift up and 
nourish the Creator's heart/ mind. This is an interesting conception, for it reaffirms 
in a metaphorical way that the Creator produces the life principle that lifts and 
animates him. Thus, he is the source of life that makes him live, that gathers his 
parts into the oneness that he becomes. Again, the anthropological significance of 
this is the reaffirmation of agency, the capacity for self-construction. 

The text continues stressing the centrality of Maat to existence and life. It says: 

The waters said to Atum 
Kiss your daughter Maat 
Place her at your nose 
And your heart will live 
For she is not far from you. 
Maat is your daughter 
With your son Shu whose name is life 
It is from your daughter Maat you shall take nourishment 
It is your son Shu who will lift you up (CT I:35). 

In this passage, Shu remains life, but Maat is posed as the essence of life, indeed, 
the ground of life. Thus, the concept of eating, absorbing or assimilating (wnm) 
Maat for spiritual nourishment is introduced. Here, it is introduced as a practice of 
and necessity for God. For Maat is that by which God lives and is satisfied. 
Therefore, Maat must be constantly offered to God, a practice which is both 
spiritual and ethical. 

In the ethical texts, the offering of Maat to God is both an ethical obligation 
and an ontological practice. For it reaffirms and reinforces Maat in the world, over 
and against isfet and thus, reinforces existence, good, stability, harmony and other 
positive features of being (Hornung 1988; Moret 1988; Teeter 1990). In this 
process of offering Maat both as ritual and ethical practice, one participates in a 
cosmic process and thus is linked to the ongoing project of the maintenance and 
development of the world. As Tobin (1989, 80) notes, to the ancient Egyptians, 
"Maat was thus more than only the principle of universal order; it was an integral 
part, an inseparable aspect of the cosmos, without which the cosmos would not 
have even existed." Doing Maat, then, points toward locating and understanding 
oneself in the context of the larger whole and this has great significance for both 
social and environmental ethics. For to be a participant in such a context and 
process is an ongoing challenge to determine and maintain right relationships in the 
various spheres of activity and interaction which constitute the realm of being and 
becoming. 
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Central, also, then, to the creative process and its ethical emulation is 
establishingplace (st). In the Creator's account of his creation, he states in CT 80 
that he was alone in the unboundedness (tnmw) of precreation infmity and "could 
not fmd a place in or on which I could sit or stand." This happens: 

before (the sacred city of) On had been founded that I might dwell in it, before the 
Lotus had been tied that I might sit on it, before I made Heaven (Nut) so she could 
be over my head and Earth (Geb) could marry her .  . . (CT I, 33-34). 

Finding no place on which to stand or sit, He becomes a mound in and for himself, 
having surveyed in his heart the situation and the possibilities inherent in it. And it 
is from this primordial mound, this location in and of himself that the Creator 
designed and brought into being the whole universe. 

Thus, the Creator, in his name of Ptah, is called the placemaker in one of his 
many praise poems, "The Hymn to Ptah," (Wolf, 1929). The text says: 

Hail to you before your primordial ones 
You created after you came into being as God 
the Body who built his body himself 
Before heaven came into being, before earth came into being 
Before the waters were introduced 
You tied together the world 
You brought together your flesh; you considered your parts 
You found yourself alone. Placemaker. 
God who fashioned the Two Lands. 

You joined together yourself 
Active one who came forth active 
You stood up on the land in its inertness and 
And it pulled itself together afterwards 
Your being in the form of Tatenen (italics mine) 

(Wolf 1929, 23.3-1 8). 

This text contains a rich array of images of self-agency. The Creator in his 
name of Ptah is a place-maker-ir stf-who of necessity is an "active one who 
came forth active." The word "spd" allows for a range of meanings. Faulkner 
(1981, 223-224) lists as two of these, "alertness" and "effective." Thus, Allen's 
(1988, 40) translation of it as "active" is an excellent choice which combines, in 
context, both "alertness" in opposition to "inertness" and "effectiveness" in thought 
and practice. Also, the Creator as in other creation narratives creates the world out 
of his own "body," distinguishing parts of him for diversity and joining together in 
continuity. 
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This place-making aspect of Ptah, the Creator is reflected also in his depiction 
as "being in the form of Ta-tenen." Ta-tenen is a ntr or divine power who frst  
appears in the literature of the Middle Kingdom (Schlogl 1980). His name which 
translates as "Land that becomes increasingly distinct" refers to the primeval 
mound on which the Creator stood to carry out the process of creation. He is 
associated with Ptah in the time of Ramesses 11. The point here, again, is that the 
Creator in the form of Ta-tenen is his own mound, for he is the land that becomes 
increasingly distinct and thus is his own grounding. It is an important ontological 
principle of creation, that the Creator is internally grounded so that when he stood 
up, the land drew together or formed a mound. 

This concept of internal grounding in creation expresses itself ethically as 
Maatian grounding and agency. For as the moral self-presentation in the chapters 
above demonstrate, it is one's Maat, one's character, one's virtue, one's heart which 
goes on to do good, brings honor, causes one to speak truth and do justice. In a 
word, it is one's internal grounding that causes one to become what one ought to be. 

This place-making, or locating and grounding oneself, then, is key to Maatian 
ethics. For as the moral self-presentations above in Chapter I1 and I11 show, this 
was a continuing concern for the ancient Egyptian. One always acts ethically in a 
given context, one is worthy in one's family, town, city or district. One speaks truth 
there, does justice there and walks in the way of righteousness there. Thus, one is 
socially and morally grounded there. Location is also another way to discuss the 
ethical tradition itself, for one is always concerned about following in the footsteps 
of the ancestors, i.e., honoring the tradition. Place-making, then, is both a creative 
and ethical concept and poses the ongoing challenge to ground oneself and in that 
context, on that 'primordial mound' to act morally and creatively. 

Furthermore, the Hymn to Ptah defmes the Creator as: "active one who came 
forth active." It goes on to say that: "When you stood up on the land in its inertness, 
it drew together thereafter, you being in the form of Ta-tenen." This reference 
contains two concepts basic to Maatian ethics: 1) actively standing up, and 2)  
being internally grounded. The Creator comes forth active, stands up on the land in 
its inertness, and in doing so causes the land to draw together. Here the centrality of 
concrete practice, of standing up and acting is affirmed. Standing up, then, becomes 
both in the mortuary and ethical literature a paradigm of spiritual and ethical 
behavior. To stand up like Ptah or like Horus in Coming Forth, then, is a funda- 
mental way of coming to life and being active. 

Ethically speaking, standing up and being active means being creative in word 
and in deed, bringing good into the world and lessening evil (Khunanpu B 1,24 1 ff). 
Modern Maatian ethics, building on the ethical teachings of Malcolm X (1965) 
finds in his ethical formula of right-doing, "Wake up, clean up and stand up" a 
fruitful extension of the original Maatian concept. Malcolm's three-pronged ethical 
imperative is one of coming-to-consciousness, morally grounding oneself and then 
engaging in moral practice to bring good and lessen evil in the world. It thus recalls 
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the Creator's prise de conscience, his grounding himself in Maat and his standing 
up to create a universe based on Maat. 

The ontological and ethical dimensions of the process are thus intertwined for, 
as Khunanpu says, doing Maat is not only doing good, it is increasing good and 
lessening evil in the world. Therefore, he (B 1, 24 1-242) says, "One who lessens 
falsehood brings (sbpr) Maat into being. And one who brings good (bw nfr) into 
being destroys (shtm) evil." The verb shppv can also be translated as "create" and 
thus the passage can read "One who diminishes evil creates Maat and one who 
creates good destroys evil." The point is that good is created and evil lessened 
andlor destroyed when one stands up and does Maat. 

5.2.2 The Self-Affirmation of Life 

The ethical import of the potentiality of being in Maatian ontology is also 
expressed in the power of being over non-being and self-affmation over self- 
negation. For the Creator as the source and substance of all being overcomes non- 
being, i.e., inactivity, obscurity and indefmiteness and establishes life in the context 
of order. That which exists in life overcomes that which does not exist, i.e., the 
inert and obscure, indefmiteness of precreation. Inherent in this metaphor of 
creation is the concept of the potentiality of being expressing itself by projecting its 
power in life. Life in Maatian ontology is the key dynamic of being; it is being 
actualizing itself, through the power of self-assertion against non-being. 

In Maatian theology and ethics, non-being poses a dual challenge. It is at once 
a threat and a ground for creative activity (Hornung 1982, 180). As a threat to 
creation, non-being or the non-existent is the disordered, the evil, the impure, the 
unjust and all those things negative to being, especially being as life. Thus, the 
ethical imperative is to constantly overcome non-being by creating, recreating, 
sustaining and restoring rightness and righteousness, i.e., Maat which is the essence 
and energy of life. Thus one is challenged to be and act like Ra (irt mi R9,  to speak 
Maat and do Maat (dd mTt, ir mjrt). For Maat is life and life is being actualizing 
itself in a dynamic and eternal process. 

This ontological and ethical importance of Maat as a life-giving and life- 
sustaining principle and substance is reaffmed in the ethical texts of ancient Egypt 
as well as in other kinds of texts which contain ethical and spiritual passages. 
Therefore, Khunanpu says, "Doing Maat is breath to the nose," @3w pw n fnd irt 
MYt) (Khunanpu B 1, 146), recalling the Creator's act of placing Maat to his nose to 
enliven himself and begin the creative process as mentioned above. Moreover, the 
dialog between the Creator and the primeval waters (Nu) in which the Creator as 
Atum is told to take nourishment fiom "his daughter Maat and live (CT 80, 62) is 
also reaffmed in other texts as an ethical act and spiritual ritual of offering Maat 
to Ra, God, that he may live and rejoice. The word wnm (eat of, take nourishment 
fiom) is again a metaphorical mode of describing assimilation or absorption and 
signifies the spiritual assimilation of Maat as a life-generating and life-sustaining 
spiritual substance (Anthes 1952). Thus, Hatshepsut says, "I have offered Maat 
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which he (Ra) loves. I know that he lives by it. It is my bread and I drink of its dew. 
I am a likeness £tom his limbs, one with him" (Urk IV, 384.15-385.3). 

Maat here represents the ontological unity of God and humans. It is posed not 
as an actual material substance, but as an ethical and spiritual one and the offering 
of Maat as a ritual is a reaffmation of having offered Maat in daily life as ethical 
practice as stated above. Both the spiritual ritual and the ethical act are translated in 
Maatian spirituality as nourishment, a spiritual food for the continued life and good 
of the divine, social and natural. In a word, the ethical act becomes a spiritual and 
ontological one which, as the Maat which gives life, reaff~ms being over and 
against non-being, order over and against disorder, and all things good and pure (ht 
nbt nfrt wcbt) over and against all things evil and impure. Therefore, again the life 
process is central to being, dynamic and eternal and Maat stands at the heart and 
center of this ongoing and eternal becoming or actualization of being (hpv). 

Allen (1988, 25fQ recognizes this, and his contention that life is the change 
aspect of reality or being in Egyptian cosmology and ontology is a correct one. It is 
this fact that serves as a theoretical basis for understanding Maat as an active 
principle as well as one of order-maintenance. The key concept here is _hpr or 
"kheper" which is best translated here, as noted above, as becoming. Thus, I do not 
agree with Allen that development is circular and that nhh is best translated as 
eternal recurrence and dt as eternal sameness. Actually, "nhh" is best translated as 
eternity, everlastingness, and similar synonyms for infmity of time. And dt  is 
essentially a synonym of nhh. The category bpv or becoming in Kemetic ontology 
does not suggest recurrence or eternal sameness. In fact, becoming is a category of 
eternal unfolding and has ethical implications for concepts of human development 
and flourishing. It is, in a word, a category of the potentiality of being, of perpetual 
creative transformation into a myriad of things like Ra. In fact Allen (1988, 29) 
suggests such an interpretation with his notation referring to Worterbuch (111, 
266,14) that "iri _hprw, 'make developments,' . . . is the Egyptian idiom for 'grow 
up,' i.e., with reference to various stages of development that a human being goes 
through in life, £tom baby to adult." Moreover, this is the phrase used also to define 
spiritual transformation after resurrection. 

But Allen does not follow this line of development and instead chooses to 
pursue the position that change in the Kemetic worldview is a cyclical concept of 
"eternal recurrence" and "eternal sameness." Allen (1988, 26) does say that "Yet 
within this unchanging and ordered construct there are also dynamic forces at 
work." But he goes on to say "although things in the world change, they do so as 
part of a cyclical pattern that is always the same . . . .This apparently paradoxical 
union of immutability and change is expressed in the Egyptian concept of Eternal 
Recurrence." He thus ends up where he begins, for even his change is sameness, 
i.e., "eternal recurrence" not development, i.e., an unfolding, bringing the latent 
into activity or reality, as he translates _hpr in other instances. There is obviously a 
common sense assumption within even modem cultures as well as in Kemet that 
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things tend to repeat themselves. Therefore, I am not questioning the presence of 
such a philosophical orientation in Kemet. What I question is whether or not this 
precludes or diminishes an equal orientation concerning growth and difference. 
And I am also questioning the relative accuracy of translating dt as "eternal 
sameness" and nhh as "eternal recurrence" and whether such translations do not 
severely diminish the Kemetic conceptual balance between order and change which 
Allen suggests and thus undermines the concept of historical movement (see Bilolo 
1995-1996). 

Secondly, the ontological situation of non-being itself is not simply a threat to 
being, but also a challenge to overcome it. Thus, for the Creator the ontological 
situation of precreation as inertness, obscurity and indefmiteness becomes afield of 
creative action. For potentiality is in the very structure and substance of existence. 
Even inertness is liquid, watery, and full of possible developments. And darkness, 
as Allen states (1988, 34-35), "is not so much the antagonist of light as its 
unrealized potential." That is to say, "darkness is light waiting to happen." 
Likewise, unboundedness (tnmw) is not so much "chaos" as unstructured and 
unrealized possibilities of creation. What is needed in such an ontological situation 
in order to turn it into a field for creative action is a Creator, who has a determined 
and purposeful heart-mind (ib) or will (mrwt), exceptional insight (hw), 
authoritative utterance (si:) and effective action (3hw). As it was for the Creator at 
creation, so it is with the creative person in daily life. For whether at creation or in 
daily life, it is through these categories of be-ing and becoming that Maat is 
established and sustained. And Maat as both an ontological and ethical category of 
potentiality and power is in the very structure and substance of reality. 

The link between the ontological and ethical here is that be-ing is creative. 
Moreover, creative action is ethical action and ethical action is creative action. For 
Maat is both the product and producer of both. This is a f fmed  in the highly 
abstract and seemingly contradictory contention in ancient Egyptian theology that 
Maat is both the mother and daughter of Ra. Gardiner and others have noted this 
but did not see in it anything but contradiction. Therefore, referring to this 
statement in Papyrus No. IV of the Hieratic Papyri in the British Museum, Third 
Series, he (1935, 33, n.9) states, that "the author felt no compunction at making 
Ma'at at once the mother and (as usually is) the daughter of Amen-Ra." But the 
mother-daughter theological construct is best seen as a metaphor for producer and 
product. Maat is the producer of Ra in that it is truly what makes Ra, God. In a 
word, it is the indispensable constitutive element of his being, Wiedemann (1887, 
570) had early realized this fact and argued that "Maat . . . is indispensable to the 
divinity if it wishes to act truly as divinity. Without it (Maat) Ra is only Ra as sun 
(his most visible expression); with it (Maat), he is the master of the universe." 

As rightness and righteousness, Maat, then, is the very nature of God. 
Moreover, as the sacred texts teach, Maat is the breath of life to God and the other 
divine powers; indeed, it is their power of be-ing. But Maat is also the product of 
Ra, in that Maat was the created by Ra in his identity (ren) as Atum. Thus, Maat is 
mother and daughter of Ra, origin and offspring, producer and product. This 
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concept finds its modem parallel in the concept of humans as both the products and 
producers of history. For history, as an essentially human process both makes and 
shapes humans and is made and shaped by them. In a word, humans are both the 
subject and object of history and history is both constitutive of them and 
constituted by them. 

5.2.3 The Creative Character of Speech 

Important also to the creation process and to the delineation of the potentiality 
and power of being is the ontological role and power of speech as a creative force. 
In the various creation narratives, the Creator uses speech to actualize his creation. 
In his identity as Atum, the Creator begins a dialog with the waters in which he is 
(CT 80) and in the process of self-actualization, he conceptualizes, wishes, 
"according to (his) heart" and thus creates himself (CT 714). Also, he uses words 
of power (hk:, hk3w) (Te Velde 1969-70), authoritative utterance (hw) and 
exceptional insight (si:) to develop creation. Heka, as words of power, is essential 
to creation but it seems to function through hu, authoritative utterance or as Allen 
(1988, 38) says the "divine principle of creative speech." Moreover, Heka is 
described by Kheti to his son Merikara as a divine gift saying, "He made for them 
Heka as weapons to ward off the blow of events" (136). Thus, Heka in this case 
and in creation activity acts as a positive force. But the central powers of creation 
and creativity are Hu and Sia. Forming both a conceptual and creative pair Hu and 
Sia enable the Creator to conceive the world and then call it into being. Through 
Sia, he says "I became effective in my heartimind . . . I planned in my heart myself. 
I created other beings" ( pBremner-Rhind 28, 24-25). Then, it is in speaking that 
the Creator calls into being his conception. This power is called in one text "Hu 
(authoritative utterance) that speaks in darkness," i.e., the darkness of precreation 
(CT VII, 481). Also, it is said of the Creator that "he began to speak in the midst of 
silence (of precreation)" (Leiden Papyrus I 350, IV, 6ff). "He began to call out 
when the earth was inert." By this means he created all things. 

It is in this context that kings and queens as well as private persons sought 
and claimed such power. The Pyramid Text of Unas says, "I have seized Hu, 
authoritative utterance; I have taken control of Sia, exceptional insight" (PT 300). 
And again, he says "Unas grasps Hu, authoritative utterance; eternity is brought to 
him and Sia (exceptional insight) is placed at his feet" (PT 307). Recalling the 
divine capacity of the Creator in his name of Ptah to conceive in his headmind and 
create, Intef, the herald, says he is "one who says 'let it be done' and it is done" 
(BAR 11, 298.767). And the steward, Henenu, says he is "dd h p m ,  mity Np-he 
who speaks and it happens, one like God" (Schenkel 1965,426). Together Hu and 
Sia symbolize and express authoritative utterance of exceptional insight and are at 
the heart of both creative activity and moral practice in Maatian ethics (Karenga 
1989, xiv). For they are powers which are available to all humans, in order that 
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they may understand, speak and do Maat and defend and increase good in the 
world in a cooperative project with the Divine. 

Texts on the Creator in his identities as Ptah and Amen place even greater 
emphasis on creative speech. In fact, it is the creation narrative of the Creator as 
Ptah found in the Shabaka Text which caused Breasted (1934, 37) to suggest that 
this may be the "background of the Logos doctrine of New Testament days." For, 
he notes, in this creative narrative we fmd "the fundamental assumption that mind 
or thought is the source of everything." For the myriads of created things "came 
into being through that which the heart (mind) thought and the tongue (creative 
speech) commanded" (see also Wilson 1956,59ff). 

The Shabaka text (Junker 1940; Breasted 1901) posits the preeminence of the 
mindheart and the tongue as follows: 

It happens that heart and tongue 
rule over all the limbs in accordance 
with the teaching that he (Ptah) 
is in every body. And he is in 
every mouth of all divine powers, all people, 
all cattle, all creeping things, 
whatever lives. 
thinking whatever he wishes 
and commanding whatever he wants (54). 

Moreover, as Bilolo (1988, 73) states, the power of the heart and tongue 

. . . provient du fait qu'ils sont des organes privilegies de conception et 
&expression de la pensee. Le coeur (dans le corps) pense, concoit l'idee de tout 
chose, idee qui sera ensuite reprise ou exprimCe par la langue (dam la bouche). 

[. . . comes from the fact that they are privileged organs of conception and 
expressions of thought. The heart (in the body) thinks, conceives the idea of 
everything, the idea which will then be taken up or expressed by the tongue (in the 
mouth).] 

Thus, the text (56) says: 

The seeing of the eye, the hearing of the ears, the breathing of the nose, 
They inform the heart. 
And it makes all perception come forth. 
As for the tongue, it repeats what the heart has conceived. 

The text concludes this section by saying, "For every word of God came about 
through what the heart conceived and the tongue commanded." 
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Obenga (1989, 3 15) rightly asserts that "speech, as it is used here, has a clear 
ontological meaning, and this ontological speech, uttered by the demiurge, calls the 
world into existence." This ontological potency of speech appears also in other 
African cultures. Obenga (1989, 316) cites the creation narrative of the Luba in 
which the Creator, Maweja Nangila, creates by word. "It is in that manner that 
Maweja Nangila called forth man who, at the time of creation bore an exact 
resemblance to him" (Fourche and Morlighem 1973, 39ff). Here, we have not only 
a logos doctrine but also the doctrine of imago dei or rather snn n_tr (image of God) 
which appears also in Maatian theology and ethics as discussed below. This 
becomes, then, the paradigmatic practice of creation and effective action. And 
therefore, it is through this process of conception and command that again humans 
acts like God (irt mi Rr, imitatio dei), "link(ing) the intellectual with the material," 
as Allen (1988,46) states. For "it is the same principle through which the will of all 
living things work to transform the world around them." 

Praise poems (sisw) to the Creator in his name of Amen also speak to the 
power of the creative word. One says: 

He began to speak in the midst of silence. 
He opened all eyes and caused them to behold. 
He began to call out when the earth was in stillness. 
His roar spread about. He had no second. 
He gave birth to all that exists; he caused them to live. 
He caused every person to know the way to walk. 
And their hearts lived when they saw him 
(Leiden Papyrus I 350, IV, 6-8; Gardiner 1905, 3 1). 

Moreover, the text says that in the process of creation, "Exceptional insight (Sia) is 
his heart, Authoritative utterance (Hu) is his lips. (And) His energy (Ka) is that 
which exists through his tongue" (V, 16-17). This stress on the creative function of 
speech develops as a central feature of Maatian ethics and good speech (mdt nfvt) is 
seen as both moral wisdom and a moral imperative. 

For the ruler, the challenge of effective ethical action as a leader is to act 
creatively like Ra, using Hu and Sia. Thus, it is said of Ramesses 11: 

You are the living likeness of your father Atum . . . , for authoritative utterance 
(hw) is in your mouth, understanding (si3) is in your heart, and your speech is the 
shrine of Truth (Maat) (KRI 11,356.18) 

And Merikara is taught by his father Kheti that good speech or moral wisdom is 
essential to moral and effective leadership. He says to his son: "If you are skilled in 
speech you will succeed. For speech (literally the tongue) is (a person's) sword. 
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Speaking is stronger than all fighting and the skillful are not overcome" (Merikara 
32). 

But good speech (mdt nfrt) is not an exclusive prerogative of the royal and the 
noble. As noted above, the most definitive discourse on Maat is the Book of 
Khunanpu which places the task of defming the meaning and value of Maat in the 
mouth of a peasant (Karenga 2003, 10-12, 15-16). Also, Ptahhotep tells us that 
"Good speech (moral wisdom) is rarer than emeralds and yet it is found among 
female servants at the grindstones" (Ptahhotep 52-59). These citations at once 
reaffirm the worth of good speech and also demonstrate its availability to and 
presence among even the masses. This is an important point, for Maatian ethical 
philosophy would lack moral authenticity if it denied or suggested an unequal 
access to such an ontological and ethical good as moral wisdom or good speech. 

Thus, inherent in the Maatian ideal is the assumption that good speech is a 
vital and necessary good for everyone and that everyone has equal access to it for 
beneficial purposes. Again, this ideal of equality is attested to in the "Four Good 
Deeds of Ra" text which establishes the ontological and ethical standard of human 
equality (CT 1130). Such rejection of biological assignment of moral worth and 
goods is, as mentioned above, in stark contrast to Greek ontology with its class- 
and gender-biased hierarchies of human worth, purpose and virtue. 

It is important to note here though that speech in Maatian ethics also carries 
with it the possibility of misuse. The emphasis on the moral imperative to speak 
and do Maat carries within it the prohibition against speaking and doing the 
opposite-grg and isfet. For as grg is falsehood and associated evils, isfet is the 
general oppositional category to Maat and signifies all things bad and impure as 
Maat suggests all things good and pure. To speak wrongly then is injurious to Maat 
and the moral community which it gives life. Thus, Pahebhor teaches, "do not make 
your mouth harsh or speak loudly with your tongue. For a loud voice does damage 
to the body just like an illness" (AEL 111,220). 

Moreover, Khunanpu tells Rensi, the High Steward, that "when the secret of 
truth is found, falsehood is thrown on its back on the ground," that "one who 
lessens falsehood fosters truth," and that "judges are appointed to fight falsehood" 
(B 1, 183,24 1,296-297). He continues saying, 

When falsehood walks it goes astray. It does not cross in the ferry; (and) it does 
not (progress). He who is enriched by it has no children, (indeed) no heirs on 
earth. And he who sails with it does not reach dry land. 

Surely, "his boat does not moor at its landing place" (B2, 95-102). Thus, he 
concludes one should speak Maat and do Maat. For Maat is the ground of a good 
and long life in this world and an honored and eternal life in the next world. 

The central concept in the affirmation of the power and potentiality of being, 
then, is the self-creation by the Creator, the God who brought himself into being 
(np hpr d s f )  and then "made himself into millions." This self-developing God 
contains within himself all the elements of creation and thus kom inside himself, he 
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comes into being and then brings into being all things through creative thought and 
speech and effective action. This portrait of internal potential and power is painted 
in even more vivid imagery when the Creator recounts how he arose alone without 
anyone to aid him and with "no place on which to stand." And then again through 
creative effort he makes a space, locates himself, centers himself upon the 
primordial mound of creation and brings into being a universe of millions and 
millions of things. 

This portrait of internal potential and self-actualization in the midst of non- 
being provides then an instructive image of the possibilities of human action and 
human agency. It is the image of self-cultivation and self-transformation, of fmding 
within oneself the moral and spiritual content and will for creative transformation 
and actualization. For, again, be-ing like God is be-ing like God in action. And 
repeatedly we read of the spiritual aspiration to "be like Ram-in power, in 
knowledge, in life, in health, in endurance, in righteousness-in a word, in Maat. 
Thus, in the Book of Coming Forth By Day (Chapter 1 I), the vindicated declare 
their aspiration and ability to act as divine powers, saying, "I stand up like Horus 
(beloved son and avenger of his father). I sit down as Ptah (Ra as Creator). I have 
grown strong as Djehuti (wisdom exalted). I have grown powerful as Atum (Ra as 
the perfector)." Such exalted claims, while appearing to be bombast to the some 
scholars, reflect on another level an anthropology of ultimate possibility, a 
conception of snn ntr (imago dei) that invites elevated aspirations to be as God and 
one with God, as will be discussed below. 

I have dealt at length with the question of the potentiality and power of being 
because it is a pivotal ontological concept and provides a background and 
kamework for a critical comprehension of the other fundamental motifs in Maatian 
ontology. Moreover, the category of potentiality is also so central to Maatian 
anthropology and Maatian ethics in general that a lengthy treatment of it seems 
compelling. 

5.3 The Orderedness of Being 

5.3.1 The Created Order of Maat 

A second fundamental motif in Maatian ontology of ethical significance is the 
orderedness of being. This concept of the orderedness of being is, of course, rooted 
in the concept of Maat which is not only the created order itself, but also a principle 
of order, the rightness of order, the essence of existence as order and the 
performance of order. 

The orderedness of being begins with the ordering of being in the process of 
creation. The precreation quality of existence is not so much one of chaos and 
confusion but rather an unstructured or unordered and thus unrealized potentiality. 
The word used in the text for this precreation state of things is tnmw which does not 
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mean chaos as destructive confbsion, but refers to an unbounded, undeveloped or 
rather not-yet-developed quality of existence as noted previously. Allen (1988, 20) 
points out that "the root verb tnm means 'go astray' and is used both in the literal 
sense ('become lost') and figuratively ('stray from correct behavior')." He goes on to 
suggest that 

as an abstract in this context, (i.e., the discussion of creation), it may refer to the 
undetermined character of the external universe (no-where vs, the defined 'where' 
of the world or its lack of order) vs. the Order-Maat-of the created world. 

This undetermined, unbounded character of precreation is transformed in the 
process of creation and creation becomes the embodiment of order, i.e., Maat. 
Thus, Maat is the "divine order established at the time of creation," as Frankfort 
(1961, 63) notes. Frankfort goes on to state that this order or orderedness "is 
manifest in nature as normalcy of phenomena, . . . in society as justice . . . and in 
the individual's life as truth." Whether one agrees with the specific contentions of 
this conception or not, these categories of "normalcy," "justice," and "truth" which 
are manifestations of Maat, not only have ethical implications, but also suggest that 
the created order is not simply an act of divine creativity and organization, but also 
one of rightness or even righteousness. Morenz's (1984, 13) defmition of Maat as 
"right order" and general rightness a f f m s  the importance of this conception. It is, 
as we shall argue below, this rightness and lawfulness of the created order which is 
so fundamental to the ancient Egyptian assumption of the essential goodness of 
being. For as Wilson (1956, 48) points out, Maat was for the ancient Egyptians, 
"the cosmic force of harmony, order, stability and security, coming down from the 
fust creation as the organizing quality of created phenomena . . . ." 

As an "organizing quality of created phenomena, Maat is both a principle of 
order and" as Frankfort (1961, 63) states, "the essence of existence." For it not only 
is a principle of universal order, but a fundamental characteristic and quality of the 
universe which causes and sustains its existence (Tobin 1989, 80). It is in this 
context, that Wiedemann (1887, 564) in his early study of Maat maintains that 
"Maat is for the ancient Egyptian a kind of essence, a thing existing everywhere 
and always." For it is the very nature of being. 

In Coffm Text 80, order is posed as correlative to life. Life in its essence is 
Maat and in this case ordered being. Thus, the Creator says of this interrelatedness: 

My living daughter is Tefnut. She shall exist with her brother Shu. Life is his 
name. Maat (order) is her name. I shall live with my twins, my fledglings. I will 
live in the midst of them. One of them behind me and one of them within me. Life 
will lie down with my daughter Order (Maat). One of them with me and one of 
them about me. It is on them whom I rely, their arms being about me. 
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Thus, the Creator is infused with and surrounded by life and order. And as noted 
above, life itself is infused with and informed by Maat, i.e., order, rightness, justice, 
harmony, balance, etc. in the world. It is this cosmic and ontological principle that 
the ancient Egyptians apply to concrete practice in daily life. 

As the orderedness of being, Maat endowed the world with a law of nature, 
operative and expressed in the anticipated regularity of processes and phenomena, 
i.e., the rise and setting of the sun, the rise and fall of the Nile, the coming and 
going of seasons, but also the inevitable triumph of good and the eventual defeat of 
evil in both the world and society. It is this triumphant character of Maat, its 
mightiness and durability in contrast to the self-destructive character of the evil that 
one fmds in Khunanpu's discourse on Maat (Vogelsang 1964; Parkinson 199 1) and 
in the Sebait of Ptahhotep (Zaba 1956). 

5.3.2 The Social Order of Maat 

As the ancient Egyptians believed in the principle that as it is in heaven so was 
it and so should it be on earth, Maat as natural law and order was developed into 
moral law and order. It is in this context that Amen says to Amenhotep that he "will 
rule it (the land) as king as if I were king of Upper and Lower Egypt" (Urk IV, 
1676.1) Virtue or moral law was given the same immanent status and function in 
the social world as physical law in the cosmic and natural order. In fact, the very 
distinction between the moral and the natural, the cosmic and the social, was never 
sharp and very often non-existent. For Maat was an inclusive cosmic order, in a 
word, the very orderedness ofbeing. 

Within the concept of the orderedness of being is the concept of balance in the 
world; a balance that is constantly challenged by the negative (isfet) and reaffirmed 
in the righteous acts (Maat) of humans. Khunanpu explains this in one of his 
descriptions of the essentiality of Maat. Thus he says, "rk?yt nt t? irt mT-The 
balance of the world lies in doing Maat" (Bl, 158-159). He goes on to describe the 
just leader as the embodiment of Maat who is the balance and norm. And to 
indicate further how essential order as justice and rightness is, he says, "you are one 
with the balance. If it tilts, you will tilt also" (Bl, 161-163). Thus, the upholding of 
Maat as order, rightness, and justice, as noted above, has ontological and ethical 
implications. And one is obligated to act accordingly for the benefit of society and 
the cosmos. 

In the Sebait of Ptahhotep, as noted above, we fmd also Maat as an 
unchanging order of existence, as the ground of power, effectiveness and rightness 
in the world (Ptahhotep 88-91). Ptahhotep's focus is on its endurance as both a 
cosmic and social principle. Thus, he notes, "it has not been disturbed or 
challenged since the times of its Creator." It endures as a principle in social life 
allowing the upright to say, "it is the legacy of my father." What undergirds the 
confidence implicit in Ptahhotep's claims is the assumption of an order in which 
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there is lawful regularity. And this order is by his own assertion, none other than 
Maat which by its very definition is order. 

Thus, the natural order of the cosmos was conceived as being duplicated and 
reflected in the social order and when disorder threatened in either, right action was 
required to drive out isfet and return Maat to its place. As Tobin (1989, 81) argues, 

Not only was there a natural universal order within the cosmos, but, because of 
this natural order, human and state affairs had to be conducted with righteousness 
and justice. 

In a word, "[a] righteous and ordered cosmos of necessity demanded a righteous 
and ordered life on the part of those who inhabited it." And "anyone who did not 
conduct his life in such a fashion was of necessity seen as incongruous with the 
innate nature of the universe and of human society." 

It is this demand for the establishment, restoration and maintenance of Maat in 
the natural and social world that plays a fundamental role in establishing the 
ontological grounds of Maatian ethical obligation. For the justification (mjr hnu) of 
persons, i.e., their recognized right to be welcomed in the realm of eternal life 
(Amenta), depends on their being able to truthhlly declare themselves innocent of 
isfet and doers of Maat. In the context of our discussion of Maat as order, the 
essential ethical obligation is, as Bonnel(1990, 82) points out, "the performance of 
order." If the orderedness of being is essential to the maintenance and flourishing 
of life and indeed to the maintenance of the cosmos itself, then doing Maat can be 
and is translated as the performance of order. At the same time, it is important to 
note that given Maat's conceptual elasticity, to perform order is also to do justice, 
speak truth, be reciprocal, balanced and in harmony, practice propriety and do 
righteousness in general. 

Thus, the orderedness of one's ethical action is its conformity to moral and 
natural law, and lawfhlness as anticipated regularity is central to the moral and 
natural order. Wilson (1956, 48) is correct in his contention, then, that such a 
concept of Maat as natural and moral order means that Maat "was not simply 
justice in terms of legal administration, it was the just and proper relationship 
between the ruler and the ruled" as well as between one person and another. 
Likewise, truth was not simple correspondence to reality, but things "being in their 
true and proper places in the order created and maintained by (the Creator)." And 
propriety as a virtue is not simply the following of rules, but the internalization of 
norms of fittingness and the acceptance of their rightness and efficacy so that one 
becomes the embodiment of Maat, i.e., the truly Maatian person as the writers of 
the Declarations of Virtues describe themselves. 

It is important to note here how the concept of "tnmw" or indefiniteness in the 
description of precreation unorderedness becomes in the moral realm a way to 
describe deviation from correct or right behavior. To go astray, then, brings up the 
image of and parallels the lack of boundaries or boundedness in precreation or non- 
being and suggests both creativity and morality require orderedness. It also 
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indicates that establishing and maintaining boundaries are central to the Maatian 
moral project as evidenced by the Declarations of Innocence's explicit and repeated 
concern with not trespassing (thi). In fact, all its suggested prohibitions can be seen 
as prohibitions against immoral and improper boundary-crossing. Thus, as with the 
concept of Maat, itself, ontological categories become moral categories and reflect 
an interrelatedness essential to the concept of the continuity of being. 

5.4 The Continuity of Being 

5.4.1 The Creative Source of Being 

A third basic motif in Maatian ontology is the continuity of being. As 
Finnestad (1989b, 3 1) notes, "there appears to be no essential ontological separa- 
tion (though there is a conceptual distinction) between the species, . . . matter and 
spirit, body and soul . . . (or) God's world . . . (and) man's world." In fact, he 
continues, "the categories applied in Egyptian religious ontology do not accentuate 
the differences . . . (r)ather one sees the opposite interest: to stress affmities and 
connections" (See also Finnestad 1986, 1985). This hndamental concept of 
Maatian ontology has significant import for both Maatian anthropology and 
ecological ethics. For it challenges the radical separation of humans from other 
species and nature and places them in a more modest and relative role in the larger 
context of existence. 

The continuity of being is rooted frst  of all in the fact that the Creator is the 
source of all existence. It is the Creator in his identities as Atum, Ptah and Amen 
who is explicitly alone, without a second and who conceives and brings into being 
a myriad of beings. As Atum, he is, the Book of Vindication tells us, the Lord of 
transformations (nb bpnu), the Lord to the Limit (nb.r.&) and the "Lord of 
Totality" (nb tm) (CT V, 21 1; VI, 131k; 11, 27b). Containing all within himself, he 
is the "Complete One" (tmm) (CT 11, 174e). His material for creation is literally 
himself and all else including the other divine powers (nfnu) are but manifestations 
of him (Allen 1988, 5 1). Even the primeval mound of creation, the place of his 
centering is of andfrom himself. 

Again, the Book of Knowing the Creations is instructive here (pBremner- 
Rhind; Faulkner 1933; Budge 1890). Although this text is called the Book of 
Knowing the Creations in modem Maatian ethics, its title in the text is literally "the 
Book of Knowing the Forms or Transformations of Ra (mdjt nt rb bpiw nw R3." It 
is in these transformations that creation is executed and hence the modern title 
"Knowing the Creations." Moreover, bpr in its basic form as well as in its causative 
form can and does mean "bring about" (Faulkner 198 1, 189,2). It is also causative 
in the phrase bpr ds,f; self-creating, self-generating (Wb 111, 261.i~).  Thus, the 
transformations of Ra which Allen calls the "developments of Ra" identify and 
speak to a creative process, marked by divine self-transformation, expansion and 
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differentiation. The central point here is that creation is essentially the Divine 
developing into various forms, an evolution from his essence. 

Creation is f ~ s t  a product of ib: mind and heart. The Creator says: 

I became effective in my headmind 
I surveyed with my sight 
I made everything which was made alone 
I laid the foundation in my headmind 
I created other forms of existence 
And many were the forms of the Bringer-into-Being 
(pBremner-Rhind 28. 24-25). 

It is this stress on creation as a product of headmind that leads Obenga (1989, 
306) to assert that as the Absolute being, the Creator is love, will and "above all, 
reason: he conceives, designs in his heart (ib), that is to say, in all consciousness 
and in all lucidity." Therefore, the creation is an interrelated expression of the 
Creator's ib; h e a d  mind. And this is the first aspect of the continuity of being. 

Secondly, the Creator makes himself who is one into many by self-expansion 
and differentiation. He literally broadens out and expands ( w s ~ )  in the process of 
creation. And his coming into being causes being itself as well as other forms of 
beings to come into being. Obenga offers an excellent understanding of this process 
as one of self-affmation as well as self-infusion in the world. He (1989, 306) 
states that as "an inaugural act, creation also serves as proof, as demonstration of 
the Existing's existence: 'I exist, therefore existence exists.' For the Existing, to 
manifest oneself to existence is to bring other forms of existence into being (iri) is 
to create, to make (km?)." 

Here is both reaffirmation of the continuity of being and the reciprocal nature 
of that unity. For it is in creating others that the Creator is reaff~med in his own 
existence. On the social level, this translates into Mbiti's (1970, 141) classical 
assertion concerning African ontology: "I am because we are, and since we are, 
there-fore, I am." It is, of course, an ontological and anthropological assertion at 
the same time. Thus, it represents the Kemetic conception of interrelated and 
interdependent character of reality. And it also represents the Kemetic thrust to 
relate all knowledge and understanding to the concreteness of a lived life. 

5.4.2 Differentiation in Unity 

Creation of being is, in fact, the development of the source of being, i.e., the 
Creator. For as Bilolo (1986, 45) notes, "Having become conscious of himself, 
Atum begins to extract (tirer) from his being other beings." Thus, the Book of 
Knowing the Creations (pBremner-Rhind 28. 20ff) says, " When I came into being, 
being itself came into being. All being came into being when I came into being." 
Or again, "I came into being in the anterior era of the world and a multitude of 
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forms of existence came into being from (this) beginning." Stressing his internal 
creative capacity, the Creator says that having conceived the plan of existence, he 
moved to carry it out by the force within him. He says, "I made forms of existence 
through the power within me (i7i.i lzpm irn rn b: ywy)." And fmally, one of his 
central modes of creation after authoritative utterance was spreading out in the 
world. This is, of course, another way to say creation was the development of his 
being which brought other beings into being. 

Here, again, Allen's translation of "lzpm" as development(s) is usefid and 
appropriate, for the divine manifestations are developments from the single source 
of the Creator who having been one, transformed his unity into infmite diversity. 
Having developed himself and the very process of being and becoming, as Allen 
(1988, 30) posits: "The process continued geometrically, through the transmission 
of the original matter into the elements of the world: 'the developments of 
developments became many,' . . . ." And as Allen concludes, "[iln this way the 
infmite variety of all existence can be traced back to a single ultimate source, a 
linear progression that is symbolized in the image of the Ennead," i.e., the nine 
original offspring of Atum-Shu and Tehut, Nut and Geb, Osiris, Isis and Horus 
and Seth and Nephthys. 

5.4.3 Being and the Transmission of Essence 

This process involves both the continuity of being and the shared essence of 
being through transmission from the Creator. This transmission is both of essence 
and energy. As the text states, "You put your anns around them as the arms of ka, 
that your essence (ka) may be in them" (PT 1652). Faulkner (1969, 246, 247 n.2) 
translates "ka" in the second instance also as essence and makes a note that "the 
second (ka) has here the meaning of 'essence' or the like, referring to the divine 
nature passed on by Atum to his offspring." This metaphor of embracing, as Allen 
(1988, 69. 11.85) points out is "the standard means of transmission" and is emulated 
in human life by "the transmission of ka from father to son" as expressed in 
Ptahhotep's definition of the good and hearing (sdrnw) son (564ff). Embracing itself 
is also a metaphor of unity, a reaffirmation of oneness of the Creator and his 
creation. 

The transmission of ka, then, is the transmission of essence or nature. As 
Frankfort (1948b, 68) states, "the word 'nature' is often an appropriate translation 
for ka." Moreover, he states, "It is the ka which makes a person into the man he is; 
(and) it is through one's ka that one can achieve something." This concept of a 
shared nature or essence with the divine is a fimdamental tenet of Maatian 
anthropology and central to the concept of human potentiality and power. It 
parallels and reinforces the snn n p  (imago dei) concept found in the Book of Kheti 
for Merikara which teaches that humans are the flock of the Good Shepherd, Ra, 
and that "they are his images who came from his person" (Merikara 132). Thus, in 
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a real sense, there is no dichotomy between the Creator and humans, only a 
necessary distinction. But on a larger level, as the Shabaka Text posits, not just 
humans are in the image of the Creator but the whole world. As Allen (1988, 45) 
notes, this a concept appears in a passage &om the text which says that through 
creative thought and speech "something developed in Atum's image." This 
"something" was the universe which was created out of the divine substance of 
Atum himself. This process of the Creator investing himself in the world is called 
by Allen (1988,42) the "information of matter." 

In addition to the continuity of being having basis in the concept of the 
common origin of all things from a single source, the Creator and a resultant 
shared essence, the concept of Maat offers an equally important and interrelated 
foundation for such a contention. Indeed, Maat is not only the shared essence of 
God, humans and nature, but a binding agent also. For the ancient Egyptian, Maat, 
as the order of creation, "bound all things together in an indestructible unity" 
(Tobin 1989, 13). Therefore, "the universe, the natural world, the state and the 
individual were all seen as parts of a wider order generated by Maat." It was, as 
argued above, the "organizing quality of phenomena," that ran through and united 
all things. As stated above, Maat was the essence of existence which was not only 
the essence of the Creator and humans but also of the natural world. Such a concept 
of Maat as a binding agent of all things in the universe and as the shared essence of 
the Creator, humans and nature not only posits the basis for a strong ecological 
ethics, as will be discussed below, but also contributes to the concept of the 
essential goodness of being. 

5.5 The Essential Goodness of Being 

5.5.1 The Ontological Anchor o f  Maat 

A fourth ontological concept of major ethical value is the concept of the 
essential goodness of being. This concept like the others above and the last one 
below, is rooted in the concept of Maat. Maat was to the ancient Egyptians both 
ontological and ethical anchor, giving them a sense of security, confidence and 
potentiality. As Tobin (1989, 86) states, because of the concept of Maat, "the 
universe was seen as essentially benevolent to man." In a word, it was ordered, 
regular, dependable under the rule of the divine. The world grounded in Maat and 
ruled by Maat was a realm of positiveness and possibilities especially for the 
righteous. As the ground of being, Maat was a goodness and beauty ( n f m )  which 
embrace the entirety of existence. The Amama hymns which celebrated the 
orderedness, rightness, unity and beauty of creation are reflective of this attitude 
(Sandman 1938, 10-15; 93-96). 

A standard hymn to the Divine which appears in many tombs of the period 
says in praise of the Divine: 
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You are radiant, beautiful and powerful. 
Your love is great and expansive. 
Your rays light up all faces. 
Your bright color causes hearts to live, 
When you fill the Two Lands with your love. 
0' august God who constructed himself, 
Who made every land and created what is in it, 
All peoples, cattle and animals, 
All trees and all that grows on the ground. 
They live when you rise for them. 
You are mother and father of all that you created 
(Sandman 1938, 11.6-12.8). 

The picture here is one of a beautiful and ordered world; created by a beautiful, 
mighty and august God who is ever concerned for his creation-humans, animals 
and plants. He brings light and floods the world with love (mrwt) and is indeed 
"mother and father (in that order) of all that you make." This is clearly a portrait of 
mothered-fathered world, given life, love beauty and goodness by the Divine. 

This sense of ordered goodness, of the world being grounded in Maat, though 
clearly more expansively expressed in the 18th Dynasty and afterwards, is 
nevertheless apparent fkom the Old Kingdom. The Pyramid Texts speak of heaven 
being at peace and earth being in joy because Maat is in its place (PT 1775). And 
certainly, the locus classicus of an early description of Maat as being effectiveness 
and power and the ground of good in the world is the Sebait of Ptahhotep which 
speaks of Maat as great, effective and enduring. Likewise, the Declarations of 
Virtues in the Old Kingdom clearly establish Maat as Good and the ground of good 
in the world. Thus, Seshem-nefer (Urk I, 57.1 Iff) says of Maat, it is good (bw nfr 
pw) and that it is the good which God wills, wishes and loves (nfrw mvrt np). It is 
thus seen as needfd on earth and in heaven, that by which the Divine, the natural 
and the social live. And it is here that the concept of offering Maat to God evolves 
as both a ritual and ethical practice. 

The spiritual and ethical impact of Maat, then, was one of giving the ancient 
Egyptians a sense of being-at-home in the world, a world in which evil could never 
be dominant for long and right would always be triumphant. In other words, 
consciousness of Maat in the world provided a sense of confidence that right would 
eventually triumph regardless of evil, disorder or other negatives in the world. It is 
this confidence that led the ancient Egyptians to praise Maat for its durability, 
worth and effectiveness and its ability to provide the good life in this world and the 
next. Such was the faith in the power and effectiveness of Maat. 

This faith in the power and effectiveness of Maat and the goodness it implies, 
does not mean that there was no recognition of the reality of evil. On the contrary, 
the sacred texts of ancient Egypt recognize the continuing presence of evil as a part 
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of reality, but they are equally sure of its defeat (Hornung 1982, 212-2 13). Unlike 
Zoroastrianism in which good and evil occupy almost equal status in an ongoing 
war, Maat accepts no such moral dualism. Apophis, enemy of Ra, or Seth, enemy 
of Osiris, are real forces of evil and discord, but they are inevitably defeated as the 
texts constantly express and reaffm.  Likewise, all forms of evil in the world are 
defeated and those who assume these qualities come to no good end. 

Thus, Ptahhotep concedes that evil is not only in the world but also in some 
cases, prospers, but it is in the end a false prosperity masking a more defmitive 
moral and spiritual failure. Therefore, he states, "Wickedness may seize wealth, but 
wrongdoing never brings its wares (safe) to port. In the end, it is Maat which 
endures (so that) a person says 'it is the legacy of my father (and mother)' " 
(Ptahhotep 94-98). Likewise, Amenomope assures us that "The boat of the 
covetous is abandoned in the mud, but the boat of the self-mastered (grw) sails with 
the wind" (7, 10-1 1). And Khunanpu teaches that "people fall low through greed 
and those who prey on others achieve no (real) success" (Bl, 290-292). 

Finally, the role of Maat in providing the basis for the Kemetic assumption of 
the essential goodness of being is, of course, found in the Maatian theology of 
creation. And here one fmds that the essential goodness of being evolves not only 
from the Maatian orderedness and rightness of being but also, as noted above, from 
the fact of God's having created the world and imbued it with his divinity. 
Therefore, Maat, as orderedness and rightness ever triumphant must be joined with 
the concept of divine self-infusion in the world for an inclusive delineation of the 
foundation of the Kemetic view of the essential goodness of being. 

5.5.2 Cooperative Character of Being 

As the ground of being, it's truth, it's rightness, it's order, it's goodness, it's 
eternalness, it's essential quality, Maat plays a fimdamental role in shaping being 
and giving it a dynamic character. Maat is, in fact, also the cosmic glue that holds 
the world together that gives it meaning and motion. It is thus an ongoing project 
and product which must be constantly realized and reinforced (Hornung 1989, 
135). And it is in this world maintenance project that humans collaborate and 
cooperate with the Divine. The relationship is a reciprocal one in which the Creator 
who brought being into being and gave life requires Maat from the living, so that 
he may live by it and that the world and existence itself may be maintained. This 
creates a cooperative and mutually-beneficial project between the Divine and 
humans. 

Assmann (1989a, 109) has called attention to the collaborative and 
cooperative project of God and humans in the dynamic maintenance of the world, 
indeed of existence. He calls the process "une communautB de participation et de 
collaboration" based on reciprocity. But his stress is mainly on ritual and 
performative discourse which "produces the reality it expresses." Maat, however, is 
not only ritual and performative discourse, it is also a social practice which as 
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Rekhmira says, "spreads goodness throughout the land" so that it causes people to 
live and flourish. Thus, he says, 

I exalted Maat to the heights of heaven. 
I caused its goodness to pervade the breadth of the earth. 
So that it rested in their nose(s) like the (northwind) (Urk IV, 1077.13-15) 

Maat here is life-giving and life-affirming social practice whose essential elements 
include: 

judging the humble and rich (alike); rescuing the weak from the strong; restrain- 
ing the rage of the evil of character; suppressing the greedy in his hour; protecting 
the widow; establishing the heir on the seat of the father; giving bread to the 
hungry, water to the thirsty and meat, oil and clothes to those who had none, 
making the old man secure and old woman say, 'It is a good deed;' hating evil; not 
being deaf to the weak; not accepting bribes; and standing justified before God 
(Urk IV, 1077.17- 1078.17). 

It is within this broad concept of Maat as social practice which is generative of 
human well-being and flourishing that Khunanpu, as noted above, gives the classic 
definition of Maat-doing as "breath to the nose," i.e., life-giving as early as the 
Middle Kingdom. The New Kingdom text of Rekhmira reaffirms this, saying he 
caused Maat to rest in the nose of the people, i.e., it was the breath of life to them. 
This conception of Maat as life-giving breath, even as the generative dynamic of 
existence can also be seen in the 18th Dynasty Stela of Horemheb, the general (Urk 
IV, 2098.1 1-13) which says, 

Hail to you, Maat, Lady of the Northwinds 
Who opens the nose of the living 
And who gives breath to those in his Bark (Rats). 

Maat, then, gives life, and thus, the ontological and the anthropological are 
interrelated and interactive. For through human intervention by doing Maat, 
existence itself is dynamically maintained and life is made to flourish. This linking 
of life (being) and Maat is at the very f ~ s t  creation (sp py). For the Creator, Coffin 
Text 80 and pBremner-Rhind say, is one who made himself three: he as himself, 
he as life and he as Maat (truth, justice, righteousness), in a word, rightness of 
existence. Therefore, he linked the substance of existence to the dynamic of life. 

Assmann (1989a, 110) has argued that the Kemetic conception of the world is 
anthropocentric. However, modem Maatian thought poses the Kemetic conception 
of the world as "anthropocosmic." Tu (1985, 137-138) explains this term by the 
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central contention that "the real meaning of being human lies in the mutuality of 
Heaven and man and the unity of all things." Furthermore, in such a conception, 
"the family and by extension, the state and the world are integral parts of the 
'fiduciary community' where organismic connections unite all modalities of being in 
a common bond." In Tu's neo-Confucian philosophy, the organismic substance is 
chi which undergirds and pervades all existence, and Tao is the way by which one 
cultivates and benefits from the holistic character of being. In Maatian ontology, 
one word names both the unifying organismic substance and the way-moral, 
spiritual and cosmic assertion-to wit, Maat. To do Maat is to "exalt it to the 
heights of heaven . . . and cause its goodness to pervade the breath of the earth" so 
that it generates and sustains both existence and life. And the word t: used often for 
"the land" can and does mean the world at the same time, as it is used here. 

This, indeed, is an ontology which poses being as life and life as a dynamic 
process of constantly becoming in the context of cooperative and collaborative 
projects whose central goal is the constant realization of Maat. It is this constant 
thrust to renew itself that being is dynamic. Again, the Creator in the creation 
narrative says, "When I came into being Being itself came into being-bpr.i bpr 
bpm"  ( pBremner-Rhind, 28:20, 26:21-22; Budge, 1890; Faulkner, 1933). In this 
context of creation, being is processual, it is a coming-into-being. In, a word, being 
is becoming. Creation, then, does not begin a "cycle of existence," but the process 
of existence. Here again, Allen's translation of hpr as development fits within this 
concept of a dynamic being. 

It is this interpretation of real being as becoming that an anthropology of 
becoming takes shape. Thus, extending the existent becomes both an ontological 
and an anthropological process and imperative. For existence depends on the 
presence of Maat and humans are morally obligated to speak it and do it so that it is 
maintained and increased in the world. Therefore, again, Khunanpu says: "Anyone 
who lessens falsehood creates (sbpr) Maat. Anyone who creates good reduces evil" 
(B 1, 241-242). This capacity for adding to the good and reducing the evil in the 
world is, of course, central to Maatian moral metaphysics. 

The verb sbpr, which Khunanpu uses, means create, but it is at its root a 
causative verb which means "cause to be" or "bring into being." In fact, Faukner 
(1981, 240) lists "bring into being" f ~ s t  as its meaning and then "create" and 
"make" afterwards. What this passage from Khunanpu suggests, then, is that Maat 
and the good which it is can be ontologically as well as socially brought into being, 
for Maat is in fact a primordial essence or substance which undergirds and infuses 
the world. Likewise, as noted above, isfet or evil can be reduced in the world as an 
existence. Assmann (1990, 217) has stated that ordinary humans cannot create 
(sbpr) Maat, only do it (ir mIrt) in a framework of created Maat which only a king 
can create. Khunanpu's statement contradicts this as well as the offering of Maat 
rituals (Teeter 1990). 

Hornung (1989, 144) has argued that this passage and the continual striving it 
represents to increase Maat in the world "does not imply the complete elimination 
of lies, irrationality, and meanness from the world, since these will exist as long as 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maatian Ontology 203 

humans do; they are a part of human frailty." He goes on to say that "[hluman 
beings can do almost anything but they cannot change." Hornung is certainly 
correct in his perception of Maat-doing and Maat-offering as a contribution to the 
increase of Maat in the world. He is also correct in his contention that such constant 
striving which Maat-contribution requires will not eventually eliminate evil i?om 
the world, although one should note they are concepts of a Golden Age where 
ostensibly these deficiencies do not exist (Kakosky 1981). But he is less correct, it 
seems to me, when he says that the evils he listed are part of human frailty and will 
exist as long as humans do and that humans cannot change. Here we raise the 
question of evil in the world as an ontological presence. And it is essential to 
understand its origin and meaning for Maat. 

5.5.3 Being and Evil 

The question of evil in a Maat-grounded world is a central and unavoidable 
one. It begins with recognition of the existence of evil and proceeds to questions 
concerning the origin, nature and meaning of evil (isfet) in the world. A major 
tendency in Egyptology is to look for and discover the origins of evil in human 
nature in search of parallels with Jewish and Christian teachings. But, the evidence 
does not support such an interpretation in Kemetic moral anthropology and thus a 
discussion of this contention by major scholars in Egyptology is merited. 

Assmann (1 990, 2 15-2 16) has asserted that in Kemetic thought, "Isfet lies not 
in the nature of creation but in the nature of the human heart, i.e., free will, . . . ." 
He bases this claims on CT 1130 in which the Creator in listing His Four Good 
Deeds says, 

I made every person like his fellow. 
I did not command them to do evil. 
It was their hearts that violated what I said. 

Morenz reads this passage in essentially the same way Assmann does. Thus, he 
(1984, 58) interprets the passage as saying "the evil in the world is the consequence 
of this i?eedom to forsake God's will." 

Hornung (1982, 213) gives us a double answer on the question. On one hand, 
he offers an answer in the context of discussing the lack of the problem of theodicy 
in Kemetic religion. He says this is so because "Evil is inherent in the non-existent 
and hence is older than the gods and present in the world from the beginning." He 
is correct about evil being present at the beginning, but he does not leave it there. 
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He goes on to say after quoting CT 1130, "It is the fault of human beings, but also 
the consequence of their origin in blindness, that they leave space for wrongdoing 
in their hearts (the organ that determines action)." Given what he has said, Hornung 
cannot sustain these two positions without logical problems. It is either true that 
evil was from the beginning or came afterwards with humans. It is my contention 
that the texts attest to the first and yield no serious ground for the second 
contention. 

Certainly, if we are talking about evil in the world of humans, this passage, CT 
1130, is rightly read as human evil in the world being a consequence of human 
wrong use of the faculty of free will. And Maatian ethics has no problem agreeing 
with Kant (1960,24) saying that evil is possible in the human world 

. . . only as a determination of free will (Willkiir) and since the will (Willkiir) can 
be appraised as good or evil only by means of its maxims, this propensity to evil 
must consist of the subjective ground of the possibility of the deviation of the 
maxims from the moral law. 

The problem, however, is that in Maatian ethics and ontology, the argument of free 
will of humans does not answer the question of evil as a constitutive part of being. 

In Maatian ethics, there is no concept of "original sin" or "evil by nature" in 
regards to humans. So the ground of evil as an ontological principle must be 
discovered and determined elsewhere. The concept of isfet is not simply a category 
of morality but one also of ontology. Evil, as isfet, existed before humans. It existed 
as disorder at the beginning of time and later as confusion and crime in the Seth 
principle (Te Velde 1977; Griffiths 1960). Thus, evil and disorder overlap and are 
interchangeable (Baines 1991, 163). It can be argued as it is in modem Maatian 
thought, that evil as disorder existed even in pre-creation, as tnmw, the primordial 
unboundedness. It is not moral evil, but it poses clearly a conceptual pillar in our 
understanding of evil as an ontological principle. As noted above, the root verb of 
tnmw, tnm, means 'go astray' and is used in both the literal sense ('become lost') and 
figuratively ('stray l?om correct behavior')" (Allen 1988, 20). Moreover, as the 
uncreated, orderless character of the universe, it stands as an opposite or contrast to 
Maat. 

Thus, there are several important theoretical conceptions which this aspect of 
creation provide. The first conception is that tnmw as an abstract may refer to an 
ontological or anthropological condition, i.e., as "going astray," being lost or 
outside the boundaries ofMaat. Secondly, tnmw as well as the other four qualities 
which characterize the pre-creation world, offer a model of contrast with their 
opposites in the created, Maat-established world and "were seen as a kind of 
'dynamic tension' between potentiality and actuality that somehow contributed to 
the act that initiated creation" (Allen 1988, 20). What is key here is that 
opposites-Maat (order) and tnmw (disorder) create a dynamic process which is 
creative. It is this dynamic tension between good and evil, Maat and isfet which 
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aids in a critical understanding of the Maatian concept of evil as an ontological as 
well as an anthropological principle. A third conceptual contribution of the creation 
narrative to our understanding of evil is that creation and order do not totally 
overcome or end "uncreation" or disorder. What is established is a process of 
continual renewal of Maat and the constant extension of the existent good. 

Although there is a passage in Chapter 175 of Coming Forth which attributes 
evil in existence to unidentified divine powers, the divine power to which evil is 
clearly attached is Seth (sth). Seth, then is clearly the principle of evil. Moreover, 
unlike Lucifer in Judeo-Christian thought, there is no narrative of his fall fiom 
grace or favor, nor any record of his moral deterioration after virtue. In fact, it is 
said of Seth, that he began his evil before birth. The text says, 

He conceived evil before he came from the womb. 
He created confusion before he had a name 
(Urk VI, 39.8-9). 

Moreover, the text says Seth is he "who created evil, who repeated offenses, who 
planned revolt wrongfully" (Urk VI, 39.1-2) Finally, the text says of him: 

btn.nfw& Nb-u-dr 
ddw n Irw wnnt 

He disobeyed the command of the Lord of the universe. 
The word of the Creator of that which exists 
(Urk VI, 39.6-7). 

It is in this context that the same text says of Seth, "may you cause evil to happen to 
him who created it (sbp2pr.tn dw n &:J)" (Urk VI, 39.10). 

As Seth, evil is both problematic and essential, a concept which fmds a parallel 
in the Dogon conception of Ogo, the bringer of the negative, the rebellious against 
Amrna, the Creator (Griaule and Dieterlen 1986, chapter 11). Like Seth, Ogo is a 
paradigm of aggressiveness, violation, chaos and unrighthl appropriation. Like 
Seth, who kills his brother Osiris, Ogo kills his brother, Nommo, and Nommo is 
resurrected and justified as was Osiris (Griaule and Dieterlen 1986, 329ff). Central 
to both narratives on the entrance of evil in the world is that they contain both a 
positive and negative conception of the two paradigms of evil, Seth and Ogo. 

In a papyrus (p. Leiden I, 346.1, 11-12) which deals with the meaning of 
epagomena days, the third epagomena day is identified as the birthday of Seth. Of 
this, the papyrus says, 
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Msw st_h pw 
$3 hnnw 
$3 irt hpw Psdt ??t 

This is the birth of Seth, 
The origin of conhsion, 
The beginning of the jurisdiction of the Great Divine Ennead 

As Kakosky (1981, 89) points out, inherent in this statement is the fact that " . . . 
the birth of Seth means, on the one hand the beginning of confusion, while on the 
other hand, it also calls for the administration of justice for the very purpose of 
ending confusion." Thus, disorder seems to provide an impetus for the establishing 
of order or as the texts say, for the return of Maat to its place or again for establish- 
ing Maat in the place of isfet. 

In spite of the clearly negative role Seth or Ogo has in the explication and 
understanding of evil in the world, then, both seem essential to the concept of good 
or order. Frankfort (1948b, 22) calls attention to the fact that in spite of the evil that 
he represents, "Seth is perennially subdued by Horus, but never destroyed." For 
him this represents both the essentiality of conflict, its subjugation and the resultant 
equilibrium this process produces. What appears to be projected here is a necessary 
dialectic built in the very structure of being, i.e., a process of order and disorder, 
conflict and resolution, Maat and isfet, with Maat seen as inevitably triumphant. 

Te Velde (1977, 81-82) rightly notes that this process is also evident in the 
dialectic tension between Ra and his antagonist, Apophis who is the principle of 
chaos, in the narrative of the sun's circuit. There is never any doubt that the Maat of 
Ra will triumph over the isfetic threats of Apophis. But the concept of evil here is 
essential to the conceptualization and understanding of Good. In the struggle 
between the son of Osiris, Horus and his uncle, Seth, we witness the Kemetic 
drawing of both ontological and anthropological boundaries (Te Velde 1977, 59ff). 
For Seth, like Ogo, is a boundary violator. Therefore, Te Velde (1977, 60) says, 
"The separating of Horns and Seth is equaled to setting a boundary between the 
cosmos and the chaos surrounding it like a flood." This narrative becomes a 
paradigm for separating, boundary-drawing and contrasting distinctions in reality: 
heaven and earth, life and death, right and might, justice and injustice, order and 
disorder, and indeed, Maat and isfet. What is especially interesting about this 
division is that it is still conceived as a whole. In a word, it is a Kemetic conception 
and again it is a Dogon one, that "a totality comprises opposites" (Frankfort 1948b, 
19). Thus, the king, God's representative on earth, is said to embody both Horus 
and Seth who are referred to as the two companions (rhwy), suggesting a totality 
comprising opposites in contradiction and conflict. 

The concepts which can be gleaned from both the narrative of creation and the 
Osirian narrative to construct a critical understanding of the Kemetic concept of 
evil are similar and mutually reinforcing. They essentially articulate a conception 
fiamed and informed by the following factors: 
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goodiorder and evilidisorder were at the beginning of creation; 

evil and disorder are often interchangeable and overlap; 

even though there is a clear distinction between Maat and isfet, the two 

are seen as comprising a whole in a dynamic cosmic drama of the 

conflict and struggle of good and evil, right and wrong, justice and 

injustice, order and disorder; 

the struggle against the negative and evil gives increased meaning, 

urgency and triumph to the positive and good; and 

Maat (good) is always triumphant. For as Ptahhotep taught, evil may 

triumph temporarily or even on earth for a long time, but in the end, 

it never lands safely at port. On the contrary, it is Maat that endures ( d h ) .  

The essential lesson here is that evil as an ontological presence exists in the very 
structure of being as part of a totality comprising opposites. Moreover, it exists 
because being is a structure and process of possibility, and possibility requires all 
options-in this case, Maat and isfet and their innumerable variations. 

5.6 The Eternalness of Being 

5.6.1 The Telos of Being 

A fifth and fmal ontological concept with significant ethical import is the 
concept of the eternalness of being. This concept is an important one because not 
only is it central to understanding and explicating Maat, the ground of being, but 
also because it is usually argued in Egyptological literature that Maat is the source 
of a putative Kemetic view of the static concept of the universe. Frankfort (1961) 
and Wilson (1948a) did much to contribute to this view, but it is now a well- 
established contention among Egyptologists. Frankfort (1961), Wilson (1956) and 
Tobin (1989) et a1 are correct in their assumption that Maat was highly contributive 
to the ancient Egyptian's ethical and general philosophical optimism about life and 
human possibility. But they are on less tenable ground in maintaining that this lead 
to a static concept of the universe. In his work on Kemetic religion, Tobin (1989, 
78) argues that for the ancient Egyptians "[blecause of the reality of Maat,.there 
could not possibly have been any better mode of existence, for the cosmos was 
already perfected." He goes on to say that "For such a reason, the Egyptian 
religious and moral mind was never forced to develop any concept of an 
eschatology or even teleology." These claims pose both a problem of conceptual 
correctness and categorical preciseness and serve as an instructive example of 
points for theoretical challenge which lay essential grounds for expansion and 
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enrichment and critical discourse on Maatian ethics, specifically and ancient 
Egyptian culture in general. 

The problem of categorical preciseness evolves fkom the failure to defme 
eschatology. Tobin is clearly incorrect, if he refers here to eschatology as that 
"branch of theology or doctrines dealing with death, resurrection, judgment, 
immortality, etc." as defmed by standard dictionary defmitions (Webster's 1988, 
463). In fact, much of ancient Egyptian religious literature which Egyptologists call 
mortuary literature deals with this question, i.e., the Pyramid Texts, the Book of 
Vindication, the Mystery (Sesheta) Texts, and certainly the Book of Coming Forth 
By Day. There is, of course, also substantive concern for this subject in Maatian 
ethical literature, i.e., the Sebait, the Declarations of Virtues, the Book of 
Khunanpu, and the Declarations of Innocence which are the focus of this study. If 
Tobin means something else by eschatology, he has not stated it and herein lies 
either the incorrectness or conceptual inadequacy of his contentions. 

As Owens (1972, 48) has pointed out in the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, the 
concept of "End" (eschaton) in eschatology contains two possible meanings. 

First, it can mean the end of each individual human life. Second, it can mean the 
end of the world-or more narrowly, of the human race. In the first: the 
individualistic, sense eschatology is an account of the destiny that awaits each 
person after death. In the second, the cosmic or social sense, it is a description of a 
goal (telos) in which history will be fulfilled. This goal may be of either this- 
worldly or an otherworldly kind. 

Owen goes on to note that it is possible to have one doctrine of eschatology without 
the other. His example is Plato who believed in immortality of the soul and 
judgment after death but did not believe in a purpose or end of history. 

Certainly, the ancient Egyptians had an eschatology in the personal sense of 
the word. As noted in Chapter 111, it is they who introduced the idea of post- 
mortem judgment to the world, including to Judaism and Christianity (Griffiths 
199 1 ; Brandon 1967). So in Owen's personal sense of eschatology as "an account 
of the destiny that awaits each person after death," Kemetic eschatology of 
judgment, justification and immortality is the paradigmatic eschatology. 

Moreover, there are a few texts which attest to Kemetic eschatology of the 
second type, i.e., the cosmic sense of the world's end. The locus classicus of this 
conception is in the "Dialog between Atum and Osiris" in Chapter 175 of the Book 
of Coming Forth. The key passage in the text says: 

And I (Atum, the Creator is speaking) will destroy all that I have created and the 
earth will return to the primordial water, the Flood, as it was. I will remain alone 
with Osiris after having changed into other forms . . . . 
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This is clearly an end-of-world conception and although it is rare and not a radical 
apocalypticism as in Zoroastrianism or Christianity, it meets minimum criteria for 
an eschatological conception. Schott has made an important contribution to the 
collection of similar materials in his article "Altagyptische Vorstellung vom 
Weltende" (1929). 

Secondly, the claim that the concept of Maat discouraged ancient Egyptian 
religion and ethics from developing a teleology does not seem to be supported by 
the literature. As is argued below, inherent in Maatian anthropology is a discourse 
which implicitly and explicitly expresses a teleology of human development. In 
fact, the very raison d'&tre of Maatian ethics is its role in providing a cognitive and 
affective grounds for the cultivation of the truly Maatian person. This certainly is 
the explicit educative thrust of the Sebait which teach the striving for moral 
excellence or perfection and human flourishing, in a word, well-being through well- 
doing. 

Again, we have no defmition of teleology as Tobin would have us see it, and 
we are not sure if he has something else in mind-although the category itself does 
not allow for an inordinate conceptual flexibility. If, however, we are using 
teleology to refer to ethical conduct with purpose and related to an end or ends 
which it serves, then, Maatian ethics are teleological. This is evident in the 
Declarations of Innocence dedicated to justifying the right to immortality based on 
righteousness on earth. "I live on Maat," the risen petitioner says in the Hall of 
Judgment. 

I have done that which men and women request and that which pleases God. I 
have given bread to the hungry, water to the thirsty, clothes to the naked and a 
boat to those without one. Deliver me then . . . and let it be said to me 'Welcome, 
come in peace' by those who see me (Coming Forth, Chapter 125). 

Likewise, in the Declarations of Virtues, we have persons stating they have 
followed the path of life (w3t nt rnh) which is the path of Maat and thus, the path of 
God to develop character, create and sustain the just and good society and achieve 
eternal life. And Khunanpu's question to Rensi of "Will you be a man of eternity?" 
by your righteousness, reaffirms a fundamental belief in ancient Egypt that one 
must practice Maat as both ethical obligation of self and social development and 
the ontological need to r ea f fm good (Maat) and dispel evil (isfet) in the world. 

5.6.2 The Dynamic Character of Being 

The claim that the Maatian view of reality is essentially one of a static universe 
is obviously open to challenge also. This appears to be more a conventional 
consensus among Egyptologists than a text-supported proposition (see Frankfort 
1961, 49ff). In repeating and attempting to further develop this argument, Allen 
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(1988, 25-26) argues that there are "two pairs of parallel concepts" in ancient 
Egyptian cosmology and ontology-"life and order, Eternal Recurrence and 
Eternal Sameness." He continues, saying "[bloth pairs are aspects of a more 
fbndamental set of principles that inform the ancient Egyptian world: stasis, the 
notion of creation as perfect and complete, and change the notion of life as 
dynamic and recurrent." However, there is nothing in the word, he uses, wnn (exist, 
existence), which suggests stasis especially as a philosophical concept. 
Philosophically, existence can be dynamic or static and by his own argument, as 
life, it is dynamic and is marked by development and change (kpr). 

Moreover, his decision to translate dt as "eternal sameness" and nhh as 
"eternal recurrence" in his interpretation of creation texts (CT 80) is an interpretive 
preference and differs from standard translations as everlastingness, eternity, 
eternal, forever, etc. Faulkner (1973, 83) translates these same terms in the same 
passage as "everlasting" and "eternity". And the Worterbuch notes that nhh (11, 
299) and dt (V, 507) appear to have the same meaning. It also says that when used 
together they mean "ewig und irnrner dar" (11, 301). Likewise, in the phrase "r  nhh 
dt a meaning is "bis in alle Ewigkeit." This does not mean that these two concepts 
cannot have extended meanings, but clearly these are the basic meanings. Thus, 
Allen has introduced an interpretive preference which philosophically and 
defmitionally requires more justification than is evident in his contentions. Also, 
there is a need for more textual evidence that the ancient Egyptians conceived life 
in this manner. 

It should be said that Allen is an astute and intellectually sensitive interpreter 
of ancient Egyptian philosophy, as his text, Genesis in Egypt, demonstrates. But he 
has not proved his point in this case. However, the solution to the problem which 
plagues his interpretation lies in part of the argument he makes. He (1988, 25) is 
correct to argue that Maat as order, i.e., "the arrangement and relationship that 
underlies and governs all aspects of existence" is "somewhat akin to the (European) 
notion of natural law." But he assumes too much when he takes a conceptual leap 
arguing that since the ancient Egyptian viewed Maat as immutable, "the created 
world is an eternally changeless construct in which every element and its function 
are forever the same." 

First, there is no explicit evidence of this contention in the texts, and any 
attempt to draw an implicit conclusion requires a conceptual elasticity the 
categories and citations he uses cannot offer. It is well-known that ancient Egyptian 
words and categories are characterized by an impressive conceptual elasticity. But 
translating dt and nhh as "eternal sameness" and "eternal recurrence" creates a 
burden of proof his argument cannot bear. What is required here is that he separate 
the analogy of Maat as natural law fiom the less legitimate claim that this implies 
eternal sameness in the created world. Having done that, it becomes clear that 
logically, one can assume that the natural law of Maat is immutable without 
believing that the world it regulates is "forever the same." Moreover, law as the 
formulation andlor reflection of regularities in nature does not obviate or preclude 
change. It simply sets the boundaries in which change can occur. 
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Thus, Maat does not preclude change or a concept of change, it simply sets the 
boundaries for change. This essentially means that Maat, the ontological pillar of 
being, its ground and essence, does not change, but the world in which Maat 
remains preeminent does change. This, of course, will be conceded by some 
Egyptologists who would then go on to say that such change is simply cyclical 
change. The evidence offered for such a contention is that the order of the world 
was established at the First Time (sp tpy) of creation and is constantly repeated 
(Allen 1988; Morenz 1984, 166f). Morenz argues that the concept of doing things 
"as at the frst  time," (mi sp tpy) can have two basic meanings-ither that of "a 
world eternally strong after the telos of perfection or else of periodicity as a 
continuum of repetitions of the creation." But the periodicity does not necessitate a 
continuum of repetitions in all things. After all, it is like the fust time not the fust 
time in continual extension. 

Morenz, like Allen, Tobin, Frankfort, et a1 also contends that the ancient 
Egyptians did not develop a teleology of a world striving ever upwards. The 
problem with such claims is that they are too broad and place several different 
contentions under the same rubric when they often belong elsewhere. For example, 
the analytical category of "eternal recurrence" contains not only contentions about 
time and events, but also as Tobin's argument demonstrates, contentions about 
ethical conceptions and conduct. Moreover, conceptions of repetitions in nature are 
equated with conceptions of repetitions in history. Although all of these are in 
various degree related, for categorical preciseness and analytical clarity they must 
at various levels of analysis be separated and united only when it contributes to a 
more incisive insight. 

There is no disagreement that the ancient Egyptians posed the time of the frst  
creation as the paradigmatic process and event of existence. Moreover, such a 
paradigm does indeed have ontological, religious, ethical, social and cosmic 
significance. There is also agreement here that the ancient Egyptians were con- 
stantly attempting to emulate it. Having stated this, the pivotal question becomes 
how did they pursue this emulation and how did this conception and process affect 
their ontology, ethics and sense of history? The question of history is not the 
subject of this paper and requires more development than we have either the space 
or interest in pursuing. But suffice it to say, that in Kemetic theology there is no 
sense of society moving towards a point in history where history ends in a golden 
age or a new kingdom in the Christian sense. On the contrary, the primordial past is 
the paradigm, but a paradigm which is open-textured, for it does not defme exactly 
how Maat, the indisputable task and goal, should express itself. There is, it seems 
to me, a concept of the need to strive for perfection as it was at the first time. But 
this is not so much to duplicate as to emulate. It is not to return to a golden age but 
to build a society based on the original Maatian model. 

Morenz (1984, 167) states that the creation of the world "is mentioned both as 
an act of the frst  time and as a beginning which by its very nature requires 
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repetition if not completion." The obligation, again, is not to repeat but rather to 
emulate. Repetition in the above sense in which Morenz uses it implies changeless, 
cyclical movement but emulation suggests an open-textured field of concept and 
practice. Surely, Ptahhotep's teaching that one should "seek every excellent deed so 
that no fault will be found in your conduct," (86-87) is not covered conceptually by 
the category of repetition. It requires the category of emulation, emulation of the 
Creator who created the world "in the midst of his perfection" (CT 75). This 
striving for excellence or perfection as in the frst  time logically carries within it the 
recognition of the non-perfected state of things. It thus suggests not only 
recognition of human imperfection, but also of imperfection in the world. 
Therefore, the prophecies of Neferti, Khakhepera-Soneb and Ipuwer, reveal both a 
knowledge and anticipation of evil and imperfection in the world, and it is the 
constant and continuous driving of this evil (isfet) out and establishing Maat in its 
place that frames the essential Maatian ethical task. 

What I am arguing is that the narrow view of this ontological and ethical 
emulation of the first time (sp rpy) has led not only to an abundance of theoretical 
clumsiness with regard to analytical categories being unjustifiably conflated but 
also to a restrictive, perhaps even reductive, defmition of the Kemetic view of the 
meaning and substance of ontological and ethical emulation. Thus, emulation 
involves not simply re-enactment of what has been done but actually going beyond 
what has been done. And the hub on which the completion of this task turns is the 
constant striving to be like Ra, in a word, to be like the Creator, in his perfection, in 
his power, in his knowledge, in his indomitable will and in his righteousness in 
word, in his Maatian character and conduct. It is clearly the conception of "re- 
enacting the first creation" that obscures the open texture and conceptual 
fruitfulness of the ideal of the frst time, a paradigm of creative and ethical practice. 
To do Maat is an open-ended project and task with no codified list of all things to 
be or do. On the contrary, the conceptual elasticity of Maat allows for a myriad of 
things to be done, in terms of modalities, i.e., create it, recreate it, sustain it. 

Furthermore, to be like the Creator is first of all to be creative and this allows 
for initiative. In fact, the awesome creative achievements of the ancient Egyptians 
were not fiom blueprints by the Creator but conceived and carried out in the spirit 
of the Creator, i.e., acting like Ra. Thus, we do not have duplication but emulation. 
Even when a ruler or other agent says I have restored that which was in ruins, s h e  
often adds, as King Shabaka does, that he made it even "better than it had been 
before, in order that his name might endure and his monument last in the House of 
his father, Ptah . . . throughout eternity . . . " (Shabaka 2). This thrust toward 
emulation, making things better and more beautiful than ever before, has often been 
dismissed as simply inflated claims. But viewed fiom the conceptual framework of 
the ontological and ethical obligation and task of emulation, they suggest a quest 
for progressive perfection. Thus, when Queen Hatshepsut states that she has done 
something "beyond what the Two Lands have seen," i.e., built uniquely beautiful 
monuments to Amun-Ra, she realizes that one who hears it might say she boasts 
(Urk IV, 368. 3 f f ) .  But she asks that "one who hears it not say, 'It is not a boast,' but 
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rather say 'how like her it is, she is devoted to her father'." Therefore, the claim is 
an ethical one of filial piety, but contains within it a claim of superogation 
supportive of my contention that emulation of creation is not simply seen as 
duplication but can and does suggest ever higher achievement. 

Bilolo (1995-1996) has argued for a re-thinking of the notion of the circular 
and static conception of history. He (1995-1996, 89) concludes that "on the meta- 
ontological and political level, history is not cyclical, but an open linear process" in 
the Kemetic conception. Continuing, he notes that "History for the ancient 
Egyptians is a site of development not only of the Creator's Plan of Atum Ra, but 
also of human designs. It is also the site of upheavals or the creations of 
phenomena, of beings and of things absolutely new." Moreover, "in relation to the 
past, humans are invited to renew it (sm3wy) in that which is positive, to go beyond 
in perfecting it and in relation to the future, humans are invited to mobilize their 
intellectual and spiritual efficacy, their knowledge in view of discovering or 
promoting that which is useful for those who will come in the future (ntyw r _hpu). 

Bergman (1983, 57) has raised a similar concern about the claim of a cyclical 
eternity for Kemet. He believes that several concepts and realities of Kemetic 
thought and practice challenge the concept of cyclical eternity. Among these are the 
concepts of second death (mt m whm), a fi-equently used term in both the Coffm 
Texts and the Book of Coming Forth by Day. Moreover, he lists other concepts 
which suggest "telos-directed processes." They include: 

. . . the bios as a career, the concept o f  an ideal age (1 10 years), the idea that the 
actual Pharaoh should not only copy the deeds o f  the forefathers but surpass them, 
a lot o f  interesting reflections in the so-called Auseinandersetzungs-Literatur 
originating after the fall o f  the Old Kingdom in the confrontation with the new 
structures in society, etc. 

Certainly, these concepts tend to challenge the concept of cyclical eternity and the 
concept of eternal sameness and raise the question of varied conceptions of time 
and history. 

Finally, the cyclical conception is challenged by the constant concern for 
restoration in Egyptian literature. A paradigmatic example of this is in the 
autobiography of Rediu Khnum (Schenkel 1965, 1 12- 1 15) who as part of his moral 
self-presentation says: 

I reorganized it so that its (work at Dendera) management was made better than 
before. I restored (srwdJ what I found ruined; I raised up (is) what I found worn 
out and I replenished (mh) what I found lacking. 

Hornung (1989, 93) has also recognized this constant concern for creative and 
restorative action. He asserts that 
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[tlhe Egyptians never abandoned the belief that the world can be changed in 
creative ways, that every negative or imperfect condition can be restored to its 
original state of perfection at the time of Creation. It is from this that the 
impressive energy of Egyptian culture derives and makes it stranger to all fatalism 
and passive acceptance of the status quo. 

This commitment to constantly change things "in creative ways," and to improve 
the negative and imperfect, represents not a belief that the world is perfect, but that 
it is imperfect and must be improved. 

Hornung (1989, 88) also points to the Pharaonic concept of "extending the 
existent" as central to the Kemetic conception of possibility. He states that "since 
the First Intermediate Period the will of the Egyptian kings concerning 'extension of 
the existent' is expressly formulated." In this period, he notes, Kheti expresses the 
desire for a successor that would surpass him and "increase what I have achieved- 
ir.nf hrw hr irt.n.iU (Merikara, 90). This, he also notes, "is even today, four 
thousand years later a very unique formulated wish." Also King Senwosret 111 of 
the 12th Dynasty says, "I have increased what was passed down to me-iw rdi.n.i 
h3w hr swdt.n.iU (Sethe 1928b, 83). Even allowing for standard phrasing, the 
concept is nonetheless obvious and operative, i.e., to extend the existing. 

Certainly, this concept of extending the existing has important ontological and 
anthropological implications. For it not only speaks to the malleability of the 
material of existence, but it also points to a Kemetic insistence on human 
intervention to extend the existence, to shape and make it better than before. It is 
this thrust that is recognized in the modern Maatian concept of progressive 
perfection. 

In conclusion, then, being in Maatian ontology, is a structure and process of 
possibility, comprising opposites which offer a productive tension in an ongoing 
dynamic process. Maat, as the essence and ground of being, is, of necessity, 
immutable in its essential nature, but it is a principle of activeness in its role as an 
instrument of extending the existent and restoring the damaged and decaying, 
replenish the lacking, healing the injured, setting right the wrong. Maat is above all 
a constantly realized reality. This is both an ontological and anthropological 
assertion. Given the nature of reality which requires a cooperative and 
collaborative practice of the Divine and humans both against the negative and in 
the constant realization of Maat, reality or being can never be static. By its very 
constitution and constant construction and reconstruction, it is a dynamic and open- 
ended project. 
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CHAPTER 6 

MAATIAN ANTHROPOLOGY 
0 0  

e I - ~ I Y O ~ P -  

6.1 Introduction 

Every ethics presupposes and contains a defmite philosophical anthropology, 
i.e., a conception of the human person. The communitarian virtue ethics of the 
Dinka with its emphasis on cieng presupposes a person capable of harmony as a 
social practice and as flourishing best in a context of harmony with God, nature and 
other humans (Deng 1972). Likewise, Greek or Platonic and Aristotelian virtue 
ethics with its emphasis on biological and social telos presupposes a person with 
such an ontological status and as flourishing best if attentive to one's role and status 
assigned by nature (Irwin 1977; Rorty 1980b). Maatian anthropology, in a similar 
manner, is presupposed and contained in ancient Egyptian ethics. It is an anthro- 
pology which evolves in the texts as a philosophical portrait of the king and later 
develops into a basic way of viewing humans in general (Ockinga 1984; Hornung 
1967). This chapter will offer a critical discussion of Maatian anthropology and its 
complex evolution from a philosophical portrait of the divine ruler to a moral 
anthropological understanding of the ordinary person. 

The f ~ s t  outlines of Maatian anthropology appear in ancient Egypt's oldest 
literature, the Pyramid Texts, and continue in the other major sources of ancient 
Egyptian ethics and theology, i.e., the Book of Vindication, the Sebait, the 
Declarations of Virtues, the Book of Coming Forth By Day, and the moral 
narrative of Khunanpu. It is important to recall that these early ethico-religious 
texts were written in a period of great, unequalled human achievement. As James 
Breasted (1934, 44) suggests, such impressive achievement in the basic disciplines 
of human knowledge and in social construction had a profound effect on the human 
consciousness of ancient Egyptians, expanding human vision and the concept of 
human possibility. 
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Thus, the writings of the ancient Egyptians-ethico-religious and otherwise- 
reflect a conception of themselves which was both expansive and extremely self- 
confident. Their literature suggests that their level of achievement and the peaceful 
context in which they accomplished their work, was evidence of both divine favor 
(hswt) and a similarity to the divine (mity R9 in the sheer magnitude and majesty of 
their ability and power to create. It is, of course, this expansive concept of the 
human person, fxst rooted in royal anthropological portraits which to many 
Egyptologists seemed both arrogant and starkly different from the view of humans 
in Judeo-Christian anthropology--even though there are points of similarity, as will 
be evidenced below. 

A critical discussion of Maatian anthropology must recognize that the idea of 
and interest in philosophical anthropology are, like questions of ontology and 
theology, more implicit than explicit in the classical Maatian tradition. It is only in 
the neo-Maatian or renewed Maatian tradition that the explicit question of 
anthropology becomes central to moral discourse. What is required then is the 
construction of a conceptual apparatus, which enables one to remain faithhl to the 
texts and the assumed intent of the authors, and yet critically search and sound the 
texts for implicit conceptual clues and grounds for an explicit Maatian 
anthropology. 

As an interpretive strategy for explicating and understanding Maatian 
anthropology, I will discuss it in terms of several fundamental propositions in 
which it is grounded. These include: 1) the divine image of humans; 2) the 
perfectibility of humans; 3) the teachability of humans; 4) the free will of humans; 
and 5) the sociality of humans. Each proposition provides a conceptual pillar in the 
overall moral anthropology and thus, a critical kamework for its delineation and 
discussion. 

6.2 The Divine Image of Humans 

6.2.1 Pharaonic Divinity 

The Maatian conception of the human person begins with the proposition that 
humans are the images of God (snnw nfr) (Ockinga 1984). Although the bulk of the 
literature expressing this concept emanates from royal anthropological conceptions 
which are attested to as early as the Old Kingdom, the category snnw ntr itself 
evolves as a generalized anthropological understanding of all humans in the First 
Intermediate Period (2135-2040 BCE) in the Sebait of Kheti for his son Merikara. 
In this Sebait, Kheti asserts that humans are the images of God (snnw np) (132). 
Still, it is in royal literature that the divine character of the human person is first 
developed. It begins frst  with the concept of the king and queen as both the son 
and daughter of God and a ntr (divine being) himself or herself. And it evolves by 
the time of the New Kingdom into a list of categories signifying both image and 
essence of God. 
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The concept of the divine image of humans, then, has intellectual roots in the 
concept of pharaonic divinity. In the oldest literature which expresses this concept, 
the Pyramid Texts, the king is divine as both the son of God, Ra, and the 
embodiment of the divinity Horns. However, there is much debate on the exact 
nature of the pharaoh's divinity. Georges Posener's (1960) work on this issue 
requested a balanced view of the king's divine and human qualities. He argued that 
even the word ntr, divinity, god, divine being, divine presence, etc., and phrases in 
which it is used suggest a variety of status positions and that one can even interpret 
divine names such as Horus and Ra metaphorically rather than literally. Moreover, 
he (1960, 23-25) cites the extent of the king's dependence on divinities and 
indicates later the stress on his human heroic deeds rather than supernatural ones. 

Goedicke (1960, 90) studying non-religious literature in the Old Kingdom, 
tended to support Posener's admonition against overemphasis on the divine nature 
of kings at the expense of human nature. Making a distinction between the nyst or 
kingship which was divine and the nsw or king which was not, Goedicke (1960, 90) 
argues that the king is more usefully seen as a mediator between the divine and the 
human, and the representative of Maat, i.e., justice and order in the world. The term 
which has definitive meaning for him is "hm" (servant), which was posited above 
by Posener, and reveals for them both the human character of the king as well as 
his moral posture and obligation. 

E k e  Blumenthal (1970), on the other hand fmds abundant evidence in the 
Middle Kingdom of the king's divinity. The king's designation as a ntr or divine 
presence, his identification with various ntr and the formulaic phrase that affinns 
his ability to ir mi ntr, i.e., act like a divinity, all attest to his divine character 
(Blumenthal 1970, 96-99). She (1970, 432ff) also a f f m s  the king's role as the 
upholder of Maat in both a moral and cosmic sense and notes that doing of Maat by 
the king, as attested in the Book of Kheti for Merikara, links upright conduct and 
long life. The phrase cited is the instruction to "Do Maat that you may endure on 
earth" (ir mjrt w3h.k tp t3) (47). The significance of this is that it reaffrms that not 
only are persons in general held to the moral standard of Maat but also the king or 
sovereign. 

Finally, Winked Barta (1981), focusing on the study of divine kingship in the 
Early or Archaic Period and the Old Kingdom develops a distinction between the 
concept of pharaonic divinity ('Gottlichkeit') and pharaonic similarity to divinity 
('Gottanhlichkeit'). For him the use of "mi" or like God and "oivt" in the image of 
God, point to "similarity" and "association" with the divinity, not equation. The 
phrase "granted life, health and prosperity like Ra forever" also tends to support 
this contention according to Barta. This association theory, of course, runs into 
problems with the identification with Horus which requires incarnation rather than 
simply association. 

As Frankfort (1 948b, 123- 139) explained, the act of succession and coronation 
of Horus and in this role the sovereign transcends the human and incarnates the 
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divine as Horns. Moreover, he becomes associated here with the Creator in hisher 
many forms who established order out of chaos. It is in this role that the ethical and 
cosmic function of the king is expressed in his offering Maat (hnk MjCt) to the 
Divinity (Teeter 1990). And it is also here that the concept of restoration as both an 
ethical and cosmic practice becomes central. It is in this complex and varied 
conception of pharaonic divinity, established in the Old Kingdom, that the many 
categories and conceptions of the royal ruler as image of God evolve. 

As noted above, the concept of the king as the divine image (twt) of God 
emerges in the 13th Dynasty circa 1786-1633 (Ockinga 1984, 7; Goedicke 1993; 
Hornung 1967). Evidence of this appears on the stela of King Neferhotep I in his 
designation of "twt rnh RC, the living image of Ra" (Helck 1975, 42, 15). In his 
important study on humans as the image of God, Ockinga (1984) uses temple 
inscriptions, autobiographies, instructions, hymns and prayers to elucidate this 
central anthropological concept in ancient Egypt. He cites a group of words 
essentially used for the king as the concrete image of God, representing him on 
earth and acting like him in various ways. These words are twt, &ti, Ssp and sSmw. 
In contrast to the above words, he (1984, 128) states that, the words snn, mity or 
mitt and tit depict the king not as a concrete image of God, but rather a "Gottahn- 
lichkeit" or similarity to God in essence and action often through use of a 
metaphor. 

Thus, Seti I is called ''np nfr mitt RC srnh t3wy m ( stwtf)-the good divine 
one, the image of Ra who caused the Two Lands to live through his rays" (KRI I, 
199.4). Thutmose 111 is called "twtf(R9 ty tj-the image of (Ra) on earth" (Urk 
IV, 534.1). And King Taharqa's sister, Shepenwepet 11, is described in a Karnak 
text as the image (tit) of Ra (Williams 1972a, 20). This designation reflects her 
identity and her role as Divine Wife, a powerful religious and political office which 
appropriated some symbols and prerogatives of the pharaoh (Graefe 198 1; Sander- 
Hansen 1940; Watterson 199 1, 160). Other examples of the many textual passages 
which a f f m  this divine likeness are: 

1) living image of Ra, lord of crowns bnti rnh n Rr, nb krw 
2) the image of Amen himself twt rz 'lmn dsf' 
3) the living image (of Atum) on earth twt rnh tp t3 (Atum) 

(KRI 11, 711.4, 324.7, 356.9). 

It is the terms snn, mitt and tit, which also refer to persons in general and indicate 
by metaphor a close resemblance to God in act and essence, as Ockinga argues. 
Hornung (1982, 134) also makes this point in his contention that this doctrine, 
which at fvst is simply a portrait of the king, becomes a general anthropological 
conception. 
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6.2.2 Divine Filiation 

This evolved paradigmatic conception of the human person is rooted in several 
basic tenets about the nature and role of the reigning king or queen. And again it is 
important to note that although the category snn ntv precedes that of royal image- 
of-God categories, it is nevertheless conceptions of the royal person that offer 
critical grounding for a developed anthropological conception of the ordinary 
person. The f ~ s t  of these conceptions is divine filiation, i.e., the identity and status 
of the king or queen as the son (s3 n R? or daughter (s3t RC) of God. This concept 
emerges in the Fourth Dynasty and is maintained throughout ancient Egyptian 
history. This and other grounds of royal divinity are treated definitively and at 
length by Frankfort (1948b) in his important work, Kingship and the Gods. Here he 
discusses evidences and expressions of royal divinity in the titulary, the rites of 
coronation in which the sovereign rises in splendor and glory (hri) like Ra, the 
spiritual union of the sovereign's mother and the Divinity, and the process of 
renewal through the Sed festival. Frankfort correctly draws an important contrast 
between the Mesopotamian conception of kingship without divine status and the 
Egyptian tradition of divine status which fmds parallels and sources in other ancient 
Afiican cultures (Frankfort 1948b, 24ff; Rice 1990,221). As Frankfort (1948b, 42) 
contends, the divine sonship of the king expresses a relationship of intimacy, 
dependency and piety. But it also implied and required a relationship of obligation 
as is argued below. For to be like Ra (mi R? is not only in image but also in action. 

Although it is in the Pyramid Texts that we have the oldest concept of divine 
filiation, the concept lasts throughout the Late Period. This is evidenced in King 
Piankhi's reaffmation of divine filiation in his description of his divine birth. He 
says, "When I was fashioned in the womb and created in the divine egg, the seed of 
God was in me" (Urk 111, 22.69). But it is in the New Kingdom that this concept 
reaches its most defmed state in discourse concerning the doctrine of theogamy in 
which the Divinity engages in spiritual union with the sovereign's mother. It is this 
union with which Hellmut Brunner in his Die Geburt des Gottkonigs (1964) has 
compared the later Christian doctrine of incarnation. In the Pyramid Texts, 
however, the concept of coming fiom the body of the Divinity is clearly expressed 
in King Unas' claim of worthiness to be received by the Divinity after death, 
resurrection and ascension. In this text, Unas declares as part of his claim to 
worthiness not only that he has done Maat, but also that he is the son of Ra. "Ra- 
Atum your son comes to you," he says, "Unas comes to you. Raise him to you. 
Hold him in your arms. He is your son of your body forever" (PT 160). 

Divine filiation and representation are applied to both king and queen, and 
Queen Hatshepsut uses both son (s:) and daughter (s3) interchangeably to refer to 
her divine filiation with Amen Ra. On one of her magnificent obelisks at the 
Temple of Amen at Karnak she says it was "made for him by the son of Ra, 
Hatshepsut Khenemet-Amen," but on the same obelisk text she says she is: 
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the daughter of Amen-Ra, his beloved, his unique one who came from him; 
effective image (tit 3ht) of the Lord-of-all . . . whom he chose as guardian of 
Egypt, as protector of (both) the nobles and the masses . . .who Ra begot so as to 
have effective offspring on earth for the well-being of humankind. (Urk IV, 
361.6ffl 

It is this concept of being a living (rnh) and effective (3b) image (tit) of God, of 
being responsible to God, and being supported by him in one's righteousness that is 
summed up in this autobiographical portrait. 

In the same conceptual framework of tit ntr or imago dei and divine filiation, 
Thutmose I11 says, "I am the son of Amen Ra" and again, "I am his son, issued 
from him, an image fashioned in resemblance to the one who presides over 
Heseret, i.e., Djehuti" (Laloulette 1984, 37). And Amen responds saying, "I am 
(indeed) your father," "I know that you are my son. You are my son and my 
protector," i.e., protector of Maat, his divine order. This joining of sources of 
divine image of both Amen and Djehuti (Thoth) as Thutmosis did above is both a 
reflection of Thutmose' name, Djehutimes, which means "Born of Djehuti" and 
perhaps a theological conception that all the divine powers are manifestations of 
Amen who is "rich in manifestations" (see Hornung, 1982, chapter 4). Even in the 
Late Period and beyond, we continually encounter this conception of divine 
affiliation and commitment to his will through the Late Period. Thus, the son of Ra, 
King Tanutamun was one whose "heart was happy when he saw his father Amun- 
Ra" in his temple at Napata (Urk 111, 63.10-64.1). 

6.2.3 Shared Essence 

A second conceptual pillar in the evolution of the concept of the royal ruler as 
an image of God is the shared essence of ruler and the Divinity. This concept 
evolves both as an ontological principle in the creation narrative discussed in 
chapter Five and the doctrine of divine affiliation. As Allen (1988, 30) points out, 
the Creator is both the efficient and "material cause of creation: the world has 
evolved from his essence." The Creator's description of this in the Bremner-Rhind 
Papyrus (18, 21-22), as noted above, is that he "broadened out" (wsh) in the world 
for his being and became being (hprw), itself. This is also expressed as above in the 
passage of the Shabaka Text (53) which says, "Through the heart and tongue, 
something developed in Atum's image." Moreover, this becomes another way of 
discussing the basic motif in Maatian ontology of the unity of being which as noted 
above is informed by concepts of the continuity of being and the shared essence of 
being. 

The concept of shared essence is further reaffmed and augmented by the 
concept of the transmission of ka which is, as Faulkner notes, a transmission of 
essence or "divine nature" (PT 1652; Faulkner 1969, 246, 247 n.2; Allen 1988, 
6911.85). At this conceptual juncture, essence and image overlap and interlock to 
produce a thick concept of "divine likeness." In this regard, the King is seen and 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maatian Anthvopology 22 1 

spoken of as the embodiment of God, often metaphorically in his attributes and 
action but also in his essence. This is the case of Ramesses I1 who was 
characterized as: 

Ra of the land, living Atum of Kemet Rr n t3 'Itm rnh n Kmt 
Shepherd of the people; when he rises, mniw n rkyt wbnf rnh ib.sn 

their hearts live (KRI 11, 3 11.6-7). 

Thus, as Homung (1982, 140) states, in such a conceptual framework "the 
boundaries between likeness, comparison and identification become blurred to us 
and a manifestation 'like Ra' becomes imperceptibly a manifestation 'as Ra'." 

The concept of image and essence merging is also further expressed in the 
following textual passages. First, Huy, viceroy of Kush, says to King 
Tutankhamun, "ntk RC tit.k tit&--You are Ra, your hagelessence is his image1 
essence" (Urk IV, 2069.16). Also to Ramesses I1 it is said, "iztk RC &.k &&your 
person is his person" (KRI 11, 329. 3). And fmally, the Prime Minister Pahesi says, 
"ntk RC tw.k mi kdfki.k kid-You are Ra; you are of his nature. Your essence is his 
essence" (KRI IV, 89.7). Thus, tit, &, kd, and ki are used to indicate both image 
and essence (Wb V, 505.c, 76.B, and 16.1 la). And as Ockinga (1984, 1 15) notes, 
"Die Ebenbildlickheit, die durch tit ausgedriickt wird, ist also ein Wesensah- 
lichkeit." [The similarity in image, which is expressed by tit, is also a similarity in 
essence.] 

Image and essence are most definitely merged in the context and process of 
Maatian action. It is in acting like God that the royal ruler not only appears as God 
(h? but also expresses hisher divinity. Thus, Amen speaks to Amenhotep 111, 
telling him to rule like him and for him. The text says: 

I have created this land in its length ir. tz(. i)  t3 pn m 3w f wshf 
and breadth to do as my ka wishes r irt mrwt k3. i 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
You will rule it as King as if I were king nsyt.ksw mi wn.i m niswt bit' 

of Upper and Lower Egypt. 

You shall administer it for me with a b3k.k n.i sw m ib mrr 
loving heart. 

For you are my beloved son who came ntks3.i mrypr m hrw 
forth from my body. 

My image whom I have established - hnti.i rdi n,i tp t3 
on earth 

Thus, I have caused you to rule the di.n.i hk3.k t3 m htp 
land in peace on earth 
(Urk IV, 1675.15ff; 1676, 1-4). 
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Thus, ruling like God is acting like God. And as the texts constantly reaffirms, 
Maat is the central principle which defmes both the will and way of God. 

6.2.4 Irt mi RC (Imitatio Dei) 

The concept of the merger of image and essence, then, is most definitively 
grounded in and expressed by the imitation of God in Maatian action (irt mi R?. 
Thus, in addition the divine image of the king or queen as son or daughter by 
nature is the concept of the king or queen as son or daughter by deed. This concept 
is inherent in Hatshepsut's statement that she is the effective image (tit :_ht) of the 
Lord of the Universe" and one who was chosen to lead Egypt and protect the 
people (Urk IV, 361.17-362.1). As noted above, her contention then is that "Ra 
created (literally begot) (her) so as to have an effective offspring on earth for the 
well being of humankind" (Urk IV, 362.4-5). Both Friedman (1986, 1985) and 
Englund (1978) have done important work on the meaning of "@" and demonstrate 
that like many Kemetic concepts, it is polysemic and thus open to various insights 
and uses. Here, however, I wish to concentrate on its meaning as effectiveness. For 
the ideal leader is an effective one, effective for her father Ra who demands and 
lives on righteousness. It is in being effective for Ra that one becomes like Ra. As 
Friedman (1986, 101) notes, "Creator and creation merge in Egyptian thinking . . . 
through the vehicle of :_h" or in another sense through 3_hw (effectiveness). The first 
(3b) is a glorious spirit, but Qzw is concrete, moral or rather ethico-religious action 
that reflects "the partnership of God and man which is brought to h i t ion  in 
Egyptian religion" (Hornung, 1982, 215). The partnership is one in maintaining, 
creating and restoring Maat. Thus, the royal ruler is protector of God through 
"being protector of the nobles and masses" and insuring "the welfare of 
humankind," as Hatshepsut says. 

The royal ruler then is regent of Ra, ruling society and indeed the world in the 
age of empire in the New Kingdom, claiming his realm as "all the sun encircles" in 
imitation of Ra ruling the universe. The key again here is the effective deed in and 
for Maat. For both Ra and ruler live in and through Maat. As Tobin (1989, 45) 
states, even in the Amama texts we fmd "that the king is one who lives in truth (rn_h 
m mTt), indicating his inseparable connection with the function of order and 
justice." Moreover, Kitchen (1987) points out how the titularies of the Ramessid 
king were "an expression of their ideal kingship" based on and in Maat. Among 
these titularies reflecting the ideal conception of kingship which is rooted in Maat 
are: Thutmosis I, k: nht miy MFt (Strong Bull, Beloved of Maat); Ramesses I, wsr 
Mjrt Rr (Great is the Maat of Ra); Seti I, mn MTt Rr (Established is the Maat of 
Ra); Merenptah, k: nht hci m MTt (Strong Bull, Rejoicing in Maat); and Siptah, dit 
MYt n Rr m _hrt h m  (Offering Maat to Ra Daily). 

As Bryce (1979) and Tobin (1989) note, this is the ideal of sacral kingship. 
Tobin (1989,247) argues that in both ancient Egypt and ancient Israel, with ancient 
Egypt having served as a model, "The king was a sacral figure, the son of a deity, 
the agent of justice, mediator of prosperity and universal ruler, in short, a messianic 
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ruler." As noted above, Breasted (1934, 202) had early pointed to the messianic 
character of Kemetic kingship, citing the ethical model in the Prophecy of Neferti 
as an example of this ideal. To save Kemet from its desolation and disorder, the 
text says, a king shall come fiom the South and set Maat in its place. Having 
prophesied how this king will suppress the wicked and rebellious, defeat the 
Asiatics and Libyans and ban the Asiatics and have them beg for water for their 
cattle at the borders, Neferti closed with the classic statement of acting like Ra (ivt 
mi R9: "Then Maat (truth, justice, order) will return to its place and isfet 
(falsehood, injustice and chaos) will be driven away." 

Bryce (1979, 202) has noted that "(i)n sacral kingship, the religious and the 
political ideology become one. Mediation of the will of the deity was conceived 
through the established religious structures of kingship" and in turn the "religious 
personnel were organized under the king." It would be easy to designate this as 
simply "royal propaganda," both in ancient Egypt and ancient Israel. For it was 
clearly also used to legitimate the established order. It is a practice all governments 
use to strengthen their rule. But even this process of legitimation can be an 
expression also of the genuine desire to serve God, do justice and contribute to 
"strengthening the divine order embodied in the royal government" (Bryce 1979, 
202). 

Ancient Egypt, like all societies, had contradictions between ideal and prac- 
tice, between claims and achievements. But this does not preclude genuineness of 
commitment to a moral standard in spite of moral failure. As Anthes (1959) 
contends, in spite of the unity of theology and government, the ideal and practice 
did not allow unlimited and unchecked power to the pharaoh. Furthermore, 
Badawy (1967) writing on the civic virtue of the pharaoh, states that it is not 
accurate to portray the king as a "hieratic ruler" aloof and disinterested in the 
welfare of the people. In fact, he (1967, 103) writes, "there is abundant evidence 
about the actual contribution of the pharaoh to his people sometimes even through 
personal initiative" rather than indirectly through officials. 

Moreover, Posener (1960) notes that worship by the pharaoh was essentially 
one of service. In fact, he (1960, 3 1) notes that during the New Kingdom, "it is not 
rare that the monarch would be called 'the servant of God' " in the texts. Thus, "in a 
prayer to Amon, Ramesses I11 says concerning his descendants who will follow him 
on the throne: 'they are servants for you, keeping their eyes fixed on you and doing 
that which is effective and of value (:&) for your ka forever and ever'." There is, of 
course, abundant evidence throughout Kemetic history to attest to pharaoh's ideal 
self-conception of being a servant of God in a serious ethical and spiritual sense 
and of feeling s h e  was acting on his orders. This extends from the royal rulers' 
claim in the Pyramid Texts to being ''just before heaven and earth" through and 
beyond the reign of Piankhi, an obviously devout ruler, who declares "I have done 
nothing without him (Amun-Ra), it is he who has ordered me to act" (Urk 111, 
22.69). 
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It is important to note here that the declarations of moral behavior and divine 
filiation are not separate claims to worthiness. On the contrary, these declarations 
are complements of the same claim of worthiness which are grounded in the 
multidimensional concept of Maat. Unas is not only son of Ra, of his very body by 
the concept of divine filiation but also because he is able to claim spiritual purity 
and moral innocence. This same claim of righteous behavior, even divinely 
inspired behavior is made also by Piankhi in the above cited text. Along with his 
claim of divine filiation is the claim and commitment that "By his ka (the 
Divinity)," he does nothing nor will do anything which the Divinity does not 
command and inspire. 

Developing this llnk between divine status and the ethical obligation to honor 
it, Unas also claims innocence of having done any injury to any human, beast or 
bird. "Unas has come to his shore," he declares, "as a divine one (nir) comes to his 
shore," i.e., in righteousness (MTt) and resultant power (sbmt). This righteousness 
and power combined is called effectiveness (3bwt). An effectiveness based on his 
ability to claim truthfully he has no accusers, human, animal or bird (PT 386-387). 

This ability, then, to claim that neither the living nor dead, bird nor beast has a 
legitimate claim against him, can be justifiably interpreted as the true test of his 
sonship of Ra. For to be other than that would be to violate his very nature and 
betray his role as divine and righteous ruler and representative of God on earth. 
This was the ideal and there is literature which shows that when a ruler violated this 
ideal, he was challenged to stand up and act in accordance with Maat. The Books 
of Neferti, Ipuwer and Khakherperre-soneb and the Book of Khunanpu are 
examples of this. 

The model for the righteous ruler who acted like Ra was the Good Shepherd 
(mniw nfr) (Breasted 1934, 198; Miiller 1961). For indeed Ra was the Good 
Shepherd as praise hymns speak of him. One says of him: 

0 Amen Ra, you shepherd who cares for your flock in the early morning, and 
leads the hungry to pasture. As the shepherd leads the flock to green meadows. 
Amen so do you lead me the hungry one to food. For Amen is indeed a shepherd, 
a shepherd who is not neglectful (Gardiner and Cerny 1957 I, pl. 89). 

In addition to being described as the Good Shepherd, Ra is also called "Great 
Shepherd-Mniw 9" and "Beloved Shepherd-Mniw Mryty" (Miiller 196 1, 140). 
It is this model of attentiveness, protectiveness and loving care that the Kemetic 
ruler seeks to emulate. Technically, Ra is the Good Herdsman (mniw nfr) rather 
than "Good Shepherd" and humans are the noble herd (rwt Spst). For Mniw actually 
means herdsman, i.e., keeper and protector of cattle rather than of sheep. But given 
the religious idiom in English "shepherd" and "flock" are connotatively more 
equivalent than "herdsman" and "herd." 

The emulation of Ra as the Good Shepherd by kings and queens is quite 
evident in the literature. Thus, Sesostris I says of Ra: "He appointed me shepherd 
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of this land, knowing who would hold it together for him" (ir.n.fwi r mniw t3pn 
rh.n.fs3k.w .n,f sw) (El Adly 1984, 7.19). Likewise, Amenhotep I1 says: "It was 
my father who commanded that I do it. Amen who created my goodness. He 
appointed me as shepherd of this land, knowing I would rule it for him" (in it.i wd 
ir.i st, Tmn &3 nfrw(.i) ir.nf wi r mniw t3 tp rbnf_hrp.i n f s w )  (Urk IV, 1326- 
1327). Finally, Hatshepsut describes herself as: 

One whom Amen himself caused to appear shrt.n 'Imn dslf'hr 
in glory on his throne in Thebes, n s t f m  'Iwnw Smrw 
Whom he chose to be shepherd of Kemet s tp .nfr  mniw Knzt 
And protector of the nobles and the masses r nr prt rhyt 
(Urk IV, 361.16-362.1). 

This concept of chosemess of king, queen and Kemet pervades the literature and in 
turn becomes a model for the rulers in general (Miiller 196 1, 133). 

It becomes clear here that there is evidence of both a human and divine nature 
of the pharaoh. Moreover, it seems supportable to argue that the divinity of the 
pharaoh is as Posener and Barta argued, more "like the divine" rather than an 
embodiment of the divine, especially in his person. Thus, as for the evolved 
concept of human in the image of the divine, it is more image than essence, 
although as posited above, with the creation narrative and the concept of trans- 
mission of ka, this too does not appear to be a dichotomous division. Furthermore, 
what is key here for Maatian anthropology and therefore Maatian ethics is the 
"acting like God," for it is in practice that the divine image is both delineated and 
proved. 

6.2.5 Snn N p  (Imago Dei) 

As noted above, the snn nfr concept both as a general anthropological 
understanding and as a distinct term emerges in the First Intermediate Period 
(2135-2040 BCE). Although the philosophical portrait of the king suggested this 
and provided supportive concepts, the term was not used to describe the royal ruler 
until the Middle Kingdom in the 13th Dynasty. This concept is important in several 
ways. First, it is an inclusive concept without regard to distinctions of nationality, 
class or sex. Secondly, it is the oldest expression of this concept in world literature. 
Thirdly, it is important in that it precedes royal imago dei categories (mt,  hnt, Ssp, 
sSmw) which do not appear until the Thirteenth Dynasty of the Middle Kingdom. 
Fourthly, the snn nfr concept is the spiritual and ethical grounding for concepts of 
the sacredness of life, human dignity and human moral responsibility for Maatian 
practice. In a word, it is at the center of the Maatian understanding of what it means 
to be human. 
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The locus classicus of this concept is found in the Instructions for Merikara by 
King Kheti (Golenischeff 1916, pl. ix-xiv; Volten 1945, 3-81). In the closing 
section of the text in a praise hymn to Ra, Kheti defmes humans as the images 
(snnw) of God. He says: 

Well-cared for is humankind who are hn rm_t 5vt nt Nir 
the flocks of God. 

He made the sky and earth for their sakes. ir.nlfpt t3 n i b m  
He destroyed the dangers of the water dr.n fsnk n m v  

(for them). 
He gave the breath of life for their noses. iv.n.f'Bw n ib rnh,fizdw.sn 
They are his images and came from snnw,j;aw prw m hrw:f' 

hisperson (emphasis mine) 
(Merikara 130-132). 

Here Kheti not only introduces the concept of snn nir, but speaks of the loving care 
and consideration God grants to those in his image. 

Kheti goes on to identify humans as the children (msw) of God and enumerates 
more of the gifts of life and living God has given humans on earth and in the 
heavens. When Kheti makes the statement, "snnwfpw prw m hcwf(They are his 
images and come from his person [or body])," he conceptually links the ideas of 
image and filiation as in royal theology (Ockinga 1984, 52ff). As Hornung (1967, 
136) argues, "Was also sonst konigliches Privileg ist, das Hervorgehen aus dem 
Leib Gottes und damit ein Sohnesverhaltnis zu ihm, wird hier allen Menschen 
zugeschrieben." [What was formerly a royal privilege, the coming from the body of 
God and this having filiation with him is now ascribed to all humans.] Thus humans 
are divine images as children of the divine, issues of the divinity himself and this, 
as with kings and queens before, imposes an obligation of Maatian action. 

At this point, practice and image form a generative nexus and one is defmed as 
godlike in hisher action. This generative nexus is clearly attested to by passages in 
both the Book of h i  and the Book of Amenomope, Sebait written in the New 
Kingdom. In h i ,  the attribute and practice of listening is defmed as that which 
makes humans images of God (snnw n nlr). Khonsuhotep says to his father: 

People are the likeness of God ir rm_t snnw n nir 
if they are accustomed to listening to a (hr)p?y.sn nt-rw tz sdm s br wSbtf 

man's response 
One cannot know his fellow if the nn rh wrsnnw:f hpr rs3t m 

multitudes appear as beasts. wndwt nb 
One cannot know his teachings and nn rh wr sb3yt: j'hpr wr h3ty 

alone possess a mind 
if all the masses are all foolish. iw p3 rhrw rzb _hny 

( h i  X, 8-10) 
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It is important to note that Khonsuhotep maintains that not only is one godlike 
through wisdom (rh) which is a traditional view in ancient Egyptian anthropology, 
but all humans are like God by listening to others (Ockinga 1984, 87). This is an 
expression of the capacity for ethical sensitivity and what Assmann (1990, 69fQ 
calls "communicative solidarity." Finally, Amenomope says that "the strength of 
one who resembles him (God) saves the wretched eom oppression" (21, 7-8). To 
be like God, then, i.e., mi M A  is to have his character, nature, and that requires 
ethical thought, emotion, speech and action. 

The concept of snn ntr or imago dei is also expressed in claims of persons in 
their autobiographies that they were like God "mi@ njr" in their Maatian actions. 
These moral self-definitions appear frst  in the First Intermediate Period and show 
both diversity and consistency (Ockinga 1984, 82fQ. The steward Hennen says he 
was "dd bpm mi@ N@ rd hr r Dhw@--one who speaks and it happens, one like 
God, who is perceptive as Thoth" (Schenkel 1965, 426). And the prime minister, 
Montuhotep associates his character and abilities with that of the divine power, 
Djehuti, arguing "exactness (r&) like the weights and being patient in hearing 
petitions (w3h-ib r sdm mdwt)." Finally he says, he is "like God in his service- 
mity njr m wnwt" (CG 20539 Ib, 5fQ. This stress on service (wnwt) as the ground 
for being mity njr or like God is, of course, central to Maatian anthropology, as 
cited in the discussion of the king or queen as a servant of God and the people. 

Other examples of the defmition of Godliness as virtuous action are attested to 
in autobiographical literature. Djedkhonsefankh says that "one said of me: The seed 
of his father, the divine offspring of his mother." Moreover, after listing his good 
deeds for the people, he says, "I was thus a divinity (nlr) for them" (Janssen 1955, 
127,s; 129,12). The prophet of Amen, Hor of the 22nd Dynasty makes a similar 
moral claim saying, "I was a divine one (ntr) for my family . . . for I created (?) 
Maat on earth" (Otto 1954, 148). The link between godliness and action is also 
clear in the moral self-presentation of Teos 11, governor of Tanis, in the Late 
Period. He says he is: 

. . . Maat through his purity, Horus through his protection. In-mutef in his 
cleanliness . . . one who guided the affairs of his city, who distributes the taxes in 
his district, who gave his city water when there was drought in Egypt, who nour- 
ished the hungry in his district . . . and . . . who did what was loved (Otto 1954, 
186-1 87). 

Thus, it is in his moral purity and moral action that Teos claims emulation and 
indeed embodiment of the Divinity. 

This godliness in thought and practice is often fiamed in the context of acting 
as a dutifd son does for his father. As noted above, it is in keeping with the obliga- 
tion of being like God that pharaonic literature constantly asserts that the pharaoh 
has acted for the Divinity as a dutiful son or daughter does for his or her father out 
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of love, command or inspiration. Thus, we have Hatshepsut's assertion above that 
she has acted as a pious and effective daughter acts for her father (Urk IV, 361ff). 
And Sesostris I says of the Divinity: "He begot me to do what should be done for 
him to accomplish what he commands to do" (El Adly 1984, 7.1, 16-17; pBerlin 
3029). Likewise, Ramesses I11 says to the Divinity: "I have traveled on your road 
and I have returned on your order. All your plans have been carried out" (BAR 
1905 IV, 128). 

Finally, this relationship of love and obligation is a reciprocal one. Thus 
Sesostris I says, "I excel by acting for my maker, pleasing God with what he gave" 
(El-Adly 1984, 7.1, 38-39). This implies, and indeed reflects, a reciprocal response 
to a good given and an obligation incurred. Moreover, as Posener (1960, 35) notes, 
the service which the king owes the Divinity is an obligation of kingship and is 
both "the purpose and the condition of the power he holds." And if the obligation is 
not met, negative consequences are to be expected. In Kheti's instruction for 
Merikara one reads that one should "serve God and he will act for you likewise-ir 
n N p  irfn.kmittU (Merikara 129). For "God is aware of one who acts for him-2s: 
N@ m ivr nj" (Merikara 130). And in serving God, that is to say by doing Maat, 
one ensures one's place in the otherworld (Merikara 127-129). Here reciprocity is 
framed both in terms of God's return for service and the reward of afterlife by 
doing Maat. Although serving God is in fact doing Maat, there is a perceptible 
intention to place emphasis on service as a reciprocal good in addition to 
uprightness and doing Maat as the ground of a secure place in the afterlife. 

Furthermore, the reciprocity of the Divinity is evidence again in Ramesses 11's 
appeal to Amen Re on the battlefield of Kadesh. Feeling abandoned, he addresses 
Amen saying: "What is this, Father Amen? Is it right for a father to ignore his son? 
Are my deeds a matter for you to ignore? Do I not walk and stand at your word? I 
have not neglected an order you gave" (KRI 11, 34.92-94). Continuing, he draws a 
line between himself, the dutiful son and his opponents, the Asiatics, whom he calls 
"wretches ignorant of God" (KRI 11, 35.97). After giving a lengthy account of what 
he considers dutihl acts, he appeals to Amen to reciprocate saying, "Shall it be said 
'The gain is small for him who entrusts himself to your will?' Do good to him who 
counts on you, then one will serve you with a loving heart." Amun, as the narrative 
develops, hears the appeal, assures Ramesses he is indeed his father and is with him 
and ultimately gives him strength for victory. 

In her Speos Artemidos Inscription, Queen Hatshepsut also draws this line of 
demarcation between the dutiful offspring, in this case, the daughter, and the 
Hyksos "who ruled without Ra" (Urk IV, 390.9). She thus reaffirms the difference 
in her rule in spiritual and ethical terms and reaffms her commitment to restore 
(snug that which was damaged (whi) and rise up (fsi) that which was in ruins (stp) 
(Urk IV, 390.5-6). This claim is not only to reaffirm the ethico-political legitimacy 
of her own rule, but expresses also the standard by which she claims such legitima- 
cy, i.e., acting with Ra, as he commands, restoring and doing Maat. 

In conclusion, then, being in the divine image of God, snn nfr, requires acts in 
imitation of God, imitatio dei or irt mi np. And one does this as a pious and 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maatian Anthropology 229 

effective daughter does for her father-m ir s3t n its, says Hatshepsut (Randall- 
MacIver et al. 19 1 1, 7 1). The key virtues are filial piety and reciprocity or rather 
filial piety which expresses itself in a reciprocity of appreciation and emulation. 
From this vision of the royal ruler in the image and emulation of God, there is, as 
noted above, an evolution which expands the concept to include all. Of course, 
there is never any equality of king and ordinary person, but in the process of what 
is called in Egyptology "the democratization of religious beliefs," after the Old 
Kingdom, certain ideas and royal prerogatives are appropriated by ordinary 
persons. 

Certainly, the classical reference for this father-son relationship in non-royal 
literature is Ptahhotep (197-215). The depiction includes description of both the 
dutiful and negligent son. The dutiful son is one who is upright (mtr), emulates 
@by) his father's character (kcl), listens to and obeys (sdm) his father's teachings 
(sb3yt) and takes care (sik) of his father's possessions. In a word, he is a hearer 
(sdm) and doer (ir) of Maat. His opposite is obviously one who acts to the contrary 
and will be covered below under the section on the teachability of humans. It is 
here that one also reaffirms the link between image and filiation in the Instructions 
of Sehotepibra through a standard admonition of a father to son: "mi kd.i m wni 
mdwt.i&emulate my character; do not neglect my words" (Posener 1976, 99). The 
stress is placed here on "sni," to emulate and "snn," image and the conceptual link 
between becoming and being an image (snn) of God or father by emulating (sni) 
him in character, i.e., spiritual and ethical practice. Doing Maat, then, is the 
generative process by which image, essence and affiliation are grounded and 
expressed. It is thus both a spiritual and ethical act which builds not only the 
person, but as shown above, also maintains the world. 

Another way to express this ethical and spiritual action is as an offering of 
Maat. In addition to the social practice of Maat, the offering of Maat is also a ritual 
action. Such an act was the ritual counterpart of social practice and suggested a 
commitment by the ruler to Maatian social practice. Mysliwiec (1985, 9) interprets 
the ritual as essentially "political propaganda." But as Teeter (1990, 271) argues, it 
is more useful to reject "the deliberate deception associated with the category" in 
modern times. For in fact it was a religious act, "a visible affirmation of the king's 
ability to rule in accordance with the traditions of statecraft which were associated 
with religious concepts embodied in Maat." As Teeter (1990, 245) notes, Maat as 
the archetypal offering, subsumes all others under it as evidenced in the Papyrus 
Berlin 3055 dating from the Ramessid Period (see also Moret 1988). 

The central points made here are: 
1) that doing Maat is the indispensable link between sovereign and Divinity, 

as well as between the ordinary person and the Divinity; 
2) that image and filiation are in the fmal analysis rooted and expressed 

in this practice of Maat; 
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3) that this practice is both spiritual and ethical with an interconnectedness 
evident throughout Maatian theology and ethics; and 

4) that the sodfather or more expansively, childparent model of 
mutual obligation stands as a central paradigm of ethical behavior. 

6.3 The Perfectibility of Humans 

6.3.1 Conceptual Implications 

Closely linked to the Maatian anthropological concept of the divine image of 
humans is the concept of the perfectibility of humans. This is not in the sense of 
fmished moral product, but in the sense of progressive development; perpetual 
becoming and the possibility of assimilation with God as expressed in the Book of 
Coming Forth By Day and other ethico-religious texts which project blameless and 
faultless characters. Gum (1916, 11) among others have observed that "the 
Egyptian, as reflected in these texts, was little disposed to humble himself before 
the deity." That is to say, " . . . the attitude of the miserable sinner so characteristic 
of the Christian and other Semitic religions is unknown in these writings." 
Continuing, he cites the Declarations of Innocence in which the deceased seeking 
vindication and eternal life declares himself innocent of offenses against God, 
humans and nature. He notes that all the candidates for immortality "proclaim 
(their) freedom fiom every human frailty," identify themselves with various divine 
powers and describe themselves "as miracles of human perfection" (emphasis 
mine). He (1916, 81-82) wonders if "this attitude arose fiom intense spiritual and 
material (sic) pride (probably unequalled elsewhere in the world)" or as a 
"consequence of the profound belief in the creative power of the spoken word" or 
just "lying" and "bluff." The frst two suggestions have merit; the third is pejorative 
and reductive, less objective scholarship than a reflection of what appears to be a 
Judeo-Christian centered expectation of similarity. Therefore, he and many other 
Egyptologists praise the confessional hymns in the New Kingdom as more in 
keeping with the Judeo-Christian understanding of piety. 

As noted above, the ancient Egyptians were indeed proud, self-confident and 
believed deeply in the power of the word as both Hu (authoritative utterance) and 
Heka (words of power) which along with Sia (exceptional insight) Ra created the 
world. Again, both can be seen as an emulation of Ra or the aspiration to be like 
Ra. Both Lichtheim and Daumas (1962) realized that perfectibility was a clear goal 
and conception of the human person in ancient Egypt. Lichtheim (AEL I, 6) notes 
that central to the anthropology expressed in the Sebait was "the optimistic belief in 
the teachability and perfectibility of man . . . ." Thus, Ptahhotep teaches that 

If you are a leader il- wnn. k m sfmy 
who commands the affairs of the many hv wdw shrw n W t  
seek out very excellent thing hh,n.ksp nb mnh 
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so that there is no fault in your 
conduct (Ptahhotep 84-87). 

r wnt s_hr.k nn iw imj '  

Or again, he says: 

If you wish your conduct to be perfect iv mu, k nfi sSm. k 
And free from all evil nhm.k.tw mr dwtnbt 
guard against the vice of greed ?hrt hv sp n ?wn-ib 
(Ptahhotep 298-300). 

The word for perfect used here is nfr which basically means good, beautiful, but the 
sense indicated here by the following phrase "be free from all evil" is clearly one of 
"perfect" which is how Lichtheim also translated it (AEL I, 68). Daumas (1962, 
162) also recognizes and discusses Ptahhotep's stress on perfection and the "iddal 
humain" of Maat which requires such an emphasis (see also Daumas 195 1, 1967). 
He maintains that according to the moral ideal of Maat, "one must, without cease, 
strive toward perfection (tendre vers la perfection)." This striving toward perfec- 
tion is what I have referred to as progressive perfection. For as Daumas notes, such 
striving carries with it the recognition that "no one is assured of absolute wisdom" 
or absolute perfection. But it remains the goal and, I would argue, represents an 
aspiration and ideal standard rather than an actuality. 

Thus, when Paheri (29-30) says "my excellent character raised me high. I was 
summoned as one who is blameless. If I were placed on the scales I would come 
out complete, whole and sound," he speaks to an ideal of perfection. It is a claim or 
rather projected standard, made not simply to his peers but to posterity as an 
epitaph, an aspiration and request to be remembered as such. Again as Lichtheim 
argues, this literature is for eternity and thus one projects the best. But the Sebait 
are for daily life. The goal is progressive perfection and the teachings thus express 
the assumption of human perfectibility. As noted above in the section on ontology, 
this conception of progressive perfection is best expressed by the concept of bprt or 
khepert the perpetual process of becoming, perpetual striving, going through stages 
of moral achievement, of self-mastery, reciprocity and all the other virtues or 
excellences (ikrw, mnbw, nfrw). Again, this anthropological concept is more 
aspiration than announcement of fmal achievement and evolves from a concept of 
progressive perfection rather than one of static perfection. In a word, it is an 
unfolding and becoming at ever higher levels, not a fmished state of static 
completion. 

6.3.2 Assimilation with God 

The concept of perfectibility contains within it the concept of the assimilation 
with God. As noted above, throughout the literature, i.e., the Pyramid Texts, 
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Coming Forth, the Book of Vindication, the Sebait and the Declarations of Virtues, 
one fmds prayers or declarations of assimilation with the Divine through Maatian 
practice and being judged righteous after death. For Maat, as argued above and 
below, is the grounds of common substance and unity. And to be truly righteous is 
to be one with God, to share in his spiritual essence. In Coming Forth, the risen and 
righteous person becomes in fact one with and as Osiris, the risen and justified 
divinity. In Chapter 22 of Coming Forth, the risen and justified says, "I shall not be 
kept fiom the Council of the Great God, (for I am) Osiris, the Lord of Rosetau, this 
(God) who is at the top of the terrace." Earlier in the Pyramid Texts, it says King 
Pepi has risen and been equipped with the form of Osiris (Budge 1960, 91). Also, 
fiequently the risen and justified (mlr brw) is posed as Horns "beloved son of his 
Father" (Coming Forth, 9). And in Coming Forth, Chapter 1 lb, the risen and 
justified says, "I have stood up as Horus: I have sat down as Ptah . . . ," identifying 
and assimilated with Horns and Ptah. 

This identification appears in the texts as both assimilation to as well as 
similarity to in some divine quality. Thus in Chapter 1 1 b of Coming Forth, not only 
does the risen and justified person claim identification with Horns and Ptah, but 
also similarity with Djehuti in strength and to Aturn in power. What is central here, 
however, is that these claims are made by the justified (mjr &w) who because of 
hisher Maat is able to declare "I live again after death like Ra every day" (Coming 
Forth chapter 38). The justified also says: 

I a m a s o u l , I a m R a . .  . 
Wrong-doing is my abomination . . 
I ponder Maat. I live by i t .  . . . 
I am the lord of light (Chapter 85). 

In the Book of Vindication (CT I, 314-320) in the chapter of becoming, the 
divinity Shu, the vindicated one (mlC brw) says, "I am the soul of Shu, the self- 
created god . . . I have come into being fiom the flesh of the self-created god. I am 
merged into God. I have become him." Again, this is an expression of identification 
with the Divine which occurs in the context of post-justification or vindication. It 
thus reaffirms the power and glory associated with vindication. For having been 
justified, one is enabled to say, "I shine like Ra daily. I establish truth and expel 
falsehood" (CT 11, 149) or again one says, 

I will not perish. For I have entered into Maat, I have upheld Maat. I am a 
possessor of Maat. I have gone forth in Maat and my form is raised up . . . . I have 
entered in Maat. I have attained its limit. I am Ptah (CT IV, 170- 17 1). 

As discussed above, assimilation with God is also conceptually posited in the 
Sebait and DOV as similarity, image and likeness. Thus, as cited above, both the 
Book of Ani (x:8-10) and the Book of Amenomope (21, 7-8) offer concepts of 
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Godlikeness in the possession of divine qualities such as ethical sensitivity and 
intervention for the vulnerable and listening to one's fellows in human sensitivity 
and "communicative solidarity." This, of course, is doing Maat which is both an 
ethical and spiritual act, not simply for humans but for the universe and God 
himself who lives by Maat. For it increases the good in the world and enhances it 
and the doer's ontological potential. Thus again one acts like Maat and in doing so 
assimilates with Ra. 

6.3.3 Essential Goodness of Human Nature 

Assimilation with God and perfectibility are also conceptually reinforced by 
the assumption that human nature is endowed by the Creator and is essentially 
good, for it is in his likeness, i.e., rooted in Maat. Thus, there is no concept of sin, 
even though Jewish, Christian and Islamic scholars looking for similarities with 
their own religion might call moral offenses in Kemetic ethical literature "sin." It is 
interesting to note that in David Shennum's English-Egyptian Index ofFaulkner's 
Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, there is no listing for sin. There is, 
however, ample listings with many overlappings for: 

wrong is$, nnf; bt?, sbt, iyt 

wrong-doing d?yt, bgsw, bsyt, hww, iwyt, iw 

evil sbt, bin, sdb, dw, bint, dwt, dwy 

evil-doer isf&, nni, irr 

There is, then, simply no concept in Maatian ethics or theology similar to the 
Augustinian concept of sin as a "disease of the soul," a soiled and wounded soul. 

The difference between the Kemetic concept of moral failure (wrong-doing, 
offense) and the Jewish-Christian-Islamic notion of sin can be seen in the 
difference between the two Swahili words kosa (makosa, pl.) and dhambi. The 
word, dhambi, which has a defmite religious sense is derived from the Arabic and 
is used to translate the concept of sin as defmed in the three Abrahamic faiths. 
Thus, the Swahili dictionary, Kamusi ya Kiswahili Sanifu (1981, 44) defmes 
dhambi as "kosa linalovunja amri au sheria ya din-an offense which violates a 
religious command or law." However, the word kosa as verb and noun, originally 
carried no such religious meaning, although with the introduction of the Abrahamic 
faiths, the meaning of kosa was extended to include the concept of sin. However, 
without this added meaning, it is defmed as "wazo, tendo au jambo lililo kinyume 
na kanuni, taratibu au sheria"--a thought, act, or matter which is against a rule, 
protocol or law. And though it may be used in a religious context, its primary 
meaning as a verb is "fanya lisilo sahihi au lisilokatazwa; fanya vibaya, potoka--do 
what is incorrect or what is forbidden; to do wrong, have gone astray or turned 
aside" (Kamusi, 1981, 136). 
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An even more expressive example of this distinction between dhambi as sin 
and kosa as moral failure without stain is found in the Standard Swahili-English 
Dictionary's (1987, 223) list of meanings of kosa. As a verb, its primary meanings 
it lists: "make a mistake; do wrong, offend; go astray; blunder; err; fail to get, hit, 
fmd or attain; miss a mark, fall short, be deficient, etc." And as a noun, its 
meanings are likewise "mistake, error, fault, failing, failure, defect, wrongdoing." 
The essential meaning here, as in the Kemetic conception of offense, speaks to a 
moral failure that is behavioral and changeable, not ontological and requiring 
divine alteration in someway. Indeed, as there is no sin, there is likewise no need 
for religious transformation in Maatian theology and ethics, i.e., no need for either 
conversion or salvation. 

Although Bleeker (1966, 82) uses the word sin to describe offense in ancient 
Egyptian ethics, he correctly defmes the Kemetic conception of moral offense. For 
he says, "a striking feature of the Egyptian language . . . is that sin proves to be 
closely associated with the disagreeable, with foolishness, and that guilt is linked 
with the idea of error and with the financial and judicial." In fact, this description 
reflects not a conception of sin and guilt, but of error, offense and shame. For he 
(1966, 84, 85) goes on to say that the ancient Egyptian's sense of wrong "does not 
originate fiom a feeling of unholiness" but in the sense of regret "that he has been 
foolish and that he has therefore acted badly." 

Moreover, as Frankfort (1961, 73, 74) states, "The Egyptian views his 
misdeeds not as sins but as aberrations. They would bring him unhappiness because 
they disturbed his harmonious integration with the existing world . . . ." Thus, "He 
who errs is not a sinner but a fool and his conversion to a better way of life does not 
require repentance but a better understanding." Frankfort states that "lack of insight 
or lack of self-restraint was at the root of man's misfortunes, but not a basic 
corruption." Humans, then, are neither evil by nature nor sinfully corrupted. And 
thus, one is capable of self-transcendence by self-understanding in community and 
self-transformation rather than by grace. For it is not by the grace of God but by 
following his way, Maat, that is posed as the key to moral grounding and human 
flourishing. 

Given the absence of the concept of sin in Kemetic religious and ethical 
thought, the proper attitude toward moral offense and failure is not guilt but rather 
shame. Fingarette (1972, 28ft) has drawn this important distinction between guilt 
and shame in Confucianism. Guilt, he notes, comes fiom an inward sense of stain 
which has no ground in Confucianism. It is, he (1972, 30) says, "an inward state, a 
repugnance at inner corruption, of self-denigration, of the sense that one is, as a 
person and independently of one's public status and repute, mean and 
reprehensible." He goes on to say that "guilt is an attack on oneself, whereas shame 
is an attack upon some specific action or outer condition." Shame, as a condition 
caused by an outward factor, i.e., an offense, failure, etc., does not reflect or 
generate a sense of profound inner stain. Rather, it calls for corrective measures to 
alter the outward condition which has generated it. It is this sense of shame rather 
than guilt which generates and undergirds the so-called penitential hymns of the 
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New Kingdom (Sadek 1987; Assmann 1975; Gum 1936; Erman 191 1). For here 
one defmes one's moral failure as emanating not from an inner stain, but rather 
from a correctable flaw, most often related to ignorance as discussed below. Thus, 
it is this conviction that ignorance in various forms is the chief source of moral 
failure that informs the Sebait or Instructions. 

Again, if there is no sin, then there is no need for religious transformation, i.e., 
conversion or salvation. For the divine nature is already there, it simply has to be 
cultivated through teaching and learning and Maatian social practice. Moreover, 
with no original sin as in Judeo-Christian anthropology, one has no ontological 
stain. Therefore, one is born not in sin but in a context of possibilities. Offense 
against God, humans and nature, then, can be corrected by teaching, learning and 
self-corrective practice and do not require confession and conversion or divine 
grace to an unworthy and inherently sinhl being. 

6.3.4 Potentiality and Maatian Practice 

This ontological potential which is rooted in the essential goodness of being 
and the divinely endowed human person is again most clearly defined in the person 
and potential of the royal ruler and his Maatian practice. In the early period of 
Maatian theology and ethics, the king is the paradigmatic human and his 
ontological potential is even greater, for he is on one level a nir and appears from 
available literature to have been at this point the exclusive possessor of this poten- 
tial. But with the end of the Old Kingdom, as noted above, this Godlike potential is 
open to all. Thus, Rediu Khnum in the Middle Kingdom describes himself as "n_try 
r m3Y"'godly to behold" and "a precious staff made by God" (Lange and Schafer 
I1 1908, 165.4, 20). And as noted above, examples of this claim to Godlikeness are 
evident from the First Intermediate Period through the Late Period of Kemetic 
history. The ontological grounds for this Godlikeness is Maat which is defmed not 
only as a divine, natural and social order but also, as the essential substance and 
sustenance of God and king. 

As Frankfort (1948b, 157-158) says, "it is by means of the concept of Maat 
that the essential affmity of god and king is expressed." As he notes, a good 
example of this is Hatshepsut's defmition of her affmity and oneness with Amen Ra 
in terms of Maat, as cited above. She (Urk IV, 384.15-385.3) says: 

I have offered the Maat which he loves sSr.n.i mjrt rnrt.nf 
I know he lives by it. iw rh.n(.i) rnhf i m s  
It is my bread and I drink of its dew t. i p w  srm.i irdt.i 
I am as one body with him. wn.kwi r fm hrw wr hnr j  

Maat, then, is the grounds for the ontological unity between God and humans. 
And thus no ontological gap exists between them, as it does in the religious 
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anthrogologies of the Abrahamic traditions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
What is required is to recognize one's true nature and act accordingly, i.e., mi  nfr or 
mi Rr-like God, like Ra. 

If Maat, i.e., the spirituaVethica1 dimension of humans, is the critical 
constitutive element of being human, then Maat must be cultivated by righteous 
thought, emotion, speech, and conduct in order for each human to realize hisher 
potential fully. The end point of this for the king, as mentioned above, was 
godhood or divinity and that of ordinary humans was perfectibility. Therefore, in 
the Book of Vindication (CT I, 31) when the righteous dead rise and stand 
vindicated, "maa-kheru," before history and heaven, s h e  says, now "the length of 
the sky belongs to my strides and the width of the earth belongs to my domain." For 
"I am helshe who is one with God. I have become Him" (Karenga 1984, 116). This 
in Maatian theology is an expression of the concept of spiritual assimilation 
through righteousness, in a word, by becoming the embodiment of Maat, i.e., the 
image and essence of God as discussed above. 

But again, it is important to state that the ideal of perfectibility is very real to 
the ancient Egyptians. In both the Declarations of Innocence and the Declarations 
of Virtues, "the presentation of the moral personality, as befitted its nature, was 
declaratory rather than narrative (Lichtheim 1988, 6). As Lichtheim states, given 
this "the modem reader is likely to doubt their veracity." But "such doubt is besides 
the point." For what matters is the possibility of perfectibility and the values which 
promised this were recognized and formulated not as "remote ideals preached by 
saints, only to be disregarded in the real world." On the contrary, these values 
represented "precepts that any well-intentioned person could fulfill." Thus, the 
striving for progressive perfection has a lived concreteness to it, a set of values 
reflected in the ethical literature especially the Declarations of Innocence, The 
Declarations of Virtues and the Sebait which become both the task and goal of the 
Maatian life. 

6.4 The Teachability of Humans 

6.4.1 Moral Wisdom 

A third conceptual pillar of the Maatian conception of the human person is 
hisher teachability. The Sebait, or Books of Instruction, are dedicated to the 
proposition that the human person is malleable, teachable, and capable of moral 
cultivation which leads to hisher higher self (AEL I, 6). Also, Frankfort (1 96 1, 60) 
states that "the great popularity of the 'teachings' (Sebait) is in itself revealing." The 
Egyptians were evidently convinced that the good life could be taught." It is, he 
concludes, "a conviction (which) betrays a surprising confidence in the efficacy of 
man's understanding" and above all hisher transformability. This, as he notes, is in 
noticeable contrast to the theology and anthropology of Mesopotamia and Israel 
where anxiety and doubts about the transformability of humans and their fate was 
the rule. It is because of their serene belief in the human capacity for transformation 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maatian Anthropology 237 

and progressive perfection, Frankfort believes, that the Sebait "are viewed so rarely 
in the religious context where they belong." Instead, "they are usually interpreted as 
secular guides of conduct." This means that not only is there a failure to see that in 
an ancient culture such as Egypt "the contrast between the secular and sacred is 
difficult to draw," but also such uncritical treatment "obscures their true signifi- 
cance and their particularly Egyptian character." 

It is also important to note that learning is directed toward wisdom and that 
wisdom in ancient Egypt is moral wisdom in the service ofsocial and human good. 
It thus is the wisdom of Maat in the spiritual, ethical and social sense. It requires 
listening, learning and doing what is right. Therefore, Ptahhotep teaches that the 
hearing son succeeds and "his deeds are distinguished." But "failure will follow 
him who hears not" (570-572). Defining the moral and social significance of 
wisdom, he poses it as morally compelling for parents to teach the moral and social 
lessons to their children which they themselves were taught so that the children 
may walk in the "ways of the ancestors," i.e., the way of Maat (37). Moreover, they 
are to be examples of righteous living for practice is the concrete lesson. Therefore, 
he says, " "set a good example, don't given offense. If Maat is made to flourish, 
your children will live" (Ptahhotep 596-597). Note here again, Maat is equated 
with life and how doing Maat sustains a person. Teaching and learning, then, are 
acts of moral cultivation in community. Knowledge here is essentially a moral 
concept involving knowledge of right and wrong, knowledge of self. 

6.4.2 The Wise Person and the Fool 

In the development of moral wisdom in Sebaitic literature, we find an 
important distinction between the wise person (rk) and the fool (wk:). In 
Ptahhotep, the distinction is made around the concepts of hearing, truth, success 
and life. In the passage below, the wise man is linked with leadership and is 
described as follows: 

If good deeds are done by one who leads 
He will be well-established forever. 
And all his wisdom will endure for eternity. 
The wise nourishes his ba with that which endures 
so that it is well with him on earth. 
The wise is known by his wisdom. 
A noble person by his good deeds. 
His heart is in harmony with his tongue. 
His lips are accurate when he speaks. 
He eyes see (rightly). 
His ears are pleased to hear what is useful for his son. 
He does Maat and is free from falsehood (Ptahhotep, 520-532). 
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The moral portrait is of one whose wisdom is morally grounded, who sets good 
examples through doing good deeds, and is always concerned about the legacy he 
leaves his descendants. 

The fool is defmed by his not-hearing, ignorance, failure and blame. Ptahhotep 
(575-587) thus says: 

Now, the fool who does not listen, 
He can do nothing at all. 
He sees knowledge in ignorance, 
And that which is beneficial as that which is harmful. 
He does everything which is hateful 
So that people blame him every day. 
He lives on that by which one dies. 
His food is the distortion of speech. 
His character in this respect is known to the officials 
As a living death each day. 
People overlook his deeds because of the many problems facing him everyday. 

The fool, then, is "a living death each day," one who "sees knowledge in ignorance 
and that which is beneficial as that which is harmful." But above all, he does not 
hear or listen (sdm) and thus he cannot gain moral knowledge and then correct 
himself. Here again knowledge is life and ignorance is death. This same theme, 
contrasting the wise person and the fool, continues to the end of Kemetic society 
and appears in the Late Period in the Book of Ankhsheshonqi and the Book of 
Pahebhor as a major theme. 

Wisdom, then, is knowing the good and the right, seeing the way of Maat as 
the way of life and following it. It is, again, being receptive to hearing and learning. 
Moreover, wisdom is both an intellectual and moral virtue. Lichtheim (1979, 291) 
discussing the Book of Ankhsheshonqi notes, the category rb (knowledge or 
wisdom), "as possessed by man or woman means primarily practical reason and 
prudence." This, of course, is wisdom as an intellectual virtue, i.e., knowledge of 
life and how to prosper and flourish in it as a social being, i.e., a person-in- 
community. But the division made now between wisdom as an intellectual and 
moral virtue for analytical preciseness is not one the ancient Egyptian made. Thus, 
Maatian ethics sees the wisdom necessary for life as both moral and intellectual 
grounding. 

Like so many categories in ancient Egyptian, rh possesses a conceptual 
elasticity which allows it to signify not only different things but also different things 
at the same time as well as different things which are interrelated. Thus Lichtheim 
herself notes that "frst of all the wise man is wise by way of being a pious man, 'a 
man of God' (rmi-nir)." Furthermore, "man's piety makes him receptive to 
'instruction' and training (sb:yt, myt, mtr.t) and willing to obey the commands (hn) 
of God which he knows in his heart." Wisdom, then, is both rooted in and reflective 
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of piety. In other words, one is wise to be pious and pious because one is wise, i.e., 
wise enough to know it is of great value (3b) to one in the quest for human 
flourishing. 

Learning to be a person of character or a good person is a primary concern of 
Maatian ethics. The good person is not contrasted to the wise or sensitive or self- 
mastered, but rather is one who is assumed to contain these virtues. Thus, the moral 
category "neferu" (goodness, virtue) is not reducible to any quality or virtue, but is 
inclusive of many virtues. Moreover, it is not a private possession but a shared 
human experience in relationships and moral action. Learning Maat requires an 
openness of self to both instruction and change and involves a two-fold process: 
hearing (sdm) and acting (irt). Actually, the word sdm encompasses both hearing 
and acting, for in ancient Egyptian it means listening, hearing and obeying i.e., 
responding in action. Thus, the f ~ s t  requirement is one of attentiveness, the second 
of grasping both cognitively and affectively; and the third is to put into practice that 
which is taught. "The hearer is one who listens to what is said," Ptahhotep says. 
And "One who loves to hear is one who does what is said." In fact, "he who hears 
is the beloved of God" (Ptahhotep 553-554, 545). 

6.4.3 The Geru Maa 

Teaching and learning have two fundamental purposes: to cultivate the 
Maatian person and create and sustain the Maatian community. The process is a 
dialectical one in which a good society cultivates the good person and the good 
person creates and sustains the good society. In this regard, Maatian anthropology 
posits a paradigmatic person-the grw mjr or geru-maa, the truly self-mastered, 
"whose whole character is inhsed with Maat" (Morenz 1984, 118). The word is 
composed of "geru," which means silent, self-mastered, self-controlled, and of 
"maa" (truly, righteous) and thus means the truly self-mastered or the righteous 
self-mastered person. Budge (1924, 98) makes the mistake of translating it as "the 
man who is truly resigned to god's guiding hand" and equates it with "submission" 
as the cardinal virtue in Islam. For it is not submissiveness which is a virtue here, 
but self-mastery in thought and practice. 

Thus, Frankfort (1961, 66) is more correct in expanding the meaning fiom the 
simple root meaning silent, to concepts of self-control, self-discipline and self- 
mastery. "We are," he says, "apt to misunderstand the ideal of the silent man." For 
"it does not exalt submissiveness, meekness, or any kind of othenvorldliness. The 
silent man is pre-eminently the successful man." But here Frankfort falls into the 
vulgarly pragmatic interpretation he warms against, calling the geru-maa essen- 
tially a "go-getter." It is not material things that the geru-maa primarily pursues, 
but righteousness. And it is because of this that he prospers. In some places, 
Frankfort seems to realize this by his stress on the concept of "success as 
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attunement" with the cosmic, natural and social order, but in other places he seems 
to lapse into the vulgarly pragmatic interpretation. 

The geru-maa is posed as the ideal person throughout the evolution of 
Maatian ethics, but sihe gets herlhis more definitive expression in the Book of 
Amenomope, a book of Sebait, written in the 20th Dynasty (c. 1195-1080 BCE). In 
defining the geru-maa, Amenomope distinguishes himher from the hot-tempered 
or unrestrained person (Smm), a distinction which is apparent in the Old Kingdom 
from the Book of Ptahhotep onward. Amenomope (VI 1-12) says that the self- 
mastered person is strong productive and durable. S h e  is shade and fruit to those 
around and thus herhis end is in the garden (i.e., context) where sihe belongs 
(Israel 1980). But the unrestrained person is unproductive and comes to a negative 
end. 

Brunner-Traut (1979, 198-213) discusses the geru maa in the context of her 
discussion of the virtue of silence. Thus, her stress is on the term's meaning of the 
silent one. But even in this context the central meaning of self-control or better, 
self-mastery is clear. Examples she poses to discuss the virtue of gr or silence are: 
humbleness before God, the avoidance of rash words which injury and propriety in 
the presence of others. All of these suggest a measure of self-mastery in both 
thought and practice and therefore speak to the central meaning of geru mua. 

As the texts reveal, the geru mau as a paradigmatic or exemplary person is, 
above all, a bearer of Maat and an opponent of isfet. She, as Khunanpu says, 
"destroys isfet and brings Maat into being" (241-242). Thus the geru maa is not a 
recluse, but is always socially engaged, bringing Maat to the forefront and 
demonstrating its worth, its effectiveness, its greatness as Ptahhotep and Khunanpu 
teach. By his very definition, the exemplary person is a model for all. Thus, 
Khunanpu says of a Maatian leader, "you should be a model for all people-iw.k 
ir.k twt n bw nb" (261-262). And King Isesi tells Ptahhotep concerning teaching 
Ptahhotep's son, "Instruct him, then, in the sayings of the past that he may become a 
model (ir bi) for the children of the great" (Ptahhotep 39). This stress on teaching 
and the implied molding and resultant transformation stand at the heart of the 
Sebait and the moral anthropology they present. Teachability and transformability 
are twin conceptual pillars in Maatian moral anthropology and thus the conception 
of both the geru maa and the ordinary person reflect this understanding. 

6.4.4 Tension Between Nature and Nurture 

However, this stress on teachability raises two important questions. The frst 
deals with the question raised in Sebaitic literature itself concerning the conceptual 
and practical tension between nature and nurture. This point of tension emerges in 
what is surely one of the most important and instructive discourses in Kemetic 
literature on the teachability of the human person-the dialog between the scribe 
Ani and his son, Khonsuhotep, which occurs in the epilogue of the Book ofAni (IX, 
13 - X, 17). The importance of this text is enhanced by the fact it is the only text we 
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have from available literature in which appears a dialog of challenge to 
hndamental ancient Egyptian beliefs such as this. 

Responding to his father's teachings, Khonsuhotep raises certain questions 
which tend to challenge the concept of the general teachability of the human 
person. He begins by suggesting that the moral teachings of his father were better 
suited for the learned than for him in that carrying out the instructions requires a 
certain level of knowledge he obviously feels he lacks. In this regard, he tells his 
father "I wish I were like (you), as learned as you, then I would carry out your 
teachings." But he continues, "each man is lead by his (own) nature (bit)" (IX 13- 
15). This latter contention obviously raises another challenge to the concept of 
human teachability. For if one is led and, in this case, therefore, limited by hisiher 
nature, then of what value is instruction? 

Khonsuhotep also raises the issue of difference in moral will and aspiration 
saying to his father, "You are a man who is a master whose aspirations are exalted" 
(IX 15). Exalted aspirations here seem to be a metaphor for a greater will and sense 
of possibility than Khonsuhotep feels he possesses. And thus, he draws a 
distinction between one who is a master with exalted moral aspirations and will and 
the untutored and immature son. He tells his father that when your "words please 
the heart, the heart tends to accept them," (IX 16) but it does not mean he either 
understands or puts them into practice. 

Finally, Khonsuhotep raises questions of coercion and insensitivity in teaching. 
He suggests that listening is also required of the teacher both morally and 
pedagogically. "Does it not happen to a man to relax his hand so as to hear a 
response instead?" (X 9) he asks. Continuing he states that "People are the images 
of God (snnw nir) in their practice of listening to a person's response" (X 8-9). 
Responding to what he perceives as his father's inflexibility and insensitive 
disregard for his opinion (by Ani called "worthless thoughts") and to his father's 
use of animal analogies to make his case, Khonsuhotep argues for equality in 
exchange. "One does not understand his fellows if the masses appear as beasts," he 
says. And "one does not know his teachings and alone possess a superior mind if 
all the masses are foolish." He concludes saying, "all your sayings are excellent but 
to do them is to seek happiness through excellence. Tell the God who gave you 
wisdom: set them on your path" (X 9-1 1). 

To Khonsuhotep's concern that one is simply "led by his nature," Ani gives the 
analogy of the fighting bull, the lion, the horse, the dog, the monkey and the goose 
who subdue or transform their nature (bit) and obey their teacher (X 1-7). Ani here 
is arguing that if a wild beast or fowl can be cultivated by instruction then so can a 
human who ostensibly is a possessor of heart and mind and imitates God in his 
knowing. It is this analogy which Khonsuhotep seems to misconstrue as an 
equation with animals rather than a comparison and contrast in possibility to learn, 
as I read it. Ani then goes on to cite the capacity for cultural learning and 
cultivation of "Nubians and Syrians and other strangers" in the Egyptian context, 
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using the example of their learning the Egyptian language. The suggestion here is 
that if foreigners can learn to speak like Egyptians and by extension learn their 
culture, a native Egyptian should be equally capable. It is when he ends his 
analogical instruction with the words, "Say: 'I shall do like the animals.' Listen and 
do what they do" (X 7) that Khonsuhotep intervenes to challenge what he sees as 
an inappropriate and perhaps harsh analogy and reasserts the problem of difference 
in learning capacities. 

Ani then uses analogies of the capacity of the craftsman, or the skilled person 
to shape and mould, citing how the carpenter takes a "crooked stick left in the field 
and makes it into a dignitary's staff' and takes a "straight stick (and) makes it into a 
horse's collar" (X 13-14). The dialog ends with Khonsuhotep conceding and using 
the analogy of a child turning to his mother for nurturing to signal that he, the 
student, recognizes the value of the teachings and is ready to be nurtured or 
cultivated by the teacher, his father, Ani. From the beginning, however, there is 
little doubt that Khonsuhotep will not win in the dialog. The dialog is really a 
didactic construction to raise and answer recognized questions and rea f fm the 
almost unlimited transformative capacity of teaching. Thus, Ani, the teacher, and 
the value of teaching is inevitably vindicated. 

6.4.5 Ignorance and Moral Failure 

A second important issue raised by this ethical stress on the teachability of 
humans is the tendency to pose moral failure in many cases as essentially a problem 
of ignorance. In the so-called penitential prayers of the New Kingdom, there are 
consistent claims that one's offenses are essentially a problem of ignorance (Sadek 
1987; Assmann 1975; Gum 19 16; Erman 19 1 1). Moreover, as argued above, the 
Sebait are essentially posed as a path away fiom both ignorance and moral failure 
and are dedicated to the essential proposition of the teachability of humans (AEL I, 
6; Frankfort 1961, 60). In such a context where ignorance is seen as the essential 
ground for moral failure, knowledge becomes a cardinal virtue. And instruction and 
learning become the chief focus of moral transformation. Thus, as Frankfort (1 96 1, 
77) contends, the ancient Egyptian in his offenses "is not a sinner whom God 
rejects but an ignorant man who is disciplined and corrected." 

This focus on ignorance as the source of moral failure is attested to, as stated 
above, in the so-called penitential hymns and prayers in the late New Kingdom 
fiom Ramessid Deir el Medina found on pious monuments left by a community of 
workmen who built royal tombs. In a hymn by one Neferabu who has been cured of 
an illness which he believes comes fiom a transgression against a divinity, he 
explains his moral failure saying: "(ink) s-hm n iwty h3ty.i bw rh nfr bin-I was an 
ignorant and mindless man, who knew not good or evil" (KRI 111, 773). Another 
person makes a similar claim for his moral failure in a hymn to Ra saying: 

Punish me not for my many misdeeds. nz il- _t3w r. i n?y. i bt3w rs? 
I am one that does not know himself. ink hrn dt: f '  

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maatian Anthropology 

I am a mindless man. ink rm_t iwty i b f  
All day long I follow my mouth like wrS. i fm m-s3 r, i m 

an ox after fodder ihw m-s3 smw 
(Gardiner 1937, 18.10,7-19.11,l). 

Here moral failure is attributed to ignorance, especially of oneself. 
Moreover, in the analogy of the following after fodder, the suggestion is made 

that in a context of ignorance, instinct becomes a substitute for knowledge. The 
obvious solution, then, is self-understanding, discipline and self-correction. Thus, 
the problem here is not a question of a sinful nature or hamartia, missing the mark, 
or even akrasia, lack of self-restraint. It is rather a question of ignorance (hm) in its 
general and specific forms, the lack of self-understanding (hm dt.A and 
mindlessness (iwty h:@) that are posed as the fundamental sources of moral failure. 
It should be noted here that iwty hlty literally means lacking heart and mind and 
indicates both the lack of rationality and moral sensitivity. Moreover, the 
compound word s-hrn (se-khem) defmes "not only a person who lacks knowledge, 
but also one who is unmindful, forgetful, disregardful and thus in this case 
unattentive to the right and good" (Karenga 1999, 50). It is in this context of the 
absence of rationality and moral sensitivity (h:ty, ib) and disregard for the right that 
one fails to recognize oneself (rk ds.A and thus acts in contradiction to Maat. This 
self-recognition is of one as a noble image of God, and a morally responsible 
and responsive person in the context of one's relations as father, mother, sister, 
brother, leader, teacher, king, queen and citizen, etc. 

In another instructive passage, ignorance is described as morally problematic 
in still another way, i.e., as lack of responsiveness. It says: 

If you are wealthy and strength has come to you, 
And your God has built you up, 
Do not pretend to be ignorant of people whom you know. 
Greet everyone. Release another when you find him bound. 
Give support to the afflicted. 
Good is spoken of the one who does not play the ignorant one 
(Gardiner 1935, 11, pl. 18.1,13-2,2). 

Here ignorance is posed as a vice of pretending not to know and not being 
responsive to familiars (one whom you know) as well as to the needs of the 
imprisoned and indentured, and the afflicted or vulnerable. To be aware and 
responsive, the text says, "will be good in the heart of God and people will praise 
you." For "a person whom God has built up should foster many." Indeed, he should 
be defmed as one who has a "hearing heart" i.e., one morally sensitive and Maat- 
grounded (Brunner 1988). 
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All of these forms of ignorance (km), then, lack of knowledge, mindlessness, 
lack of self-understanding and lack of responsiveness, refer to a cognitive and 
moral deficiency which demands corrective instruction. It is this corrective stress 
placed on instruction that appears most definitively in the Sebait. And it is this 
hndamental function which the Sebait, the Books of Wise Instruction, serve. Thus, 
in one untitled Sebait, the father says to the son, "I cause you to know in your heart 
the matter of Maat. May you do what is right (rk:) for you" (Gardiner 1935 11, 43 
pl. 20; 6, 8-9). Amenomope (XXVII 10) says of his Teachings, "they make the 
unaware knowledgeable." And Amen-nakhte says in his Instruction for his 
apprentice Harmin, that they are maxims for the way of life and he informs his 
student: "You are a man who listens to words so as to distinguish bad from good" 
(Posener 1955, 62.2-3). The thrust again is to teach moral knowledge, to cultivate 
the capacity to distinguish right from wrong, good from evil-in a word, Maat fiom 
isfet. Therefore, Khunanpu says "Be patient that you may discover Maat" (Bl- 
209). 

Finally, the scribe, Neferhotep in the 19th Dynasty says in a prayer to Ra, 
"Since you have ever set Maat before my heart I offer it to thy ka" (Davies 1973a, 
54, P1.37). Here, in an act of reciprocity between God and humans, Neferhotep 
returns to God what he has given, Maat. This setting of Maat before or in the heart 
is essentially the inculcation of moral knowledge and moral sensitivity, for ib or 
hlty is both heart and mind. Thus, it is a divine gift which enables one to know right 
from wrong and to be morally sensitive to others, i.e., responsible and responsive. 

A moral knowledge, then, which distinguishes right from wrong undergirds 
and informs the Maatian life. On an important level, this moral knowledge is a 
moral self-knowledge which not only grounds one in Maatian behavior, but also 
gives one both a sense of one's capacity and his or her link with the eternal and 
divine. Zahan (1979, 120) has expressed a similar meaning of moral thought and 
practice among the Bambara. He states that in Bambara ethics, 

[olnly the endeavors tending to affirm one's essence are good and worthy of 
interest, that is to say, those which bring the human back towards himself so he 
may affirm his everlastingness. 

It is in a similar sense that Kemetic moral theology links one with the divine and 
eternal. And in such a context, one is not only promised eternal life through 
righteousness, but one senses one's divineness. 

Thus, Rediu Khnum says in confident self-knowledge in the context of his 
moral self-presentation "I am one who knows himselfas foremost among men. A 
precious staff made by God, who was given skill in his planning and great 
excellence in his performance" (20). And Satepihu, governor under Queen 
Hatshepsut, describes the interrelatedness of the human, the divine and the eternal 
in descriptions of "the gifts of the blameless person," the righteous one. As 
indicated above, they include presence in heaven and power on earth, eternal life, 
status among the ancestors and eternalness of one's name and work on earth (Urk 
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IV, 518.7-15). It is in this context that Maatian knowledge and moral grounding 
and the quest for the eternal are all linked and pursued. Thus, one reads in the Book 
of Vindication (CT I, 79) that the righteous and resurrected are told "It is your righ- 
teousness which creates your power; it is your character which makes you noble." 

6.4.6 The Problematic of Ignorance 

The Maatian preference for attributing moral failure to ignorance, unawareness 
or lack of knowledge in its various forms and for posing knowledge as a cardinal 
and corrective virtue raises a series of problematic questions. It also poses an 
interesting parallel with Socratic moral theory and the so-called Socratic paradox it 
engenders as found in the Dialogs of Plato, especially Protagoras and Georgias 
(Irwin 1977, chapters IV and V; Santas 1964; Allen 1960). 

Socratic moral theory on knowledge and virtue has essentially four basic 
interlocking contentions, most of which fmd parallels in Maatian moral theory. 
These are: 1) no one voluntarily chooses to do what one considers to be bad; 2) the 
possession and practice of virtue requires knowledge and can be equated with it; 3) 
the object of moral knowledge is the Good; and thus, 4) wrongdoing reflects and is 
rooted in ignorance of the Good. Although Maatian ethics does not specifically 
state that knowledge is virtue and ignorance is vice, as does Socratic moral theory, 
it does assert that knowledge is virtuous and corrective and ignorance is vicious 
and corruptive. Therefore, the assumption is made, as in Socratic theory, that if one 
knows the Good, s h e  will choose and seek it. One might, however, as the texts 
above demonstrate, choose a specious good by not knowing it, by not knowing 
oneself or not being able to distinguish, as the texts say, good from evil. 

But in spite of this qualification, the tension and gap between knowledge and 
act still pose a fundamental problem. A central problem with this reasoning is that 
it has difficulty explaining why people who know what is good still choose evil. 
And of course, it is this difficulty which stands at the heart of the so-called Socratic 
paradox (Santas 1964). Socrates seeks to deal with this problem by defming only 
one form of wrongdoing, failure of wisdom and rooting this in essentially one form 
of ignorance, involuntary ignorance. Even akratic weakness is perceived as an 
involuntary condition in which one is enslaved and misled, in fact dragged along by 
a compelling passion or pathe. 

But as Aristotle later argued in Book 3 and 7 in the Nicomachean Ethics, a 
taxonomic mapping of varieties of wrongdoing shows both different kinds and 
degrees of wrong doing and different instances when one does wrong voluntarily 
and must accept responsibility. This position takes into account Socrates' concern 
for both limiting and compelling conditions around and of the person. It also 
recognizes the distinction between potential and active knowledge, i.e., possession 
and/or possibility of knowledge vs. actualization of it. Thus, the theriotes or brutish 
person can be shown to be essentially unthoughtful, the kakos or bad person to be 
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blinded by wrong ends, the akolastos or self-indulgent person to be trapped by 
misunderstanding of pleasure and the akrates or weak willed person misled by 
forgetfulness of the Good or dragged along by passion. But even the failures of 
mind, as Aristotle argued, are often rooted in failures of character for which one 
can and ought to be held accountable (Irwin 1980; Rorty 1980a). 

This contention fmds parallels and support in Maatian moral theory. For 
responsibility is a constant concern even in the context of claim and recognition of 
ignorance. Therefore, the bm-dt, one ignorant of self, or the iwty-h:ty, the mindless 
person who goes along "like cattle after fodder" is portrayed as accepting 
responsibility for his or her behavior and seeks forgiveness as the above cited text 
states. Inherent in this recognition and confession of moral failure is the presumed 
will to self-correct. Moreover, the Maatian correlative stress on character offers a 
necessary balance between focus on failures of mindheart (ib, h:ty) and failures of 
character. 

Thus, all wrongdoing (isfet) is not attributed or attributable to ignorance in 
Maatian ethics although such an emphasis is clear and weighty. For Maatian moral 
theory, clearly allows for character sources of wrongdoing. The isfetic or 
wrongdoing person may be characterized by a series of vices. Lichtheim (1988, 
253) in her study of Maat of the autobiographies and the Sebait lists several 
"principle vices and crimes" which can be seen as character flaws rather than 
simple problems of knowledge and ignorance. These include: a) grg (lying, deceit); 
b) rwn, rwn-ib (greed and rapacity; c) sh:, shm-ib (aggression and violence); d) 
ndyt (baseness); e) &t (crime). Certainly, all these species of wrongdoing have an 
intellectual dimension, in that they imply choice, decision and will. But they cannot 
simply be defmed as an intellectual error or error in knowledge. 

Finally, Maatian moral theory recognizes the role of will and the lack of it, or 
the problem of self-control as noted in Amenomope's (IV 6, 1-6) discussion of the 
unrestrained or hot-tempered person (Smm). It is here the ancient Egyptians pose 
both the sedjemic person, i.e., the hearing person and the geru maa, the truly self- 
controlled person whose character is strong and durable. But it is interesting to note 
that even in the question of will and self-constraint, learning and teaching, i.e., 
knowledge is still posed as the central and indispensable element in moral 
transformation, character-construction and flourishing. In fact, this stress on 
learning and teaching is perhaps what is most distinctive about Maatian ethics and 
finds its parallel on one level most closely in Confucianism rather than the three 
major "revealed" religions (Tu 198.5, 1979). 

6.5 The Free Will of Humans 

6.5.1 Introduction 

A fourth basic concept in Maatian moral anthropology is the free will of 
humans. The ground of free will is in divine endowment, but it is further supported 
by Maatian concepts of: 1) malleability of human nature and 2)  the absence of an 
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overriding concept of fate. The locus classicus of the doctrine of free will is in 
Coffm Text 1130 (CT VII, 462-464). In this passage the Creator lists Four Good 
Deeds he has done and among them is the freedom to choose good or evil. I will 
quote the entire section in order to set a context for the free will concept. For it is 
posited in the context of shared gifts which the Creator gives humankind. He says, 

I did Four Good Deeds within the portals iw ir.n.i spw 4 nfi?Y m _hnw sbbt 3ht 
of the horizon: 

I made the four winds so that every man iw ir.n.ij3ww 4 ssn s nb In h3wj 
might breathe there from in his time sp im pw 
(and place). This is the First Deed. 

I made the great flood waters so that the iw i7.n.i brhw wr shm hwnv mi wr 
humble person might benefit from it sp impw 
like the great. This is the Second Deed. 

I made every man like his fellow. I did not iw ir.n.i s nb mi snw:frz wd(.i) irsn is$ 
command that they do evil. It was in i b w m  hci4dt.n.i sp impw 
their hearts that violated what 
I had said. This is the Third Deed. 

And I caused that their hearts not forget iw ir.n.i tm i b w m  r smht n 'Imnt n mnvt 
The West in order that divine irt htpt npyt n njtw sp3tw sp in? pw 
offerings might be made to the divine 
powers of the provinces. This is the 
Fourth Deed (CT VII, 461-465) 
(emphasis mine). 

The textual setting of this granting of free will is significant because it is 
among others essential and shared endowments given to humanity. Thus, it 
assumes an added importance in its positioning among the gifts of 1) the shared 
breath of life; 2) the shared flood waters symbolic of the bounty of nature; and 3) 
shared memory of obligation to the divine. The stress on "the shared" evolves from 
the phrase "like his fellow-mi snwf" which is a gift within a gift. For although it 
is linked in the same sentence with the grant of free will, it is a grant in its own right 
of human equality or shared status. And this is key to the concept of human dignity 
discussed below. Humans, then, are free to act as they will and they may choose 
Maat or isfet, good or evil. But as the choice is theirs, they must bear the moral 
responsibility for their choice. Maat-doing leads to a long and successfd life and 
immortality in the next world. Isfet-doing leads to failure and destruction in this 
world andlor the next. 
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This is the law of reciprocity expressed in the Book of Kheti which says, "A 
blow struck is repayed by a similar one, for to every action there is a response" 
(Merikara 123). And Ankhsheshonqi says, "Do a good deed and throw it in the 
water; when it dries up you will fmd it" (AEL 111, 174). According to Maatian 
philosophy, then, there is an established order of things, i.e., Maat, in which evil is 
counterproductive, but righteous or Maatian conduct a f f m s  human life and human 
flourishing. Therefore, Ptahhotep and Khunanpu praise Maat as effective and 
enduring in spite of and in contrast to the short term gains of wrongdoing. The 
positive generative effect of Maat and the counterproductively of isfet are key 
tenets in the conceptual framework of Maatian ethics and appear throughout the 
literature. Moreover, they are both clear and certain. As Amenomope says, "Do 
good and you will prosper" (XVII, 5). And, he continues, follow the moral 
instructions and "you will fmd (them) a storehouse for life and your person will 
prosper upon earth" (IV, 1). 

Again, it is important to note this free will does not bring evil in the world. 
Evil as the negative and as an ontological principle is in the structure and process 
of being, as noted above in chapter V. For being is possibility and potential and 
evil is among the many things possible. But in Maatian ontology, Maat is always 
triumphant in this ongoing clash of opposites so again there is no fall of humans, no 
ontological stain of sin and no resultant alienation from the Creator. Free will leads 
to evil and good in society, but it is not responsible for the existence of evil in 
being. This is an important distinction, for such a concept requires neither a 
theodicy nor a concept of original sin. And Kemet has neither. 

6.5.2 The Ib (HeartMind) 

Key to the responsible exercise of freewill is moral conscience which the 
ancient Egyptians conceived as rooted in the heart called "ib" or "h3ty." Actually 
nib" or M ~ ~ ~ u  means both heart and mind, as discussed above, and is used in the 

sacred texts as moral conscience (Piankoff 1930). As early as Ptahhotep, the heart 
had become the moral conscience as Breasted (1934, 254) notes. Thus, Ptahhotep 
(550) says: "It is the heart which causes its owner to hear or not hear" (in ib sbpr 
n b f  m sdm m tm sdm). This is both rational and emotional hearing, in a word, 
moral responsiveness. Moreover, Ptahhotep (551) says, "a man's heart is his life, 
property and health." This links the heart as moral conscience to Maat and Maat is 
already established as the ground of the good life on earth and the divine life in the 
Hereafter. 

Brunner's (LA 11, 1158) discussion of the heart has pointed to eight basic 
aspects of the heart. Most important to Maatian anthropology is: 1) its "secular- 
anthropological" aspect in which it is depicted in ancient Egyptian texts as the seat 
of emotion and reason, feeling and thoughts both negative and positive; 2) its 
religious-anthropological aspect in which it is viewed as a medium through which 
God speaks to the human person; and 3) its partnership aspect in which it is 
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described as a partner of man reinforcing his courage and determination in difficult 
situations. 

Bilolo (1988, 53-58) identifies five fkdamental functions of the heart which 
have moral significance: a) "a seat of intelligence and producer of thought;" b) "a 
representative of the Great spirit and as the habitat of sia;" c) "the judge of human 
behavior," d) an " 'autonomous principle' and 'companion' of man;" and e) "a 
facultylproperty of the soul or spirit," i.e., the ba. He correctly defmes the heart as 
the "heart-mind" and the "heart-reason," for it represents both moral knowledge 
and reasoning capacity, but also moral sensitivity (1988, 52). Bilolo goes on to 
defme the heart as: "The center of moral life, the seat of moral sentiments-love, 
courage, the will; and as the seat of the intellectual faculties of man-wisdom, 
mind, intelligence, thought, memory, etc." It is this multidimensional faculty of the 
heart that makes it so essential in Maatian moral discourse. 

In the context of all these different aspects of the ib, certainly the role of moral 
guide stands out. In fact, it is so central that the ancient authors called it the "god 
(or divine presence) within humans." The scribe and mayor, Paheri, who served 
under both Thutrnose I and Hatshepsut, uses this conception twice in his 
autobiography. In the frst  instance, he uses it in a description of the Hereafter for 
the righteous: "You travel through eternity in joy in the favor of the divine presence 
(nir) which is in you. Your heart is with you and does not abandon you" (Urk IV, 
117.11-14). This calls to mind Chapter 30 of Coming Forth in which the deceased 
asks his heart not to "bear witness against him, and not to oppose him so that he 
may become "a blessed one therein." 

Within his moral self-presentation, Paheri, once again, presents the concept of 
the heart as the divine presence within. He says, "I knew the God which dwells in 
humans. Knowing him, I knew this from that and did the tasks as they were ordered 
(Urk IV, 119.15-120.1). This passage seems to contain three interlocking concepts. 
The frst  is the concept of the heart as a god or divine presence in man and woman. 
For the word rm_t here has both a man and woman determinative-thus referring to 
all humans. This divine presence is essentially the source and expression of moral 
knowledge, moral reasoning, and moral sensitivity, guiding one in Maatian 
behavior. Secondly, the concept ntr here, as indicated, can be god, divine being or 
divine presence. Thus, an expansive concept of the phrase "the n p  within" can also 
mean the Great God, Ra's presence in the human person. Ideal concepts like 
knowing like Ra and listening like Ra point to the ib or h3ty as the fundamental 
source and means of these capacities and virtues. Thirdly, the passage also seems to 
refer to the divineness of the human person, his or her dignity as a son or daughter 
of God as well as the possessor of a divine presence within. Thus, it suggests a 
special status for humans and therefore a special moral consideration as explained 
below in the section on the Maatian concept of human dignity in Chapter VIII. 
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Lntef, herald of Thutmose I11 and governor of the Thinite district, attributes his 
moral understanding and virtuous behavior to his heart which was, he says, an 
excellent witness and guide-in fact, a god to him. He says, 

It was my heart that made me do this 
as it guided me, 

It was for me an excellent instructor 
and I did not disobey what it said. 
For I feared rejecting its guidance. 
I flourished greatly because of it, 
I excelled through what it caused me to do 
I became excellent by its guidance. 
It is true what people say: 
It is a divine presence in every body, 
Blessed is one whom it guides to the 

good way to act; 
Indeed, lo, I was such a one 
(Urk IV, 974.1- 1 1). 

in ib. i rdi ivy. i st rn s h f h r .  i 

iwlf'n.i m rntr mnh 
n h4.n. i ddtf 
sn&hi r tht sSnzLf' 
rwd.kwi 1zr.s wrt 
rnnh.n.i hr rdit.n.J ivy.i 
i@.n.i rn s h f '  
is grt nz?? - in rrnb tp r? 
nirpw i w f m  ht nbt 
wjdpw sSm.n,f r wjt nfrt nt irt 

mk.wi m mitt ivy 

Intef has presented the heart as playing a central role in his moral development and 
guidance. And he offers the advice that one is blessed by its guidance to good 
behavior. 

Finally, as late as the Ptolemaic period this concept continues. And one 
Panehemisis says, "The heart of a man is his np. And my heart is satisfied with 
what I have done" (Otto 1954, 38). (Here n p  might be translated as divine guide). 
The heart, then, is both the measure and measurement of humans. It is guide and 
witness and a sure indication of his moral knowledge, moral sensitivity and moral 
standing. The essential moral functions then of heart are those of moral sensitivity 
and moral reasoning and thus are central to any concept of fiee will. Moreover, it is 
this same heart which the ancient Egyptians believed would bear witness in 
vindication of a person on the Day of Judgment or indict her or him as stated 
above. So it plays the added role of moral witness in the Hereafter. 

6.5.3 The Ba 

Loprieno (1 988, 9 1 f o  has rightly called attention to the fact that the ba concept 
is also important to the concept of moral autonomy. It is often translated as "soul," 
but it can be translated also as the person herself, one's "personified alter ego" 
(iabkar 1968, 1 13; 1954). Loprieno (1988, 9 1) states that "the appearance of ba 
theology represents . . . the f ~ s t  sign of a perspective change in the religious world- 
view" of the ancient Egyptians. For him the ba is important not only because it is a 
form of survival after death, but also because, unlike the ka, it represents a personal 
rather than a socially-rooted phenomenon. Assmann (1990, 115) also notes this 
"independence ftom social binding" which is reflected in the theory of the ka. But 
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as he notes, the ba remains socially rooted through the concept of Maat. For the ba 
cannot have an afterlife if it is not in conformity with Maat. 

This is, in part the meaning of Baines' (1991, 145) description of the ba as 
"perhaps, the moral essence of a person's motivation and movement." It is in this 
context that Ptahhotep says, "in rb sm b3 fm smnt nfrfimftp-t3-A wise one cares 
for his ba by establishing his goodness in it on earth" (524-525). Goedicke (1970b, 
69) reads this as "an admonition to a man to perform good deeds on earth for the 
benefit of his ba after death." He even argues that the good deeds on earth actually 
"constitute the ba." 

Given the fact that Maat, which is pre-eminently a social concept and practice, 
is the basis for the afterlife of the ba (soul), one cannot easily separate the personal 
and social. In a communitarian context, the division between the personal and 
social are often blurred and thus the ba is pre-eminently personal but unavoidably 
tied to the social by both the principle of Maat and the communitarian concept of 
person-in-community as distinct from the individual (Menkiti 1984). Therefore, 
Loprieno is correct in his perception of the ba as a source of autonomy, but the 
autonomy is still in community. Summarizing the development of the concept of 
the ba, Loprieno (1988, 92) states that: 

It appears in wisdom literature as an instance of control for the social dimension 
of Egyptian life, and later it relates to the autonomy and intellectual 'competence' 
of the individual as in the Lebensmude . . . ." 

Thus, the ba, as an expression of moral autonomy and intellectual competence, 
develops as an important concept in Maatian moral anthropology. 

6.5.4 The Issue of Destiny 

The question of free will is hrther informed and defmed by the issue of 
predestination which appears in ancient Egyptian texts. Morenz and Muller (1960) 
have argued that there is evidence of predeterminism in the Old Kingdom. Fecht 
(1972, 133) agreed with Morenz and Muller, contending that in the Old Kingdom 
there is a predestination in the "radical sense." He perceives in several passages in 
Ptahhotep a belief in fate which begins before birth and "includes both early 
existence and the fate in death" (Fecht 1972, 128). But he contends this concept 
was over-shadowed and changed during the First Intermediate Period and a new 
ideal of personal responsibility for one's actions emerged. 

However, Mosi (1982) in an incisive article on "God, Fate and Free Will in 
Egyptian Wisdom Literature" has presented an important counter to this argument. 
He (1982, 79) asserts that such an interpretation of radical predestination hinges on 
faulty translation concerning the meaning and use of kt, i.e., belly or womb and the 
assumption of being fated in the womb. Instead, he (1982, 101) argues that in the 
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Sebait "Free will is never circumscribed; the individual is never described as being 
arbitrarily fated to mechanically perform any action and there is no conclusive 
evidence that his condition in the afterlife is ever predestined or doomed." 

What one finds in the texts, Mosi continues, is emphasis on "What we have 
come to call the law of reward and retribution." This is essentially a law related to 
personal responsibility for one's action, Mosi states, "and testifies to a dynamic 
relationship between the freely acting individual and the omniscient, omnipotent 
godhead." Fate (Srw, S3y) is usually used to refer to the allotted life span. And in the 
late texts, fate which is usually seen as "some-thing fixed, inevitable and arbitrarily 
predetermined, becomes essentially the "law of reward and retribution" (Mosi 
1982, 102). 

Lichtheim (1983, 138ff) brings another dimension to the discussion of free 
will by pointing to the existence of paradoxes of fate and fortune found in the late 
Sebait of Ankhsheshonqi and Pahebhor, especially the latter. In these paradoxes, 
the causal order seems to operate in reverse, disappointing humans "rightful 
expectations." These included both reversals of fortune and of characters. 
However, Lichtheim cautions that these must be taken in context and be seen as 
being ultimately softened and outnumbered by positive conceptions of divine 
intervention. For "except for the paradoxical chapter endings, all of pInsingerls 
teachings a f f m  man's moral freedom while also acknowledging that it is God who 
endows him with his capacity for good and to whom he turns for help in situations 
of need" (Lichtheim 1983, 138). 

It seems apparent, then, as Lichtheim (1983, 133) has pointed out, that 
statements and passages which suggest a limitation on human life by fate or 
negative divine intervention are greatly outnumbered by the declarations acknowl- 
edging God's beneficent guidance. Moreover, this is also true in terms of fate 
having negative control or influence on human life. Therefore, Lichtheim 
concludes, Morenz and Miiller (1960), Brunner (1963) and others draw "a sharp 
conflict between free will and determinism, or more precisely, between man's 
helplessness and God's arbitrary fkeedom" which is neither correct nor especially 
useful. 

What is required, then, is the viewing of divine free will and human free will 
as complementary rather than conflictual (Garnot 1963, 118-120). For as Gamot 
concludes, "existence is oriented (at birth) but not predestined." Thus even in the 
Late Period, "one finds justified and reintegrated in the order of unquestionable 
values on one hand the freedom of God and of man and on the other hand the 
possibility for man to learn to live even if he solicits, if it is necessary, the aid, 
miraculous or not, of his Creator." What is key here is that the existing order of 
views and values allows for a myriad of possibilities within the concepts of divine 
and human free will. 
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6.5.5 Conclusion 

Finally, it is important to note that the concept of free will in ancient Egypt in 
no way approximates the modem individualistic concept of autonomy which 
suggests rights or will over and against society andlor community. For the ancient 
Egyptian the central moral issue is not choice but responsiveness conceptualized in 
the category sdm or hearing. What is of first importance to Maatian teaching is the 
insistence on recognition of and responsiveness to the order of things, the divine, 
nature and social order. As Frankfort (1961, 70) argues, the key and continuing 
concern is for "harmonious attunement" to the order of things and the practice of 
Maat was thus the way of wisdom and human flourishing. To act virtuously is to 
act in harmony with Maat, reaffirmed by "the divinity or divine presence within 
you" which draws a defmitive line between good and evil. And to act viciously, is 
to act against the very nature of things and against one's own higher will out of lack 
of insight or lack of restraint. 

As Tobin (1989, 178) contends, although the ancient Egyptian, especially in 
the Old Kingdom, felt a sense of freedom from preordained destiny and fate and 
the ability to achieve the good life, they realized that "[hlappiness and contentment 
would not come to the man who did not live his life in a manner to produce them." 
For "[blefore life could be good, it had to be ordered, it had to be lived within the 
confmes of these principles which could insure goodness and happiness." And this, 
of course, was the order of Maat which had both cosmic, natural and social 
dimensions. 

Therefore, moral education becomes indispensable to teach not free will but 
the choice and practice of the Good, i.e., Maat, and the counterproductivity of evil 
(isfet). For moral existence is an ongoing struggle to respond continuously to the 
higher will, i.e., the ib (headmind) or God within in the midst of pleasant but 
improper and self-destructive options. The free will introduced in Coffm Text 1130 
becomes in this context, not the freedom to choose anything, but a responsibility to 
choose Good. For as the Creator says, "I did not command you to do evil," 
implying and leaving unsaid the real challenge to choose and do good. Failing to 
meet this challenge, freedom of will becomes an illusion of freedom as latitude or 
license rather than responsible personhood in community. Moral discussion in 
ancient Egypt, becomes an ongoing dialog and discourse in self-cultivation through 
enlightenment and self-discipline. Therefore, we have the continuing stress on both 
the sedjemic (responsive and responsible) person and the geru maa (the truly self- 
mastered person). Free will, then, is receptive and responsible will in reciprocal 
harmony with the Maatian order of things. 

The concept of free will was and remains central to Maatian moral discourse. 
Perhaps the teaching which sums up this perspective more defmitively than any 
other is the Instruction which admonishes a young man against using nature or fate 
as an excuse not to listen, learn and act according to the teachings of Maat. 
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"Beware lest you say 'every man is according to his (own) character; uninformed 
and learned are all alike; fate and upbringing are graven upon the character in the 
writing of God himself' " (Gardiner 1935, Vol. 11, pl. 20). On the contrary, the 
instruction concludes, "instruction is good and there is no wearying of it. A son 
should respond according to the sayings of his father." Thus, "I will cause you to 
know what is right in your heart so that you may do what is just in your sight." 

6.6 The Sociality of Humans 

6.6.1 Relationality and Practice 

A fmal basic conceptual pillar in Maatian anthropology is the sociality of 
humans. This essentially means that identity, dignity and other basic human values 
are rooted in and reflective of one's place, role and responsibility in society or 
community. In such a context, the category "self' as an abstract which is the central 
focus of much of modem European anthropology or even the "moral person," the 
metaphysical entity of Christian ethics does not exist in Maatian anthropology 
(Carrithers et a1 1985). Instead, a person is his character, or more definitively she is 
her practice-in-relationships as a result of her character. The motivation here, then, 
is not to enhance individualism or define and project individual rights, but to define 
relational obligations, the honoring of which gives one both her identity and sense 
of worth. In a word, sociality not individuality is the key focus here. This does not 
mean there is no sense of personhood in ancient Egypt, only that there is no 
individuality in its most modem European sense, i.e., isolated, unembedded, 
contingent and ultimately alone (Heller 1990). There is, as we argue below, a 
definite sense of personhood and personality but it was always "in-relation-to-" 
someone, some community and also God and the world (Karenga 1993). 

Thus, a central thrust in the moral self-presentations of the autobiographies is 
to identify oneself and one's worthiness in the context of community. As many 
autobiographies demonstrate, one begins one's moral self-presentation by frst  
locating oneself in community and then declaring what one has done worthy and 
who benefits fiom it and bears witness to it. A typical declaration of virtues is the 
5th Dynasty DOV of the priest Wer-Huu (Urk I, 46.8ff) quoted above. He says: "I 
came itom my town. I descended from my district. I spoke truth there. I did justice 
there. I never did what was harmful to people." Others declare they did what serves 
the people, what people praise and God loves and wills and that they judged fairly, 
gave preference to the vulnerable, was beloved of parents and siblings, and that 
their whole town was their witness. 

Another example of this social location and moral declaration is the DOV of 
Djehuti-Nakht-Ankh, scribe, priest and physician taks of his status in his district, 
his goodness to his family, his assistance to the poor and his "doing what was 
praiseworthy for every person." He says, 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maatian Anthropology 

I have done Maat in my conduct. 
I probed the heart and assessed a 

payer by (his) wealth. 
I did what is praised for all the people, 
known and unknown without distinction. 
I am one well-beloved in his district 
I did not pass over the need of one 

who was sent. 
I am a pleasant dwelling-place for 

his kindred, 
One who provides for his family so 

that it has no problems. 
I was a son to the aged, a father to the child, 
And a protector of the poor in every place. 
I fed the hungry and anointed the 

unannointed 
I gave clothing to the naked. 

I have exorcised the ailing face and 
fought the smell, 

I am also one who buries the departed. 
I have judged a case by its rightness, 
and caused the trial partners to leave 

contented. 
I have spread goodness throughout my district 

and have done what my lord desired 
(Anthes 1928, 28-29.no. 12, 6-16). 

iw ir.n(.i) mlct m sSm.i 
drr(,i) ib hsb(.i) rdiw r _hwd 

ir.n.(.i) hsst n rml nb 
rhw mi hmw n sln.i 
ink mrwtb) n sp3t:f' 
n sw?(.i) hr d3r n h3bw 

ink dmi ndm n whwtf 

ink s3 n i3w it n hrd 
fsw ndsw m swt nb 
iw sm, i(, i)  hkr wrh(. i )  _hs3 

iw di.n(.i) hbsw n nth) h?w 
iw hk?.n(.i) hr ind Snt.n(.i) s_t 

ink gr krs sb n k3:f 
iw wp.n(.i) mdt r mTt .s  
rd.n(.i)pr wnnw i b m  htp 

iw sS.n(. i)  bw-nji ht sp3.i 
ir.n(.i) mrt.n nb.i 

Central here is the focus on acting, doing good that cultivates and reaffirms a 
worthiness of character. Mbiti (1970, 279) has argued that "the essence of Afiican 
morality is that it is a morality of 'conduct' rather than a morality of 'being'." In 
other words, he contends, "a person is what he is because of what he does, rather 
than that he does what he does because of what he is." However, there is no real 
separation in conduct and character in African ethics. Rather, there is 
interrelatedness and interactiveness between the two. Thus, in Maatian ethics the 
deed is also central. But the deed is both rooted in and reflective of character. One 
must do Maat, speak Maat, practice Maat in one's conduct, for in doing so one 
cultivates and grounds the Maatian character. And it is one's character that in turn is 
the central motivation and basis of one's action. Repeatedly, Maatian moral 
literature states that the good deed is the will of God and essential to the creation 
and maintenance of the good person and the good society. Therefore, in practicing 
Maat one creates and sustains a Maatian character. and this good character 
becomes instructive concerning the promise of one's good actions. 
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In addition to the emphasis on the deed evolving fi-om its being seen as what 
God wills, it also emanates from the ancient Egyptian appreciation for its concrete 
benefits. Breasted (1934, 27) exaggerates when he states that "the Egyptian . . . 
always thought in concrete terms and in graphic forms." But he is correct to state 
the tendency of the Egyptians to think most often in concrete terms, noting that the 
ancient Egyptian "thought not of theft but of a thief, not of love but a lover, not of 
poverty but of a poor man: he saw not social corruption but a corrupt society." 
What is true here is that ancient Egyptians did indeed think in concrete term-not 
because they did not have abstract principles or could not think abstractly as some 
Egyptologists have argued, but because they had a cultural preference for the 
concrete and practical, just as there is a cultural preference among many, if not 
most, European intellectuals for the abstract. Maat is an abstract concept, but 
ultimately, it must have concrete meaning in practice, i.e., be a "lived concrete- 
ness." Practice, then, is stressed here over contemplation and the concrete over the 
abstract. 

Morenz (1984, 113) states that "Maat is both the task which man sets himself 
and also as righteousness the promise and reward which awaits him on fulfilling it." 
The task, as mentioned above, is both one of cultivating the Maatian person and of 
creating the just and good society. This concern for the good society, and for 
quality relationships within it, is central to understanding both the moral concerns 
found in the Declarations of Innocence as well as in the moral ideal of ancient 
Egypt in general. For Maatian ethics and the thought and practice which is both 
rooted in and reflective of it is essentially comrnunitarian. This means there is a 
continuing concern for right relations and obligations and the rightful expectations 
these relationships require and fulfill. These relationships based on Maat, are 
reciprocal relationships between God, humans and nature. And it is these 
relationships which reflect roles, identity, purpose and aspiration and define duty 
and obligation. 

Kwame Gyekye (1987, 155) has defmed the social philosophy of 
communalism or the communitarian worldview as "the doctrine that the group (that 
is the society) constitutes the focus of the activities of the individual members of 
society." This communalism, a shared orientation of African societies, is rooted in 
an anthropology which poses humans as essentially social. This Afi-ican view of the 
sociality of selfhood is shared in part by Aristotelian anthropology but conflicts 
with it in its metaphysical biology. It also conflicts with the anthropology of 17th 
century philosophers like Hobbes and Locke, which posits a state of nature in 
which the individual stood solitary, alone and a bearer of a pre-social character 
(Lemos 1978). In Maatian anthropology, as in Afi-ican anthropology in general, 
humans are born into a human society. Human sociality, in African anthropology, 
Gyekye (1987, 155) contends, "is seen as a consequence of human nature but . . . 
also . . . as that which makes for personal well-being and worth." 

Gyekye (1987, 156) has argued correctly that "it is implicit in communalism 
that the success and meaning of the individual's life depends on identifying oneself 
with the group." Such identification, he contends, has three basic functions: 
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1) it "is the basis of the reciprocal relation between the individual and the group"; 
2) "It . . .is the ground of the overriding emphasis on the individual's obligation to 
the members of the group, and 3) it is a measure of responsiveness and sensitivity 
to the needs and demands of the group" (emphasis mine). 

In addition, such an identification promises and promotes personal well-being. 
These concepts are evidenced in Maatian ethical literature throughout ancient 
Egypt as will be shown as the analysis proceeds. 

6.6.2 The Communal Context 

Assmann (LA IV, 974) has noted concerning the person in Kemetic society 
that "As an individual man is not viable (lebenfahig); he lives in and through 
society." This essentially means that the Maatian community is a communitarian 
and participatory moral community. Here always the person-in-relationship, i.e., in 
family, community, society, is the center of focus as distinct £tom modem 
European individualism, in which the individual, abstract, autonomous and often 
alienated, is the essential focus and center of gravity. In Maatian ethics the sociality 
of selfiood is defmed by roles and relationships and the practice attached to these 
roles. Self-development becomes a communal act, an act rooted in activity for and 
of the community. One, then, is not an individual, autonomous and alone, but a 
person interrelated and encumbered by the relations and demands of one's society. 

The ancient Egyptian quest to be a worthy citizen (rids ib), then, becomes in 
such a context a metaphor for self-cultivation in community. And thus when one 
declares one's virtue as a "worthy citizen," one lists the roles one performs, the 
service one has offered and the character that has raised one high, caused one to be 
honored and caused one's name to last for eternity. The category of selfhood, then, 
is not an abstract concept to which one attaches qualities and rights, but is a person 
in practice or as the Egyptians said, "an excellent (or worthy) citizen who acted 
with his arm" (AEL I, 89). 

In this regard, Pepiankh, chief justice and prime minister in the 6th Dynasty, 
says, 

I am one worthy before the king 
I am one worthy before the Great God 
I am one worthy before the people. 
I am one beloved of his father, praised of his mother. 
I am one beloved of his brothers and sisters. 
I spent all my time that I spent in the duty of the magistrate 
Doing good and speaking what was loved, 
So that I might achieve a good character before God. 
I judged between two so as to satisfy them. 
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For I knew that it is what God wishes. 
I never passed the night angry with people because of their behavior towards me. 

I come to it (my grave) as one very old and greatly happy. 
having spent all my time among the living in the shade of my worthiness 

before the king (Urk I, 222.3-13, 223.4-6). 

In the Intermediate Period, one fmds a continuation of this focus and 
emphasis. The Butler Merer, states that he acted "as does a worthy citizen" serving 
and sustaining the people, speaking truth and doing justice and walking in the way 
of righteousness (Maat) (Schenkel, 1965, 62-64.110.42). Likewise, the Treasurer Iti 
of Imyotru, in addition to defming himself as a "worthy citizen who acted with his 
arm" also states that he "was a great pillar in the Theban nome, a man of standing 
in the Southland" (AEL I, 88-89). 

In summary, then, for the ancient Egyptian: 1) society was the locus of 
meaning, the context in which the most significant human values are defmed and 
achieved; 2) society was the center of the most important relationships and most 
relevant moral practices which were rooted in those relationships; and fmally, 3) 
the Maatian society was not simply a human construction, but also a participant in 
the in the divine and cosmic ideal and practice of Maat. 

6.6.3 Life-Affirming Anthropology 

It is important to note in conclusion that the anthropology of Maat is a positive 
and life-affirming anthropology. Assmann (1990,213e 1989b, 60@, however, has 
argued that Maatian anthropology is essentially a negative anthropology which 
evolved in the Middle Kingdom to justify the state and give ideological grounding 
to its absolutism. He also believes that this leads to a negative cosmology. But as I 
have presented evidence in chapter IV to the contrary, I will deal now only with 
claims he makes concerning the anthropology. He compares Maatian anthropology 
with what he poses as an Indian "law of the fishes" in which the big fish eat the 
little and only the state stands between the weak and the strong as posited in 
Lingat's (1973, 207) discussion of kingship in India. Further, he argues that 
Kemetic anthropology is like that of Thomas Hobbes who describes the natural 
state of man as that of bellum omnium contra omnes-a war of all against all. And 
fmally, he believes that CT 1130 and the "Klagen" texts (the Books of 
Contemplation) reveal that humans brought evil in the world and that isfet is in "the 
nature of the human heart." 

However, there is no evidence in CT 1130 or in the Klagen for claiming that 
men are evil by nature. As Lichtheim (1992,47) states, although the Klagen 

[elxpress drastically man's potential for evil- doing they do not go beyond the 
basic recognition of man's dual nature, his capacity for good and evil which was 
expanded in all the literary genres. 
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Assmann (1990, 58fQ on one hand posits the human capacity for Maat by defining 
the inner-directed person whose heart directs him to and in the way of Maat. But on 
the other hand, he (1990, 216ff) states later that in Maatian anthropology, justice 
cannot be established in the human heart but must be established outside in the 
form of kingship. This, of course, goes against the conception, content and purpose 
of the Sebait as well as the DOV, the DO1 and the Book of Khunanpu, the 
fundamental texts in Maatian moral philosophy. 

Moreover, there appears to be no basis for Assmann's claim that Maatian 
anthropology reflects a "law of the fishes" as he presents the Indian or Hindu 
justification for "forceful government" (1989b, 62). As Lichtheim (1992, 47) again 
notes, the one text which presents anything like a "law of nature" does not have 
humans in such an antagonistic state. In the text (CT 80, 11, 42ff), the divine power 
Shu says, 

Falcons live (on) birds, jackals by wandering pigs in the desert, hippopotami in 
the marshes, people on grain, crocodiles on fish, fish in the waters which are in 
the Nile in accordance with the command of Atum that I should govern them and 
nourish them . . . . I nourish the fish and the snakes which are on the back of Geb 
(i.e., on earth). 

Thus, humans are given no antagonistic role toward animals, birds, reptiles or each 
other. They are grain-eaters in the scheme of things here. 

Likewise, Assmann's (1989b, 61) interpretation of Unas' arrival in heaven after 
"having set Maat in the place of isfet in the Island of Flames" (PT 265) as a 
negative portrait of the world of the living is also open to challenge. In fact, the 
Island of Flames is not a projection of the world of the living "where the weak is 
always oppressed by the strong" as Assmann argues. Rather, it is especially in this 
case, better interpreted as the island which emerged in the midst of Nun, i.e., the 
site of primeval creation (Kees 1943,41ff). Thus, Frankfort (1948b:154) states that 
it is an "allusion to the glow of that momentous sunrise of the First Day." Also, it is 
seen also as the birthplace of Ra, as a hymn to Osiris in the time of Ramesses IV 
indicates (Goff 1979, 3 1). In the Book of Vindication, it is the place where the 
deceased is transfigured and remains and thus, it is a dwelling place of the blessed 
dead. In fact, the text says, "opened to me are the gates of the otherworld to the 
beautiful ways by day in the direction of the Island of Fire which belongs to the 
righteous, at the place where the blessed spirits are" (CT I, 344). It is not clear, 
then, how and why Assmann interprets this site of creation and blessed existence as 
the version of a Hobbesian state of nature with all its negative implications. 

Also, Assmann does not offer adequate evidence for his use of Hobbes to 
characterize Kemetic anthropology. Hobbes (1949, 1909) lays out his political 
philosophy in two major works, De Cive or the Citizen (1642) and his most popular 
work, The Leviathan (165 1). In his discussion of the concept of the state of nature, 
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which is central to his concept of the origin of the state, Hobbes uses it in two basic 
ways. Lemos (1978, 19) defmes these uses as an "extended" and a "limited" one. 
He posits that in its extended sense, the term state of nature "refers to the total 
absence of all forms of settled human society." And "in the more limited sense it 
refers simply to the absence of sovereignty and civil society." Assmann seems to 
collapse these two and uses them to argue that they parallel the philosophical 
origins of the Kemetic state. 

According to Hobbes, the state of nature is characterized by several major 
aspects. The first is the refusal of humans to recognize and accept authority over 
them. The second is a condition in which they all have equal power. This is 
qualified by the fact that though some may be stronger or shrewder than the other, 
their advantage is not sufficient to the degree that they can establish permanent and 
stable authority without consent. For the need to sleep and the fear from the others 
in one's vulnerability bring a crude equality of status. A third aspect of this 
condition is the refusal of the multitude of men to recognize and accept another's 
authority. Fourthly, the condition is characterized as one of war of all against all 
and one in which human life is "solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and short" (Hobbes 
1909, 97). Fifthly, key to the development of this state of things, according to 
Hobbes, is the fact that humans are essentially egoistic. This, he argues, is both 
natural and moral. Thus, he (1949, Ch.2, Sec. 8.2) says, "Whatsoever is voluntarily 
done is done for some good to him that wills it." And again, "of the voluntary acts 
of every man, the object is some Good to himsey (Hobbes 1909, 103). Finally, 
Hobbes (1909, 98) argues that in this state of nature "nothing can be Unjust" and 
"the notions of Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice have there no place." 

Given these fundamental aspects of Hobbesian anthropology and political 
philosophy concerning the origins of the state, it is clear that there is no parallel 
here between them and Maatian anthropology and the Maatian philosophy of state. 
First of all, Hobbes' philosophical assumptions are grounded in a psychological 
egoism which fmds no parallel in Maatian philosophy. On the contrary, Maatian 
ethical philosophy is essentially communitarian and presupposes community as 
prior, not the individual. The individual, which Hobbes posits, is absent in Maatian 
anthropology. In Maatian anthropology, a person defmes himself or herself by 
hisher roles and relations, i.e., as one honored before town, district, family, friends 
as well as before God. Thus, the communitarian character of Maatian thought as 
opposed to 17th century European thought about the individual precludes a concept 
of a state of nature with its solitary and brutish character. 

Moreover, Hobbes' description of humans as creatures whose life is a 
continuous struggle for "gain, diffidence-and glory" against each other--contrasts 
with the Maatian view of primordial society which was paradisiacal, not in a 
constant state of war. Theban Temple inscriptions in the Ptolemaic period describe 
this period as one in which happiness, law, justice and plenty reign. The texts say: 

Law was established in their time, Maat (justice, order, etc.) came down from 
heaven to earth in their age and united herself with those on earth. There was 
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abundance on earth; stomachs were full and there was no lean year in the Two 
Lands. (Urk VIII, 76.92ff). 

Although this is a narrative of primeval "god-kings," it nevertheless poses a 
Maatian portrait of the earliest human society. Moreover, it is part of the political 
and religious doctrine of state, for the Kemetic kings regarded themselves as the 
embodiment and right successors of these "god-kings" in the form of Horus 
(Frankfort 1948b). 

Assmann's portraying of the Kemetic king as essentially as an agent of human 
order and justice a la Hobbes is also problematic for several reasons. First, it does 
not give adequate weight to the fact that the king's role is not simply to establish 
and maintain Maat on earth, but also in the cosmos. In a word, the king's role is 
cosmic as well as earthly in Kemetic texts (Derchain 1962). Secondly, the doctrine 
of kingship in Kemet, as in other Afiican cultures, has not only has a political, 
spiritual and cosmic function but also a fimction in nature in which he acts as a 
channel through which the powers of nature flow to aid in bringing human effort to 
h i t fu l  conclusion (Frankfort 1948b, 33-34). Thus, to portray the king in a limited 
and negative political role is to offer a reductive translation of his role which is 
essentially positive and not only political, but also spiritual, cosmic and nature- 
focused. 

Thirdly, Assmann poses the bringing of Maat as a negative rather than positive 
process. He sees 'Ijudging people" (wdC rmj) by the king as essentially meaning "to 
establish equality among them, in order to protect the weak against the strong." In a 
word, he says, "Justice means protection" (Assmann 1989b, 60). Surely, this is a 
narrow view of the inclusive and expansive conception of Maatian justice which 
has been presented in the texts cited above in Chapters I1 and 111. Maat as justice in 
these texts is clearly a multidimensional process and project. It includes among 
various other things an obligation to: 

Judge between two so that they are satisfied; not deprive an heir of his property; 
not tamper with the scales; not seize the property of anyone; not judging the 
blameless by the word of the liar; give to one you know like one you don't know; 
punish in accordance with the crime; uphold the laws; attend to the pleas of the 
needy person; be accurate like the scales, be patient in listening to concerns; 
vindicate the just; not take bribes; not to confuse a person in court nor put aside 
the just person; not to lean toward the rich and reject the poor, restrain the arms of 
the robber, be a sheltering refuge, a fundament that would never tilt; (and of 
course) give food to the hungry, water to the thirsty, clothes to the naked and a 
boat to those without one. 

Thus, Assmann has offered a limited concept of Maatian justice which finds little 
or no support in the basic ethical texts, i.e., the Sebait, the DOV, the DO1 and the 
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Book of Khunanpu. Moreover, he has reductively translated care for the vulnerable 
as simply protection rather than in the more expansive way which is expressed in 
the moral texts also as giving, healing, sharing and moral sensitivity in various 
other forms (Roccati 1982, 1988; AEL I, 11, 111; Schenkel 1965; Jansen-Winkeln 
1985; Foster 1992,2001; Lichtheim 1992). 

Finally, Assmann's Hobbesian analogy falls short also in that Hobbes' state of 
nature is based on the absence of compassion and benevolence which inform and 
undergird the Maatian conception of society in both primordial and post-primordial 
times. It is Hobbes' contention that our only reason for considering the interests of 
others is to avoid their hostility. This not only f i d s  no parallel in Maatian ethical 
or political philosophy, but is also anti-Maatian in both concept and practice. Maat 
is pre-eminently other-directed, communitarian and humanistic (Daumas 1962; 
Hornung 1988). One of its definitions is reciprocity which as Assmann (1989a, 40) 
himself has pointed out, is found in Neferhotep 1's statement that "The reward of 
one who acts consists in the fact that one will act for him. That is Maat in the heart 
of God" (Helck 1975, 29). So Maat is at its center a positive reciprocity, based not 
on fear of hostility but on the mutual goodness it brings. Therefore, Taharqa says, 
"How good it is to act for one who acts. Happy is the heart of one who acts for one 
who has acted for him (Macadam 1949 11, 16, p1.8). 

Maatian anthropology, then, contains no concept of evil by nature, as in some 
varieties of Judaism and Christianity, nor of a state of nature which reveals and 
reflects human egoism as natural and moral. On the contrary, Maatian ethics 
contains an anthropology which posits that only in community can one ultimately 
recognize, realize and reafJirm one's humanity. This is the central meaning of the 
Seal-Bearer, Neferyu's statement at the end of his moral presentation of good deeds 
when he says, "iw niwti r &.s m mtrw.i-My whole town is my witness" (Hayes 
1990 I, fig. 82). Clearly, Maatian anthropology recognizes human capacity for evil 
in its positing human nature as having a dual character, i.e., the possibility of good 
and evil. But within this human nature which is, in reality, human possibility, the 
triumph of the good is perceived as assured. This has both to do with the 
ontological conception of the power of Maat and a positive anthropological 
conception of the human person-in-community. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE WAY OF WORTHINESS 

7.1 Introduction 

As I have argued above, definitions of Maat in Kemetic texts are most often 
general. Like philosophical concepts of the Good, the Right, the Beneficial, it 
allows for a broad range of meanings. In the texts it is often defined or rather 
described by a delineation of things to be done and to be avoided. Thus, in the Old 
Kingdom documents cited above in chapter 11, we see that Maat is speaking truth, 
doing justice, not doing what is harrnfd to people, serving the state, district and 
city well, not stealing, not using force, loving good, hating crookedness and evil, 
making a tomb by rightful means, not speaking evil or falsehood, speaking good 
and repeating good, caring for the vulnerable and needy, wanting good for the 
people and other similar moral deeds and aspirations. 

However, Maat is defmed "directly" in only a few cases. First, it is defmed in 
the autobiography of Seshem-Nefer (Urk I, 57.14-15) in the 5th Dynasty as both 
"What God loves, wills and wishes" and "the Good." He says: 

I spoke Maat which is what God loves, dd(.i) rn?rt mrrt Np nb rr 
(wishes and wills) everyday. 

It is the Good. bw nji pw 

The verb mr, as indicated above, means love, will and wish. Therefore, Maat is 
what God loves, wills or wishes. Other DOV reaffirm this and it is knowledge of 
this that leads others to say I did Maat which God loves. The hrther defmition of 
Maat as "the Good" is important also because it adds another warrant for the 
practice of Maat, i.e., it is the Good. In this sense, it is the ground of human 
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flourishing as this interpretation is reaffmed in the major Kemetic moral texts, i.e., 
the Sebait, the DOI, the DOV and the Book of Khunanpu. 

It is important to note that Seshem-Nefer says in the context of his declaration 
of Maat-speaking that he "used to tell the king what was useful for the people-wn 
dd(.i) hr nswt 3h(.t) n rmj." This suggests that Maat is also what is useful for (or 
serves) the people. Such an assumption is supported by the bulk of Declarations of 
Virtues and the Declarations of Innocence which are directed toward doing that 
which served the people. The verb 9j may be here translated as "be useful" or 
"serve." In any case, he speaks to the human focus of the ethical vision. Given this, 
it could be assumed that one can equate Maat with human good. But that would, of 
course, limit Maat as a holistic good which benefits not only the human, but also 
the Divine and the natural. 

Seshem-Nefer says Maat is the Good (bw nfv)). His refusal to limit it to one 
area of focus reflects its inclusive character. This is so in spite of the fact that 
Maatian ethics, as a rule, like most ethics, focuses on what humans are to do with 
and for each other. However, this focus is not exclusive of concern with one's 
relationship to God and nature. On the contrary, moral considerations in these areas 
are interrelated in an inextricable way. Thus, the ongoing challenge is not to give 
priority to one area of moral concern and then deal with the other later. Rather, it is 
to recognize their indissoluble unity and interrelatedness and to do Maat in all areas 
of moral concem. This is what is meant by the declarations of virtues which say "I 
have done what people love and the divine ones praise" and "I have done what 
people speak of (praise) and that which satisfies God." And both of these concerns 
as the DO1 show involved concern for moral relations with nature. 

A second place in which a direct defmition of Maat is given is in the 13th 
Dynasty in a text of King Neferhotep I at Abydos. It says: 

The reward of one who acts is in mtnwt ir wz ir.t.n(,f') 
what is done for him 

This is Maat in the heart of God MIrtpw hr ib n Njr 

(Helck 1975, 29.40). 

Maat is defined here as the practice of reciprocity, as acting for one another in 
mutually beneficial ways. This reciprocity clearly applies to both relations between 
humans and the Divine and relations between humans and humans. But as I argue 
below, it implicitly and of necessity applies also to relations between humans and 
nature. 

The three major areas of Maatian moral concem then are: relations with God, 
others and nature. And within the context of these three areas of moral practice, 
social practice stands as a pivotal point and process between what is done for God 
and what is done for nature. It links them and becomes the fundamental way to 
understand and carry out duties toward God and duties toward nature. As we shall 
see, in Maatian ethics, one serves God in a most definitive sense by serving others, 
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especially the most vulnerable. And to act morally toward nature is to engage in a 
certain kind of social practice in relation to it especially one of reciprocity and 
restraint. 

Thus, as both ideal and action, the essence and meaning of Maat is revealed 
and expressed in social practice which in a real sense defmes and gives substance 
to our moral relations with God and nature. One must begin by doing Maat with 
and for others, for to do Maat, irt MFt, is at the same time to create Maat (s&r 
MTt) and thus, increase Maat in the world. Thus, the scribe Djehuti-Nakht-Ankh 
begins his moral self-presentation by saying "iw ir.n(,i) MTt m s5m.i-I did Maat 
in my conduct" (Anthes 1928, 28.no.12.6). Maat is, of necessity, an ongoing 
project, a constant and committed activity. It is in this sense that the prime minister 
Rekhmira says of Maat-doing during his tenure of office that as captain of the ship 
of state: 

I knew not sleep day or night. Whether I stood or sat, my heart was set upon the 
prow rope and the stem rope. And the sounding pole was never idle in my hand. I 
was watchful for any chance of stranding (Davies 1973, pl. xi, 17). 

This concept of being alert to the demands of Maat-doing d y  and night is clearly a 
metaphor for ongoing concern for the moral, for being both aware of it and 
practicing it. This is further emphasized by the following statement that the 
sounding pole was never idle in his hands. 

This "day and night" metaphor of constant moral concern for and practice of 
Maat lasts through the Late Period. Therefore, the priest, Sishu, says "I filled my 
heart with God's way . . . . I lay down with his might in my heart and I rose up 
doing the will of his ka. I did Maat and I hated falsehood. For I knew he lives by it 
(Maat) and is satisfied by it" (Lefebvre 1923 11, 83.4-5). Likewise, the metaphor 
"stand and sit" which in one sense, as in Kagemni (11, 5) and Ptahhotep (221), 
means "conduct oneself," has the added meaning here of continuous and varied 
action. Rekhmira is concerned here with emphasizing both the continuous duration 
of his action as well as the varied circumstances in which it occurred. Thus, he says 
that his Maat-doing was both day and night and whether standing or sitting. 

Moreover, Rekhmira firther describes his Maat-doing by giving it a space 
dimension which is both geographical and social. First, he says "I exalted Maat to 
the height of heaven. I caused her goodness to pervade the breath of the earth1 land 
so that she might come to rest in the people's nostrils like the north wind" (Davies 
1973, pl. xi. 19-20). The exalting of Maat is an emphasis on both the priority he 
gives it as well as an indication that he is doing Maat, active in embodying it and 
expressing it. The next line in which he says he spread Maat over the earth or land 
(t:) is a reaffirming and expansion of an earlier moral claim by Djehuti-Nakht- 
Ankh who says "I have spread goodness (bw nfr) throughout my district. And I 
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have done what my lord loves" (Anthes 1928,29.16). And, of course, what his lord 
loves, whether it is reference to God or king, is Maat. 

Maat in the ethical texts, then, is posed as life-giving (breath to the nose), as 
life-afirming (mighty, great, enduring) and as a sure path to worthiness in this life 
and the next. Thus, Maat is defmed as the way of life (w3t nt Crib) and alternately as 
the good way (w3t nfr) and the way of God (w3t nt Nlr). To flourish, then, one must 
embrace it and walk in its way fkom one's youth to one's passing in peace to the 
otherworld. This walking in the way of Maat is in the fmal analysis, a social 
practice, a practice in a defmite tradition, and a defmite moral and social communi- 
ty. 

In this chapter and the next two, chapters 8 and 9, I will discuss Maat as 
essentially a social practice of doing good and seeking worthiness. To do this, I 
will delineate and discuss essential concepts which inform and explicate this prac- 
tice: way of life, location, tradition, worthiness, relationality and responsibility and 
character. Also within this theoretical framework, I will use the central Maatian 
concept of im3b (worthiness) to critically articulate Maatian practice as an on-going 
activity to stand worthy in these interlocking and interrelated positions before God, 
before others and before nature. 

7.2 The Maatian Way of Life 

From the earliest texts of the Old Kingdom through the texts of the Late 
Period, Maat is posed as a way of life or path of life (w3t; mit; or mfn). In fact, 
Ptahhotep (89) describes Maat as "a way even before the unlearned-w:t pw m hr 
n hm-bt." This suggested both its availability to all and its mandatory character. 
Humbert (1 929) and Couroyer (1949) have called attention to this and compared it 
to a similar and later concept in Hebrew ethical and religious literature. Helck (LA 
111, 11 17) also noted that Maat is a "Weg des Lebens" and pointed to its stress on 
balance, impartiality and commitment to correct governance. As a way of life, 
Couroyer (1949, 45) notes, Maat is essentially "a general conduct in life, a conduct 
which conforms to the demands of God, that is to say to engage in the practice of 
works of benevolence and piety which permits in all humbleness one to pose 
oneself as a model for future generations." 

This means on one level that Maat, for the ancient Egyptians, "was a basic 
value, a general norm" (Morenz 1984, 117). Thus, "If someone gives specific 
instructions about some line of conduct, he does so only in the spirit of Maat, not in 
conformity with some precise legalistic wording." However, the Sebait do offer 
specific teachings which are definite rules informed by the general concept of Maat 
as a way of life. This is clear in Ptahhotep's introduction which poses the 
instructions as knowledge which informs the unaware, makes the student into a 
moral exemplar "for the children of the great" teaches obedience and devotion and 
"the standard of excellent discourse" (Ptahhotep 30-48). The Sebait of Kheti for his 
son Merikara in the Intermediate Period is expressly designed as an instruction for 
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both righteous governance and life and a call to "do justice that you may endure on 
the earth" (Kheti 46-47). 

This stress on Maat as a way of life is reaffirmed in the Middle Kingdom 
Sebait of Dua-Khety for his son Pepi (Helck 1970). In summing up his teaching, he 
says "mk rdi.n.i tw hr w:t np-Behold, I have placed you on the wuy of God" (1 1, 
1). Given this, he continues, "Praise God for your father and your mother who set 
you on the path of life. This is what I have put before you, your children and their 
children" (1 1, 4) (emphasis mine). Here we see also the development of the 
interchangeable use of w3t ntr (the way of God) and w3t n rnb (the way of life). 
This interchangeable use of w3t lasts through the Late Period and fmds its most 
defmitive expression in the Petosirian texts (Lefebvre 1923). 

Certainly in the New Kingdom, the Book of Amenomope stands out as a 
definitive instruction in the way of life. In fact, Amenomope describes his teaching 
as such saying that it is "a teaching for life" and "an instruction for well-being." 
Moreover, he says that it is "to direct one on the paths of life" and "make him 
prosper on earth" (1, 1-12). Thus, Amenomope seeks to offer an inclusive list of 
lessons on how to live righteously and effectively so that one might prosper. For he 
says, "If you do good you will prosper" (XVII, 5). Moreover, if you do good for 
the vulnerable and needy," you will find it a path of life" (emphasis mine). And 
"after sleep, when you wake in the morning you will fmd it as goodness." "For 
better is praise with the love of people than wealth in the storehouse" (Amenomope 
XVI, 8-12). 

In addition to the Sebait of Amenomope, royal texts as well as texts of other 
scribes and government officials which reaffirm Maat as the way of life which 
causes human flourishing. In his, Edict on Justice, King Horemheb (Urk IV, 
2155.9-2157.19) says: 

I have directed them to the way of life. rntr.n.i st r rntn rnh 
I have led them to Maat sfrn st r bw 1x3~ 
(emphasis mine). 

Also, the scribe, Akhtoy, offers a beautifid description of the way or path of life 
which Maat represents and embodies. He (Gardiner 1935 11, pl. 20, 6.3-5) says: 

I spread out (p4 my Instructions before you. 
I bear witness to you concerning the way of life (w3t n rnh). 
I set you on a path that is painless. 
A palisade which protects against the crocodile. 
A good and pleasant light, a shade without heat. 
Act then, accordingly so that your name may be recognized. 
And that you may reach the West. 
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It is important to note that this praise for the way of life ends with an instruction to 
act according to the Instruction so that one may be praised among people and reach 
the West, Amenta, the place of immortality. For it reflects both the life-giving 
nature of Maat in this world and the next. The text goes on to urge against fatalism, 
which poses one as trapped by fate and nature. It is, the text says, good instruction 
which poses a path of life which causes one "to know Maat in your heart" and "do 
what is righteous in your sight" (6, 5-9). 

This perception and teaching of Maat as a way of life continues through the 
Late Period of ancient Egyptian history. And we read in a text of the Thirtieth 
Dynasty by the priest, Sishu, father of Petosiris, High Priest of Djehuti another 
appeal to follow Maat as a way of life as noted above. Thus he says: 

0 you who are alive on earth. and you who shall be born, who come to this desert. 
who come to this tomb and pass by it. Come let me lead you on the way ofllfe 
that you may sail with a good wind and not get stranded. That you may reach the 
abode of generations without coming to grief (Lefebvre 1924, 83.2-3) (emphasis 
mine). 

He also speaks of the path of life as the "path of God" and offers a model of 
practicing Maat throughout his life. He says, "I have come to this city of eternity. 
Having done good on earth. Having filled my heart with the way of God from my 
youth to this day" (4-5). 

Also, in the Late Period the Lady Tahabet poses Maat as a way of life saying, 
"Come, I will guide you on the way of (w3t nt Mjrt), the good route of one who 
follows God. Blessed is one whose heart leads him (her) to it" (Budge 1896, 
13 1.13- 132). She too speaks of Maat as lived concreteness, concrete deeds that 
give focus, function and hitfulness to life as presented in Chapter 111. Both Lady 
Tahabet's and Sishu's Declaration of Virtues demonstrate the continuity of the 
ancient Egyptian moral ideal with its continuing consciousness of judgment and 
justification and its commitment to Maat, especially doing justice, speaking truth 
and walking in the way of righteousness. 

Maatian ethics, as a way of life, a cooperative project of moral living is 
informed by the central concepts of location, tradition, relationality and character. 
The essential thrust is to locate oneself in a defmite moral community and tradition, 
to extract from both community and tradition grounding and guidelines for living a 
full and meaningful life in relationship and responsibility, and to cultivate the 
character or ethical substance to achieve this. 

In a discussion of the task of living a full and meaningful life, Frantz Fanon 
suggested three fundamental questions which he argued everyone must eventually 
ask (Grendzier 1973, 3). These questions strike a responsive cord in Maatian ethics 
for they speak to issues familiar in this tradition, i.e., issues of identity in 
community-both moral and social, authenticity of social and moral claims and 
quality of one's moral and social practice in light of one's identity and claims. These 
fundamental Fanonian questions paraphrased here are: "Who am I; am I really who 
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I am and am I all I ought to be?" The first question is a question of identity. In a 
word, who am I-in-community? For I know myself in relation, not in isolation. I am 
a place-holder in a defmite community and tradition and from this context and the 
relations those contain, I know myself. As Mbiti (1970, 141) notes, the most 
definitive statement of such a communal concept of identity is "I am because we 
are; and since we are, therefore I am." He concludes, "this is a cardinal point in the 
understanding of the African view of man." This, of course, clearly differs from the 
Descartian proposition that "I think therefore I am." For in a communitarian 
concept of self, one is not identified with one's capacity to think but by one's 
relatedness to others, i.e., by being of, with and especially for others. 

Thus, in the Maatian tradition, one always identifies himself or herself in 
relationship and service. In her moral self-presentation, Lady Taniy says that she is 
"valuable because of her Maat," i.e., the truth she speaks and the justice she does 
for state and society. And Lady Tahabet defmes herself as one who cared for the 
vulnerable, who was kind to her family and "who was united in heart with the 
people of her city" (Budge 1896,132.15-16). 

Fanon's second question is a question of authenticity. To ask: "am I really who 
I am" is to ask "how real are my moral and social claims as measured by my 
practice?" In other words, the question is "does my self-defmition coincide with my 
practice and my community's evaluation of me? It is in this context that one says 
after a declaration of virtues "ddf mdt MF-the words he speaks are true" (Urk 
VII, 18.3). Or again, the person seeking or having received the communal 
evaluation says, "My whole town is my witness-iw niwt.i v &.s m mtrw.iM (Hayes 
1990, Fig. 82; Schenkel 1965, no.26). It is likewise the reason that one seeks to do 
that which pleases people and what the divine ones' favor. Therefore, the steward 
Amenhotep (Urk IV, 1799.8) says that he is "one who knows his God and exalts 
his goodness." He also says he is "a truly upright man who has done what pleases 
people and what the divine ones favor." 

Finally, Fanon's third question: "am I all I ought to be?" is a question of 
realizing one's full social and moral potential. In other words, given who I am, 
based on my rootedness in family and community and given the standard of Maat 
by which I and others measure me, am I doing all that is worthy of me? For not 
only am I morally compelled by my conception of myself (i.e., a Maatian person) 
to be rule-abiding and rule-responsible, but I am also and especially compelled to 
be morally sensitive to others, i.e., responsive and responsible to others. It is in this 
context then that the concepts of location and tradition become essential and 
instructive. 

7.2.1 Location: The Communal Context 

The ancient Egyptians understood themselves morally and socially as 
members of a defmite society, whose narrative they both shared and shaped. Thus, 
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their morality was essentially and ultimately a communal act of exchange rather 
than a quest for inner spirituality. It was a practice of right in relationship and 
community, not an inner directed thrust to discover self. In this context a person 
begins hisher moral self-presentation by locating himherself in community. A 
standard declaration of virtues was: 

I have come forth from my town. 
I have descended from my district. 
I spoke truth there. 
I did justice there 
(Urk I, 48.8-9). 

Therefore, the goodness done is in a defmite context and for a defmite people who 
are both recipients and evaluators of this good. And it is for this reason that one 
notes that his town loves him and bears witness to his good. It is also in this context 
that one strives to be able to say by his good deeds that he is honored before God, 
king and the people and beloved to the members of his family (Urk I, 222.3-7). 

Here it is important to make a distinction again between the AtTican 
anthropological concept of person-in-community and the modem European 
concept of the autonomous individual. The concept of individuality in European 
culture with its autonomy, isolation, alienation and ultimate abstraction, is 
incompatible with African thought in general and ancient Egyptian thought in 
particular. There is no "contingent existence" for the human person as posited by 
Heller (1990, 55) who contends that the modern person is "thrown into the world" 
without telos and is essentially a detached "cluster of possibilities" who must 
"choose himself' to avoid imposition by others. Rather Maatian ethics posits an 
embedded existence, a life rooted in community which represents a web of 
interdependency, including duties, righthl expectations, obligations and shared 
aspirations. The need then is to act in such a way that you earn the love and praise 
of God and people. Thus, Intef, son of Tjefi says: 

I have come from my town 
I have descended from my district 
I have done what people praise and the divine ones love, 

having given bread to the hungry, clothes to the naked. 
(Schenkel 1965,236-238.no. 380) 

Again, one is concerned with one's worthiness in one's town, concerned with doing 
what the people love and God praises. And finally, there is also a value for not only 
doing good for one's town but also for constantly seeking it out so that one may do 
it. Therefore, Nebneteru says, "I searched for what was good for my city in my 
time" (Legrain 1914 111, 58.p1.32). 
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In this context a distinction can be made again between communal and 
individual ethics. Here one is reminded of Hegel's development of the distinction 
between Sittlichkeit and Moralitat. Moralitat is essentially an equivalent of the 
English word morality and has a general character. But Sittlichkeit is more 
particular and " . . . refers to the moral obligations I have to an ongoing community 
of which I am a part, . . . obligations (which) are based on established norms and 
uses" (Taylor 1980, 83). It poses the culmination of moral life in community where 
it is grounded and receives its content. This, again, contrasts with Kant's ethics 
where "the obligation holds of me not in virtue of being a part of a larger 
community life, but as an individual rational will." This, then, is the ethic of the 
individual as distinct fiom the ethic of the community which poses society as the 
locus and ground of moral life. As Taylor (1980, 84) notes, Hegel draws here from 
Greek ethics with its emphasis on the Greek polis, 

where-it was believed-men had seen the collective life of their city as the 
essence and meaning of their lives, had sought glory in its public life, their 
rewards in power and reputation within it and immortality in its memory. 

Such a concept clearly coincides with the civic virtue ethics of ancient Egypt. 
The Declarations of Virtues have, at their core, evidence of the profound 

attachment ancient Egyptians had to their city, their district and the larger Egyptian 
community, i.e., the Egyptian state, personified in the pharaoh. Thus, the Sixth 
Dynasty Declaration of Virtues of Nefer-Seshem-Ra (Urk I, 198-200), which is 
typical in both focus and stress, begins with the statement, "I have come fiom my 
city, I have descended £tom my district." A similar beginning is found also in other 
declarations like that of Harkhuf, Count and Governor of Upper Egypt as noted in 
chapter I1 (Urk I, 120-131). Continuing, Nefer-Seshem-Ra notes, his service to the 
ruler of the city and district saying "I have done justice for its lord. I have satisfied 
him with what he loves . . . I spoke truly and did right (Maat)." He goes on to list 
other virtues and acts such as showing preference to the vulnerable, judging fairly, 
honoring the elderly and being one beloved of his family. In a word, he delineates 
what he has done good in his community. 

This tradition and focus continue throughout the Late Period. Thus, 
Djedkhonsefankh, Prophet of Amun-Ra (Janssen 1955), writes that he was a man 
of character and compassion, a righteous man who brought honor to his parents 
because of his worthiness, who was "constant in lending grain to the Thebans (his 
towns people) and in nourishing the poor of my town," one who forgave debts of 
the poor and bought their goods "paying two and three times their worth." Like- 
wise, Count Nebneteru says, "I was one unique and excellent, great in his town, 
much esteemed in the temple" (Legrain 1914, p1.32). 

And Hanva, the High Steward (Gum 1934, 135-142), states 
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I am one beloved of his city, praised of his district, kindhearted to his town. I have 
done what people love and the divine ones praise, . . . one who gave bread to the 
hungry, clothes to the naked, removed pain and suppressed wrongdoing, who 
buried the revered ones, supported the aged and removed the need of the have- 
nots. (One who was) a shelter for the child and helper for the widow. 

He ends by saying, 

I did these things knowing their worth from the Lord of Things. (To wit:) to abide 
in the mouth of the people forever; to be well remembered in the years that follow 
(Gunn 1934, 137.C-57) 

This last statement is indicative of the concern for immortality both through the 
passage to Amenta (the otherworld) and through living in the minds and hearts of 
the people. Again, the communal context is where one practices Maat and lays the 
basis for immortality in memory and in the life of the othenvorld. 

From a Maatian standpoint, one is able to concede that each generation must 
develop its ethical life out of its own experience, if by this is meant out of one's 
own narrative and needs, in a word, out of one's own tradition. However, if one 
means we have to create without regard to tradition and only out of the social 
circumstances which confiont us, then such a contention is not supportable in 
Maatian ethics. For indeed conceptualization and justification suggest a tradition in 
which to carry on such a discourse and from which to borrow and build on 
appropriate insights. The individual, then, is essentially a 17th century European 
construction; the person-in-community with a defmite history is an ancient and 
ongoing anthropological and cultural reality. This, of course, does not mean that 
the person-in-community is imprisoned by past and present circumstance. On the 
contrary, communitarian ethics and worldview are not a denial or negation of the 
person qua person. It is rather a recognition of and creative response to the limited 
possibilities of the isolated individual (Gyekye 1987, 156). 

It is through membership in a moral community and rightful social 
participation in that community that one learns to be a person of character and 
flourishes as a result of it. For it is in community that we develop our sense of the 
moral self, learn to honor our obligations, cherish our relations and do our duty in 
correspondence to our conception of moral worthiness. Thus, we value the 
communal context, for as Pincoffs (1986, 52) states, "to whatever extent we value 
these qualities of persons and common life, we will value the conditions that make 
them possible." And this speaks to both the essentiality of community and tradition. 

7.2.2 The Ground of Tradition 

It is important to note here that this moral self-understanding of the ancient 
Egyptians and of the modem advocates of Maatian ethics both presuppose and 
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necessitate the existence and consciousness of tradition as well as a community in 
which to practice it. MacIntyre (1981, 1990) has argued that genuine moral inquiry 
requires membership in a particular kind of moral community. This, of course, is 
no less a requirement for moral self-understanding. As MacLntyre (1990, 142) 
states, " . . . the enquiries of the individual moral life are continuous with those of 
past tradition and the rationality of that life is the rationality both embodied in and 
transmitted through tradition." Moreover, he (1 98 1, 2 16) says, "I can only answer 
the question 'what am I to do?' If I can ask the prior question 'of what story of 
stories do I find myself a part?' " The ordinary person who raises the question of 
what is a good life, then, does not start ab novo, but raises that question and related 
ones in the context of a definite tradition and of reflection on that tradition. 

Certainly, Maatian ethics is marked by its strong and profound reverence for 
tradition and the past. This was expressed in terms of both ancestor and elder 
veneration and a profound respect for ancient knowledge and achievement. Teeter 
(1990, 1) has noted that "[wlith Maat's emphasis on tradition and unchanging 
values, it provided the sense of continuity which insure permanence of many 
features of ancient Egyptian culture." But in addition to Maat's providing a sense of 
continuity and permanence, it, as noted above, also provided a framework for 
moral reasoning and moral self-understanding. In Maatian sacred literature, there 
are abundant models of virtue from the past used to instruct. Gardiner (1964a, 56) 
makes the point that "one of the most characteristic traits of the Egyptian habit of 
mind" is the "extraordinary attachment to the traditional as opposed to the actual." 
In fact, he continues, "No other people has shown a greater reverence for what was 
by them termed 'the time of the ancestor,' . . ." especially the Old Kingdom, the 
consolidation period of the Kemetic state. These periods were ideal points of 
reference, and it is fiom and by these that their concepts of morality, the just 
society, the will of God, etc., evolve and are justified. 

In the Sebait, the past and tradition are appealed to and consulted. And in these 
and other literature, the solution to moral, technical, and other kinds of problems 
were ultimately solved by reference to and building on the past. In the Sebait of 
Ptahhotep (29-39), the prime minister, asks that he be allowed to appoint his son as 
successor "so that I might teach him the words of those who heard the ways of the 
ancestors and who have listened to the divinities." And the king replies to 
Ptahhotep saying, "instruct him then in the sayings of the past. And may he become 
a model for the children of the great." Thus, the value of tradition is reaffirmed 
here. It is called "the ways of the ancestors" ( s /~nu  imp-hrt) and is hrther 
grounded by its being defined as the words of those who heard and "who listened 
to the divinities." Tradition here is both instructive and sacred. 

King Kheti in his instructions for his son, Merikara, also stresses the value of 
studying and learning tradition. He says: that for the wise man "Maat comes to him 
distilled, shaped in the tradition of the sayings of the ancestors." Therefore, he says, 
"Emulate (mi) your foreparents, your ancestors. For work is carried out through 
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knowledge. See their words endure in books. Open and read them and emulate 
their wisdom" (Merikara 34-36). Maat, then, is for the wise person, distilled and 
shaped in the context of the teachings of the ancestors. Thus, one is morally and 
intellectually compelled to study their works and follow their example. Wisdom 
here is moral wisdom in the service of society. As Bergman (1976, 37) points out, 
it was a fundamental thrust of Kemetic society "to preserve the inherited tradition 
by transmitting it as an eternal heritage in the manner of a testament from one 
generation to another without interruption." 

Tradition also serves the function of legitimation. It is in this context that the 
process of archaization, claiming an older, usually ancient past takes root and 
flourishes (Brunner 1970). A classic claim for authority and authenticity is "iw 
gm.n.tw.s m siw isw-it was found in the ancient writings." Here the idea of moral 
or theological inquiry and exposition become more an act of recovery than 
discovery. Thus, the Shabaka Text (AEL I, 52.1-2) although clearly a new 
development of old ideas, is said to be "a work of the ancestors." But it is also said 
that the text "was worm eaten, so that it could not be understood from beginning to 
end." Given this, the prefatory statement of the text continues, stating that King 
Shabaka copied it anew making it better than before. This he does to make his 
name and monument last for eternity. Here, then, preservation of a document of 
tradition for posterity, or more generally, preservation of tradition itself has both 
moral and spiritual implications. For the preservation is clearly considered a good 
deed which promises immortality. 

A second point of significance here is how tradition is reaffmed and 
expanded at the same time. For Shabaka does not simply recover or restore this 
text, he makes it "better than it had been before." Clearly, on one hand this is a 
reference to the physical condition of the text. But on the other hand, the claim 
carries with it a suggestion that the text itself is refined or expanded. For if the text 
"could not be understood fi-om beginning to end," there were not only physical 
gaps in it but, of necessity, also conceptual gaps which were occasioned by the 
physical ones. Shabaka, then, not only recovers and restates the Memphite 
tradition, he also explicates and expands it. 

It is at this point that one sees the moral imperative to restore (srwdJ the ideals 
and achievements of the past. In fact, restoration, although oRen conceived of by 
some authors as simply an artistic or architectural restoration of temples and 
pyramids, is more defmitively, a moral obligation and an act of ritual. Therefore, 
king and priest alike demonstrate the strong grip of the past in both the moral and 
historical sense and seek to preserve it by constantly restoring it and making it even 
better. In addition to the Shabaka Text, which King Shabaka restored, Ram Roy, 
High Priest of Amen, in a commemorative inscription recounts how he restored the 
Temple of Amen after it was in ruins, making it more spacious, raising it and ". . . 
making it better than before" (BAR 111,268-269). 

Also, Queen Hatshepsut, after having restored what the Aamu invaders who 
ruled Egypt in its chaos had destroyed, writes, "I have restored ( s w 4  that which 
was in ruins; I have raised up that which was destroyed when the Aamu were in the 
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midst of Kemet, overthrowing that which had been made as they ruled without Ra" 
(Urk IV, 390.5-9). It is here that the religious and moral implications begin to 
appear. For Hatshepsut is not simply restoring temples, books, cities, etc.; she is in 
a larger sense restoring order in society and the cosmos and thus, Maat. For one of 
the most fimdamental understandings of Maat, as stated above, is cosmic and social 
order which are inextricably lined. Finally, on another level, restoration as a moral 
and ritual act is a reenactment of Ra's creation at the first time. It is pushing back 
chaos and disorder, and establishing order and rightness in the cosmos and society. 
It is, in a word, acting like Ra, i.e., creatively and righteously, which is a 
fundamental concept in the philosophical anthropology of Maat. 

It is important to stress here that the Maatian commitment to tradition is not a 
reactionary desire to return to andlor restore some past regime. For there is no 
historical evidence of this. It is rather a constant thrust to be in harmony with the 
religio-historical and ethical paradigm of the Maatian society. Here Chan's (1984) 
observations in this regard on Chinese respect for paradigms of the past are 
instructive. Chan (1984, 424ff), building on Hans-Georg Gadamer's hermeneutics 
on tradition, argues that the concept of tradition can be either a "form of authority" 
or a "source of truth." "Tradition as a form of authority," he notes, is "seen to be 
diametrically opposed to keedom and reason." But what he argues, along with 
Gadamer, is that "there is no intrinsic opposition between reason and tradition." In 
fact, tradition, rightly conceived, "serves to provide a horizon from which we may 
view the world." Given this, "the past, then is not the 'no-longer;' it is not some 
'thing' we can reconstruct methodologically or experience in a flight of fancy." 

On the contrary, "the past and present are constantly merged in the experience 
of understanding." And thus, tradition becomes "the ground of understanding." 
This, he concludes, "is what Gadamer means by the principle of 'effective history,' " 
and it is this effective history and respect for it that Chan sees in the Analects of 
Confucius. For it is an appreciation of tradition which not only yields knowledge 
but requires an understanding which involves initiative and interpretation. As 
Confucius (Analects 2, 11) observed, "A man who reviews the old so as to fmd out 
the new is qualified to teach others" (Lau 1979). In this same way, the Sebait and 
other ethical literature teach the past as a source of wisdom and practical example. 
But these experiences and lessons of the past are merged with the realities and 
insights of the present to form a more inclusive and profound moral and self- 
understanding. Tradition is a ground of understanding insofar as it merges the past 
and present in a meaningful discourse involving both reception and interpretation, 
inherited experience and an understanding born of initiative and the constant quest 
for new and deeper insights. 

The question is thus posed, how does this affect the human person's right and 
ability to deny society ultimate authority? Maatian ethics grants authority to 
persons to criticize the established order for its moral failure as is attested in the 
Books of Contemplation, i.e., Neferti, Khakheper-Ra-Soneb and Ipuwer as well as 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



276 Muat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

in the Book of Khunanpu. But the ground of such criticism is the Maatian tradition 
itself and its paradigm of a just and good society. When Djedi refbes King 
Khufu's request to experiment on a human being because he is a noble image of 
God, he is making a claim for the sanctity of human life within the Maatian moral 
kamework. And when Khunanpu challenges Rensi to speak truth (Maat) and do 
justice (Maat), he does it with a moral courage rooted in a shared Maatian moral 
vision evident in Djedi's assertion. Indeed, he tells Rensi that he, Khunanpu, is 
making a just claim (sp nfr n-wn-m:? and "is not ali-aid of the one (Rensi) to whom 
he is making his claim" (B 1 293,298-299). The Maatian vision applied to Kemetic 
society, then, did not seek to overthrow the established order when it was in 
contradiction, but to rectify it by restoring Maat as exemplified in a paradigmatic 
age as in the Books of Contemplation or in all cases, according to the ancient and 
ongoing standard of Maat "which has not been confounded since the time of its 
Creator." Therefore, the ancient Maatian moral vision, like the Confucian moral 
vision, was in great part an attempt to come to grips with the "problem of how one 
humanizes the exercise of authority and inequalities of social power" which to this 
day "remains with us whatever we may think of (the) solutions" (Schwartz, 1985, 
70). This, of course, is no apology for either Confucian or Maatian ethics, which 
need none either in terms of their own internal logic or in critical comparison with 
religious ethics of the three Abrahamic faiths which themselves shelter race, class 
and sexual biases. It is rather an attempt to understand these ethics in their own 
terms and contexts, rather than reductively translate them as simply class- 
supporting or myth-sheltering enterprises-a charge which of course can be and 
has been raised against the soi-disant revealed religions of Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam. 

A second approach to denial of ultimacy to the state is found most clearly in 
the criticism of foreign rulers. But again the criticism is grounded in the Maatian 
tradition and speaks more to a violation of that tradition than a need to challenge or 
change it. Thus, Hatshepsut's assertion that she restored (srwdJ what was in ruins 
and destroyed when the Hyksos "ruled without Ra" is a criticism of an un-Maatian 
circumstance (Urk IV, 390.5-9). To rule without Ra is to rule outside the Maatian 
kamework. For she says "he did not act according to the divine command until my 
majesty" (Urk IV, 390.10). We can strike the last part, "until my majesty" which is 
more boast than history, for it is Ahmose who finally drove out the Hyksos. 
However, the claim that the Hyksos ruler "did not act according to the divine 
command" is very important. For it is the theoretical and ethical basis for criticism 
of his rule. Moreover, Hatshepsut suggests she acted to restore in the spirit and 
knowledge that "There will never be a destruction of what Amen has commanded" 
(Urk I, 391 .I). Thus, Maatian rule is linked to the command of God. And there is 
no discourse on changing an existing society, only on restoring one ruined by those 
who "ruled without Ra." 

This is also the case with Tutankhamun's restoration. Inherent in his moral and 
political claims, which cannot really be separated, is a criticism of the previous 
government of Akhenaton. In fact, Akhenaton is seen as outside the realm of Maat 
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and is associated with isfet, i.e., chaos and wrong. It is in this context that it is said 
of Tutankhamun: 

He restored what was in ruins . . . He drove isfet from the Two Lands. Maat was 
established in its place. He made lies an abomination. And the land is as it was the 
first time (Urk IV, 2026. 16-19) 

Clearly, this reference to "the f ~ s t  time" represents the paradigmatic realm of Maat 
established the Creator himself. But as to the criticism, it is, like Hatshepsut's, post 
facto, and does not offer a model of internal criticism during a given reign. 

The Persian and Greek periods of conquest represents the best examples of 
criticism of existing governments. In the so-called Demotic Chronicles, the themes 
that successful kingship only comes through observance of Maat is central and 
continuing (Spielberg 1914). Maat here is referred to as both hp, law, and mitp: 
Np, the way of God, both terms which were used earlier in Kemetic history to 
indicate Maat (Nims 1948; Lloyd 1982, 43). This text provides not only a clear 
criticism of foreign rulers but also suggests a similar criticism of Kemetic kings 
who fail to respect the divine will. For example, it is said of Hakaris, "He was 
overthrown because he abandoned the Law and did not have concern for his 
brothers" (Demotic Chronicle Col. IV, 9-19). In the Sebait, Merikara had also 
suggested punishment for kings who commit moral offenses, but it stood as a rare 
and unrepeated admission of both fault and punishment (Merikara 1 19-123). 

Still, there is inherent in the very concept of the paradigmatic Maatian society 
the ground and framework for not only denying a given society moral ultimacy, but 
also proposing its altemative. It is, in fact, this inherent power of criticism and 
altemative proposal that informs the literature discussed above. And it is important 
to note it first evolves in the First Intermediate Period when there is an expanded 
conception of both Maat and the Maatian society. Ancient Maatian texts clearly 
privilege tradition-both moral and political. But again, the concept of the ideal 
Maatian society becomes a fundamental ground for criticism of its isfetic opposite 
and for posing an alternative paradigm of the conditions and possibilities of human 
flourishing. 

The challenge, then, is for adherents of modern Maatian ethics not to blindly 
accept or blindly reject tradition, but to constantly explore it for new insights in 
light of current needs and understanding. In this way the authority of tradition does 
not become a substitute for one's moral reasoning, but a central aspect of it. For as 
Gadamer (1975, 247) argues, if the "prestige of authority" within a tradition "takes 
the place of one's own judgment, the authority is in fact a source of prejudices." But 
on the other hand, an uncritical rejection of authority or tradition is not productive 
either. For raising oneself above history and making oneself autonomous from 
tradition is neither possible nor necessary (Stout, 198 1 :228fQ. Again, the challenge 
is to constantly and critically engage tradition and make it live and respond 
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effectively in a dialectic ofpreservation and expansion. Gadamer (1975:, 247) has 
rightly noted that the process of preservation itself "is an act of reason." It is often, 
as he says, "inconspicuous" but nevertheless requires an engagement and inquiry in 
various ways. And it is in this process of engagement that a tradition reveals its 
resourcefulness and limitations and thus challenges its members to constantly 
recover its best and build on it generation after generation. 

Finally, tradition as a source of moral and cultural grounding in Maatian ethics 
speaks to the obligatory need to remember the past. The past is here a context in 
which moral authority and social certainty evolves. To lose memory of this is to be 
ignorant of moral understanding and neglectful of moral obligation. In this context, 
King Amenemhat tells his son that "If one fights in the arena forgetful of the past, 
success will elude him who ignores what one should know" (I, 10). What one 
should know is, above all, the demands of Maat and the model it provides for a full 
and meaningful life. 

In the narrative, the Dialog with the Ba, the man, dispirited by the unraveling 
of the social and moral order, asks "To whom can I speak today?" For in such a 
situation, "one does not remember yesterday (and thus) one does not act for one 
who has acted" (1 15-1 16). What the Maatian order of the past offered, the text 
suggests, was a moral system which had at its core the value and practice of 
reciprocity. Not only has this value been neglected in this situation, but as the 
narrative reveals, isfetic behavior rules the day. In fact, there has been a kind of 
"flight from authority," to use Stout's (1981) phrase, and the lawful or expected 
regularity associated with the Maatian order no longer obtains. Thus, the 
anonymous author declares in despair, "To whom shall I speak today? None are 
righteous (MTtyw) and the land is left to evildoers (isftyw)" (Dialog 122-123). 

The point here is that Maatian ethics poses itself in a tradition in which one 
can meaningfhlly and hitfully situate oneself. It is, of course, open to change, but 
the change will, of necessity, always be one of expansion in continuity rather than 
in rupture. Maat, then, is an ethics which gives epistemic privilege to the authority 
of the way of the ancestors. In doing so, it self-defines as the way of life, in a word, 
as the indispensable practice for maximum human flourishing. 

7.3 Moral and Social Worthiness: Quest and Claim 

7.3.1 Having a Good Name 

In Maatian moral discourse central attention is given to the concept of social 
and moral worthiness. This discourse emerges as early as the beginning of the Old 
Kingdom and focuses on being worthy before God, king and people and by 
extension, nature as I will argue below. In the moral texts, especially in the 
Declarations of Virtues, three major interlocking forms of moral claims to 
worthiness are evident. They are: 1) having a good name before God, king and 
people; 2) being worthy of honor before God, king and people; and 3) being 
beloved of God, king and people. The fxst concept is used to explain why one does 
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Maat and at the same time is a quest for social and moral worthiness. The second 
and third are declarations of a positive evaluation by the recipient of one's Maatian 
practice and resultant standing. 

At the center of all efforts of Maat is this quest for worthiness. One is 
constantly concerned that one stands well, is worthy of honor and loved. Certainly, 
one does good because it is good, i.e., beneficial in this world and the other. But an 
indispensable measure and mirror of how well one is doing and has done is the 
evaluation of others. Thus, as we shall see, in Maatian ethics even love is not posed 
so much as a gift you give but more so as a gift and evaluation you receive that 
measures and mirrors your moral and social worthiness. 

Having a good name before God, king and people, then, is a central and 
constant moral concern. It speaks to the ongoing quest for moral and social 
worthiness through Maatian thought, emotion, speech and conduct as measured by 
the people, the king and God. To have a good name in Maatian moral language is 
to have a good reputation, be respected and be in good standing before others, 
because of the good one does, the Maat one practices and brings into being and the 
good character this reflects. In their moral self-presentations both Harkhuf and 
Pepinakht offer an often repeated moral claim of doing good so that their name 
might be good before the Great God (nfrLfrn hr N@ 9). Each says: 

I was one who spoke good and repeated good. 
(what was loved) 

I never spoke anything evil against anyone to his superior. 
For I wished to stand well with the Great God (mr.n(.i) nfi- n.i kr Nlr '3) 

(UrkI; 122.17-123.2; 132.16-133.1). 

Nefer-Seshem-Ra makes a similar claim but expresses the moral desire to be good 
for the people (nfr im n m i ) .  He says: 

I spoke truly. I did justice (Maat). 
I spoke the good. I repeated the good. 
I held fast to the good beginning. 
For I wished my name to be good by it for the people (Urk 1: 198.16-18) 

Likewise, Rediu Khnum says that he did good and showed preference for the 
vulnerable so that his name might be good in the mouth of those on earth (nfr rn m 
r tpyw-t:). He says: 

I gave a gift to him who requested it. 
I nourished one I did not know like one I did know so that 

my name might be good in the mouth of those on earth 
(Schafer 1908,20543.15-16). 
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Finally, Kagemni says of his moral quest for worthiness: 

I spoke truly. I repeated good, 
In the way which the king loves 
For I wished my name to be good by it with the king and the Great God 
(nfi  rn(. i) im hr nsw hr Ntr '3 
(Urk. I ,  195.1 1-12). 

Having a good name before God, king and people, then, forms a central concept in 
the general discourse on moral and social worthiness. And it forms a parallel moral 
concern with "being one worthy before God, king and people." 

7.3.2 Being Worthy 

The moral quest and claim of being worthy of honor or "worthy" in a more 
inclusive sense, also reaffirms the centrality of worthiness (im@) in Maatian 
practice and discourse. As early as the Fourth Dynasty, as noted above, Ikhi def ies  
himself in his moral narrative as "nb im3h hu  N@ r:-a possessor of honor ( or 
worthiness) before the Great God" (Urk I, 9.1 1). Moreover, in the late Fourth and 
early Fifth Dynasty, the concept of honor as a moral category appears also in the 
tomb of the Lady Meryt (Hodjash and Berlev 1982,33). She defines herself frst  in 
terms of her relationship with the king saying she is a personal acquaintance of the 
king (uht-nsw). Then she states that she is a possessor of worthiness before her 
husband (nb(t) im:hy(t) hr his). She thus grounds her moral self-definition in her 
role in both public and private life, a dual stress which continues throughout the 
autobiographies. 

In addition to the standard claim that he is "worthy before the Great God," the 
priest Wer-huu, also declares his worthiness before his peers saying, he was "im3hw 
hr ntyw hnrf-worthy before those who were with him" (Urk I, 47.2) He also adds 
an interesting dimension to the expression of worthiness by saying: 

I traveled on the good road of the West bp(.i) hu w3t nj?t nt 'Imnt 
upon which a worthy one travels kppt im3hw bus 
(Urk I, 48.4-5). 

This concept of traveling on the way of the worthy one is a fundamental moral 
claim and lasts through the Late Period. Pepi-ankh-her-ib offers an inclusive range 
of his desire to be worthy of honor, saying: 

I am worthy of honor before the king. ink im3bw hr nswt 
I am worthy of honor before the Great God. ink inz3bw hr Ntr 9 
I am worthy before the people ink im3hw hr rm_t 
(Urk I, 222.3-5). 
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As is standard practice in the Declarations of Virtues, he goes on to say "I am 
beloved of my father, praised by my mother and beloved of my sisters and 
brothers" (Urk I, 222.6-7). Thus, he offers two interrelated declarations of 
worthiness. 

Even in the Late Period this quest for worthy of honor continues. Lady Ta- 
Aset says she is 

A woman worthy of being honored. st n sw3f 

One who set out on the way sw3 hr rnin 
and traveled the way of the honored ones sbi hr w3t irn3_hjw) 
(Budge 1898, 133.19). 

Lady Ta-Habet declares this same virtuous status and practice and repeats the Old 
Kingdom declaration: "I was honored by my father, praised by my mother and kind 
to my brothers and sisters" (Ibid, 132.16). This and similar declarations of virtues 
attest to the durability of this quest for worthiness and the constant concern of the 
ancient Egyptians with being honored before God, and humans as a central tenet of 
their ethics. 

The word imlk from which imlbw, the masculine descriptive form, and im@yt, 
the feminine descriptive form come, means honor, veneration, reveredness-in a 
word, worthiness (Faulkner 1981, 20; Sanchez 2000, 84-85). This especially refers 
in the ancient texts to the elderly and the departed (Wb 1, 8 1.16). However, it may 
and does mean especially in modem Maatian ethics moral and social worthiness in 
general. Thus, Kheti (Edel 1984, 96ff) says that he has "done what people love and 
the divinities praise," to wit: he gave sustenance and support to the hungry, thirsty, 
naked, the widow and the orphan, and rejected the "lover of lies." And also, he 
concludes, 

I answered evil with good and did not search 
out evil so that I might endure on earth, 

And reach a state of worthiness. 

Likewise, Ibi says "ink ir MICt sb.n(.i) imlb-I am one who did Maat and attained 
worthiness" (Clere and Vandier 1982, 3.7). 

There is in this concept of worthiness two major dimensions as stated above: 
the social and the moral. However, they are never separated, for moral status is 
always achieved in a definite social context and among a particular people. Thus, 
one is worthy in society before God, king and the people and within the people, 
worthy in one's family. And as we have seen, to do the will of God, Maat, is to act 
for others in the context of society without distinction. Thus, Sen-ndjesui says: 
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I spoke what the great love and the small praise 
so as to raise Maat to the great God, lord of heaven 
(Petrie 1898, pl. ix). 

The social and moral, then, are intimately linked and one is compelled to justify 
oneself in this life and the next by how s h e  has related to others. It is in this regard 
that one seeks the positive evaluation of being loved. 

7.3.3 Being Loved 

The concept of love (mrwt, merut) in Maatian ethics is essentially a concept of 
moral and social worthiness. It is a reward, measure and mirror of one's worthiness. 
As the priest of Amun, Hor says, 

The virtuous person is rewarded for his virtue 
And there is love for one who is blameless 
(Jansen-Winkeln 1985, 510.6). 

The reward is both divine and social. The divine reward is love of God and 
immortality in the other world. For God loves and rewards the Maatian person with 
eternal life. The social reward is love, praise and immortal memory from the 
people. 

In this context one is not so much urged to love others as to be worthy of their 
love. Thus, one strives to gain others' love by good deeds and one's valuableness to 
one's family, city, district, country and king. Even outside the land of Egypt, Sinuhe 
speaks of winning over the leader of Retenu through his valuableness (Blackman 
1972, 1-41). He says, "I was valuable in his heart and he loved me. He recognized 
my valor" (Sinuhe B105). Moreover, he praised King Sesostris I as one who won 
the people's love through his pleasantness and kindness. Thus, he says of King 
Sesostris I: 

He is a possessor of kindness 
Great in pleasantness 
He conquers through love 
His city loves him more than itself 
It acclaims him more than its own divinity 
(Sinuhe B65-67). 

Again, the virtue is not so much in loving, but in making oneself loved because of 
one's virtues and deeds-in a word, one's Maat. 

This emphasis is reaffirmed in the teachings of Kheti for Merikara. He says, 
"Make yourself loved by all the people. A good character is remembered when the 
years have passed" (Merikara 141). This link of good character and the quest for 
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love demonstrates clearly the moral character of the quest for love. Moreover, 
Kheti instructs his son to "make your monument last through love of you" (37). 
Here an explicit moral call is made to make oneself loved through good character 
and the good deeds that flow fi-om this. For he makes the latter statement in the 
context of an instruction "do not be evil for kindness is good" (36). Also, the 
instruction to make oneself loved is given as a conclusion to an injunction against 
killing and a wish of the king that his son may meet him in the otherworld without 
any one to accuse him. 

It is in light of these and similar passages and textual emphases that Assmann 
(1989a, 64) has noted that "The Egyptian did not have to love but to make himself 
loved." Although the latter half of the statement is true, the frst  half is less so. For 
the act of loving is implicit in the care and responsibility given to people, the 
exchanges between family members and the mutual embracing of friends. 
Moreover, although the focus in Maatian ethical discourse is on being loved or 
making oneself loved through one's worthiness, as noted above, moral claims of 
loving others do exist in the texts. Thus, the priest and governor, Montemhet says 
in his moral presentation, as noted above, 

Let me make you aware of my good deeds . . . 
I gave my benefits to upper Egypt and 

my love to lower Egypt 
(Wreszinski 1916, 16; Leclant 1961, 64.4-5). 

He goes on to say that "the citizens (of these two regions) longed to see me like Ra 
when he shows himself. So great was my beneficence, so grand was my 
excellence." In this example one sees a reciprocity of loving action. Montemhet 
frst  shows moral regard for the people, giving them benefits and love. They, in 
turn long to see him like Ra because of his beneficence. In a word, he becomes 
beloved by his good deeds which are, by his own words, acts of love for the people. 

One sees here that love is an inherent sentiment in the practice of care and 
responsibility toward the people. But what is central here is that love is expressed 
as active moral regard, not as a claim of generalized affection. Montemhet clearly 
links love and good deeds. And it is the recognition of his value by the people that 
gives him the moral approval he seeks. For their looking forward to see him was 
because of his beneficence and excellence in serving them. Thus one sees that love 
as a Maatian practice can involve both giving and receiving. 

Moreover, love as an implicit moral regard and motivation is also attested to in 
the narrative, the Dialog With the Ba (Faulkner 1956). For one of the key moral 
and social concerns of the protagonist in the narrative is the absence of love in 
social relations. Therefore, he asks, 
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To whom shall I speak today? 
Brothers are mean. 
And friends of today do not love 
(25.103-104). 

This concern with the prevalence of meanness and the absence of love clearly 
identifies love as a necessary moral commitment. But again, its most definitive 
focus in the literature is as a moral concern for worthiness. And it is this quest for 
worthiness which is a f fmed  and reaffmed by love and honor before God and 
others that forms a central motivation in Maatian ethics. 

The importance of merut as a moral category in Maatian ethics emerges in the 
Old Kingdom, as noted above, as a moral claim to worthiness. One was affrmed in 
his moral and social status by being beloved of God, king, people in general and 
family members in particular. Thus love expresses itself as a category of evaluation 
in both small and large spheres fi-om the intimacy of the family to the generalized 
context of all people (Assmann 1989a, 64). And it is through the principle and 
practice of Maat that love is cultivated and won. For it is by walking in the way of 
Maat that both love (mnut) and life (rn_h) are both possible and assured. 

The moral and social concern for love evolves both in the family and society at 
the same time. As shown above, in one of the earliest autobiography's which uses 
the category Maat, the priest Wer-huu posits, as part of his moral self-presentation, 
the claim that he was "an honored one," one beloved of his father, beloved of his 
mother . . . kind to his sisters and brothers and beloved of his servants, one who 
never did what was harmfid to anyone" (Urk I, 47.1,3,4). Tep-em-ankh, a royal 
treasurer of the 4th Dynasty, introduces himself as "smr w C  n mrw-unique fi-iend 
of love" (Urk I, 33.17). Thus, he qualifies his unique fi-iendship with the king by 
the commitment of love. This is both an agent commitment and a claim of positive 
recipient evaluation, to use Outka's two categories for love (1972, 10). And Ibi 
defmes himself as "beloved of his father, praised by his mother, worthy before the 
king, worthy before the divinity of his city, and well-beloved" (Urk I, 143.4-8). 

The royal architect, Nekhebu, expresses the value of being loved and at the 
same time joins this with the value of social and moral praise. Thus, he says: "I am 
beloved of my father, a favorite of my mother . . . and praised by my brothers and 
sisters" (Urk I, 216.6,8). Moreover, after he has enumerated his many good deeds 
for the people, he states, "I am one beloved of the people" (Urk I, 217.10). 
Pepinakht repeats this moral claim saying, 

I am one beloved of his father, ink muy n it f  
praised of his mother. hsy n mwt:f' 
One whom his brothers and sisters love. m n w  n snwf  

As indicated above, the spheres of quest for love as moral worthiness extend from 
family to all people. This often includes the evaluation of one's city and district. 
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Thus, the nomarch Henku says of his moral and social status in his district: "I am 
one honored one beloved of fathers praised by mothers. The use of fathers and 
mothers in the plural points to an extended honor beyond his own mother and 
father to those in the district. Returning to his own family, he says: "I am one 
beloved of his father, praised of his mother excellent of character with his brothers, 
kind to his sisters." 

Furthermore, in the First Intermediate Period, Ipi joins both the concern for 
love and honor in his quest and claim of moral worthiness. Thus he says: 

I am one who made his character, ink iu !id f'mry ung 
one beloved o f  the people; 

Praised by his father, beloved o f  hsy n itlf'nzry snw 
his brothers and sisters 

I am one who speaks good things ink dd(, i )  njkt mu nzrrt 
and loves what is worthy o f  
being loved 

An honored one, a noble o f  the king inz3hw ips nsw ipi 
(king's gentleman) Ipi 

Never have I spoken what anyone hates nn sp dd(. i)  ms&t rm_t nb 
I gave bread to the hungry, clothes rdi.n(.i) t n h& hbs n h3y 

to the naked 
(Hordjash and Berlev 1982, 61). 

Ipi's statement that he "loved what was worthy of being loved" is an important 
one. It is contrasted with his assertion that he has "never spoken anything anyone 
hates." Certainly, it is reflective of the Maatian equation since the Old Kingdom of 
"what is loved" with "what is good" and "what is hated" with "what is bad." God 
and the righteous love the good (Maat) and hate the bad (isfet). But the statement 
also reaffirms how to obtain the love which affums worthiness and clearly, it is to 
do good. Here, it is to speak what is loved and to aid the vulnerable. Thus, one 
earns the honor of being beloved of the people and one's family. 

In the Middle Kingdom, Rediu Khnum says in his moral self-presentation that 
he is "a person of character who is loved in the mouth of the people" (Petrie 1898, 
pxv.6). He concludes his autobiography saying, "I am one who made his character, 
one beloved of the people in the course of every day" (Ibid, p.xv.23). Intef, joining 
location with the value of love, says "I came from my city, I descended from my 
district, having done what people love and the divinities praise" (Budge 1912, 
24.12-14). And fmally, Kay lists as one of his moral claims that he is "one whom 
this land holds in affection," thus extending his quest and claim of moral worthiness 
to everyone (Anthes 1928, Gr.24,3). All these moral claims use the category of 
love as a recipient evaluation and again reaffirm the importance of love as a 
reward, measure and mirror of one's worthiness. 
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In the New Kingdom, the focus on love from others as a reward and an 
essential mirror and measure of moral worthiness continues. In this regard, the 
architect Pahekamen says in his moral self-presentation that he has come to the city 
of eternity "having served the king without failure, blame or fault." Thus, he 
concludes, "My lord praised and loved me for my excellence (mn_h.i) (Urk IV, 
1470). This mn_h indicates various kinds of excellence, including moral excellence 
for which it translates as virtue. Also, the Sebait of Amenomope stresses the 
importance of love and praise in the context of advice on showing care and respon- 
sibility for the poor. Amenomope defmes such Maatian practice as a "path of life" 
and says, "Better is praise with the love of people than wealth in the storehouse" 
(XVI,  5-12). 

In the Late Period, the priest of Amun, Hor reaffrms the concept of love as a 
reward, and a mirror and measure of one's worthiness. He says: 

I have created love of me on earth 
And I have increased my praises in my city 
For I knew I would find them later 
(Jansen-Wilken 1985, 517.7-9). 

The concept of fmding good later refers to the central moral concept of reciprocity. 
And it recalls the Sebait of Ankhsheshonqi which says, "Do a good deed and throw 
it in the water; when it dries you will fmd it" (AEL 111, 174. 19,lO). Thus, in 
Maatian ethics no good done is ever lost, for in the end it will benefit you and 
others. 

Also, in the Late Period, the priest Montemhet, as noted above, prays that 
Amen Ra will cause others to love and remember him. He says, 

May (Amen) put love of me in the hearts of the people 
so that everyone may love me 

May he make my name last like the starts in heaven 

May my ka be remembered in his temple night and day 

And may my name not be forgotten in the years 
that come forever after 
(Leclant 1961, 33.7-34.34). 

Here both the love of the people and their remembrance of him are sought. For 
these two are central factors in the concept of immortality. 

In summary, then, merut in Maatian ethical literature is predominantly a 
concept of moral worthiness. As such it is a mirror and measure of one's worthiness 
as well as a reward for that worthiness. The focus then is on being loved by others 
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because of one's worthiness through good deeds and excellent character, i.e., one's 
virtue in practice. Therefore, the essential point of departure is not what one feels 
about oneself but what others feel about you. The essential moral directive, then, is 
not "love your neighbor" but "do Maat for her so that she may love you and a f f m  
your moral and social worthiness before God and people." Nor is it "love your 
neighbor as yourself," but rather do for him so that you will be worthy of his love 
and worthy according to your Maatian self-understanding, for other-regard is prior 
to and the basis of self-regard. 

This is the meaning of the seal bearer, Sehetep-ib-Ra's moral self-defmition as 
"the real image of love-twt mjct n rnvwt." For he says this after a long list of 
virtues in relationship and exchange. He is, he says: 

A man of Maat before the Two Lands 
A truthful witness like Djehuti 
- - - - - - - 
Excellent in counsel, 
Speaking that which is good 
Repeating that which is loved 
Good at listening, excellent in speaking, a prince who unravels the knot, 

one who his lord exalts before millions. The real image of love 
(Sethe 1928b, 69.17-22). 

It is, then, in the process of doing good deeds and interacting with others that self- 
regard is developed in other-regard. 

Thus, the "self' in "self-regard" is a social self, constituted in the process of 
encounter and exchange. Moral development of a person then becomes a reciprocal 
process of giving and receiving, of doing good and being worthy of love, praise, 
honor and ultimately immortality, because of it. It is this understanding that leads 
Nedjem-ib, an ordinary person, to define himself saying: "I was one beloved of the 
people. . . . I was a doer of that which all the people praised" (Urk I, 75.13,16). 
Again, then, the process of seeking the love of others by Maat-doing grounds, 
reaffms and rewards a person. Having won the love of others and the correlative 
honor, a person is then able to claim worthiness before God and others and to 
anticipate immortality in the social and spiritual realm. 

Nowhere is this understanding of the centrality of love as a reflection of moral 
and social worthiness clearer than in the autobiography of the count and supervisor 
of the priests, Mentuhotep of the 1 lth Dynasty (Goedicke 1962; Schenkel 1964). 
The word love appears in this document six times which is more often than any 
other autobiography with which I am familiar. This demonstrates its importance to 
both the author and the text itself as a moral self-presentation, i.e., a declaration of 
virtues. All the references to love are made as a claim of recipient evaluation of the 
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agent. It thus reaffirms the Maatian ethical emphasis on making oneself worthy of 
love by moral and social excellence (ib, mnlz). 

Mentuhotep's first reference to love appears in the statement: "I was persistent 
and loyal, one to whom his lord gave his love" (2). He follows this with a listing of 
virtues, i.e., "patient, free from negligence and not disrespectful . . ." which affirm 
his worthiness. Secondly, he says "love of me was in the body of the courtiers, the 
great ones of the palace and the one enthroned there (i.e., the king)" (3). This is a 
reaffmation of his worthiness by referring not only to the king's love again, but 
also the courtiers and the great ones of the palace. Thirdly, Mentuhotep widens the 
circle of evaluation by declaring that "the learned and the unlearned loved me; 
everybody thanked God for me and prayed that I endure on earth" (5). At this 
point, Mentuhotep lists other virtues: having raised the young and buried the old 
and poor, and having given clothes and food to the needy. 

The list of virtues continues with his saying "I nourished the children (of the 
district) with (my) deeds, and anointed the widows. There was no citizen miserable 
in my time" (9-10). He explains these good deeds by making his fourth reference to 
love, saying, "I strove to create love of me so that my name might be good. And 
that I might be vindicated in the afterlife (10-1 1). Here is a clear statement of love 
as a mirror and measure of moral and social worthiness and as evidence of 
worthiness for eternal life. It is for this reason as, he says, that one strives to cause 
others to love one. 

His fifth reference to love is made in the context of his saying he is: "One who 
is calm in speech, one who is patient and one who does not quarrel with the 
ordinary person." For he says: "there is no arrogant person in authority who is 
loved." This, of course, speaks to the virtues of humbleness and gentleness which 
makes one worthy of love. As Ptahhotep states, "as ill-will comes from hostility, 
good will makes love flourish" (397-398). Moreover, Pahebhor says: "Pride and 
arrogance are the ruin of their owner . . . . But he who is gentle by virtue of his 
good character creates his own fate" (AEL 111, 189.4,22; 5,l). 

Mentuhotep's sixth and fmal reference to love is in the context of defming 
himself as a helper of those in need. He asserts that he is: "one who hears his case 
(the needy) and removes his suffering . . . one who bows to everyone and one who 
does not hide his face from the hungry. For the helping hand is the one which is 
loved" (12-13). He concludes his autobiography with a homage to good character 
as a monument and better than a thousand gifts. He then says, "May it happen as it 
said." To wit, "may my name be good and enduring in my city and my monument 
never pass away" (16). And, of course, this monument is good character (bit nfr) 
and the memory and love of it which promise immortality. 

7.4 The DOI: Rules Without Commandments 

As noted above in chapter IV, the Declarations of Innocence in chapter 125 of 
the Book of Coming Forth By Day serve as an ideal set of moral norms for ancient 
Egyptian society (Budge 1898 I; Faukner 1985; Rossiter 1979; Allen 1974). As 
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such, they are key to understanding Maatian morality. Piankoff (1930, 82) has 
observed that "the most important document for the study of Egyptian morality is 
without a doubt chapter 125 of Coming Forth. Although this, perhaps, overstates 
the case on one level, since it does not note that this is a summary of more 
developed concepts in other essential ethical texts such as the Sebait, DOV and 
Khunanpu. However, his statement does speak to the centrality of the DOI. For 
they contain not only a summary of major moral concepts, but also are set within 
the context of judgment and the quest for immortality. 

As discussed in chapter IV, the quest for immortality is a central concept and 
practice in Maatian ethics. It presupposes and poses a judgment after death in 
which deeds are weighed in the balance and one is assigned immortality or 
extinction based on the judgment of one's worthiness. The process of judgment has 
as its centerpiece and cornerstone the Declarations of Innocence, thirty-six and 
forty-two disavowals of things isfetic and thus in contradiction to Maat, the will 
and wish of God. These declarations of freedom from isfet represent an ideal set of 
norms which serve as a hndamental referent in understanding and practicing Maat. 
They are clear expressions of Maatian behavior and are reaffmed as such by the 
prefatory and following claim of the vindicating one that he has brought Maat and 
done Maat. 

These Declarations of Innocence and the Declarations of Virtues from which 
they originate represent a hndamental and compelling set of moral norms. And 
although there are no direct divine commands in terms of specific rules from God 
in Maatian ethics, these declarations suggest an implicit command of observance. 
Commands of God are usually associated with rulership in Kemetic literature and 
most often refer to a royal ruler's socio-political conception of what slhe is 
obligated to do. This does not mean that there is no ethical content to these 
conceptions. On the contrary, this conception of command is often associated with 
establishing Maat and driving out isfet. Thus, in Seti 1's hymn to Ra, he says: 

As to him who acts by the command of his God 
No palm's width of his action will fail 
You are my father who inspires my heart 
What I did accorded with your command 
(Lichtheim 1992, 76). 

And, Thutrnose 111 states that he "did not forget anything that he (Amen) had 
commanded him to do" and that "he did it for him in accordance with his command 
(Urk IV, 730). Moreover, he describes his first victorious campaign as a result of 
the command of Amen who "led him on excellent ways" (Urk IV, 780.8-9). And 
Ramesses I11 says to Amen: "I have not transgressed what you have commanded, 
what I have been directed to do" (pHamis I, 3,lO). And still in the Late Period, 
Piankhi says, "There is nothing which I do without his knowing it; it is he who 
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commands me to do it-n irt. i m hmf ntf wd n. i irt" (Urk 111, 22,69). When 
Ramesses I11 says he has not transgressed what was commanded, he sheds light on 
the declaration of innocence which simply says, "I have not transgressed-n thi" 
(B 12). This declaration of not having transgressed suggests and requires rules one 
can observe or transgress. But the rules may be general or specific, and in Kemetic 
texts they are most often general. 

In Kemetic literature there is a suggestion that Maatian ethics makes a 
distinction between command (wdJ and counsel (shy). In a text concerning the 
founding of a temple by Sesostris I, it says, "Command was given for them to hear. 
Counsel was given for them to learn" (wd mdw.t wt sdm st nd-r3 m swnt h m m )  
(El Adly 1984, 7.10-1 1). The word used here for counsel is hd-r3 but shr is the 
most often used. Moreover, the phrase wn hr means literally to "open the sight of '  
and is rendered here, following Lichtheim (AEL I, 116), as "learn," given its 
causative form swni. Thus, it means so that they might have clear or good vision. It 
can and does mean in the modern Maatian sense cause to have a clear moral vision. 
This, of course, is the fundamental purpose of the Sebait, Instructions, which give 
moral vision and moral grounding. And the Instructions are essentially offered as 
moral counsel rather than command. 

Unlike the Catholic division between commands which bind and counsels 
which suggest, in Maatian ethics both command and counsel are morally 
compelling (Glazer 1970). Thus, fdfillment of each is an opus debitum rather than 
a command being an opus debitum and counsel being a work of superogation. 
Counsel, then, is morally compelling. Its preference over command in Maatian 
ethics points to the open texture of the Maatian project, its ostensible assumption 
about human preference for the good, i.e., as the texts say, their love of Maat and 
hatred of evil. Maat is both good and the will and wish of God. It is thus a general 
point of orientation, an ideal theme which functions as a framework for right-doing 
and wrong-avoidance. Therefore, it is more often posed as a general good done 
than a specific rule observed. 

It is in light of this that the Declarations of Innocence have an added 
significance. For they offer a specific set of rules which carry an implication of the 
wish and will of God. This is grounded in three basic facts. First, these 
declarations, as shown above in the chapters 11, 111 and IV, evolve from the DOV 
which describe doing good deeds and the rejection of evil as Maat. And Maat is by 
defmition what God loves, wills and wishes. Secondly, these declarations take 
place in a context of judgment in which one is compelled to disavow several 
species of wrongdoing before the Divine. These obligatory disavowals of 
wrongdoing before the Divine clearly suggest that they are moral norms required 
by God. And fmally, in summing up one's case of worthiness for immortality 
during judgment, one clearly states that she has done Maat and done away with 
evil. And in doing these things, she concludes, she has "satisfied God with what he 
loves, wishes and wills." 

Again, the verb "mr" contains the sense of love, will and wish. Neither one of 
these meanings indicate command. But mr in its meaning as will suggests a 
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compelling character to these norms. Still, it is important, in the context of Maatian 
ethics, to recognize its open texture and its assumption about human agency. For 
again, inherent in this absence of direct moral commands to the people as distinct 
from socio-ethico-political commands to the royal ruler, is a respect for human 
agency rooted in an assumption of humans' capacity for rational knowledge and 
ethical sensitivity as expressed and made possible by the ib, i.e., the headmind. 

Moreover, the absence of commands similar to the Jewish, Christian and 
Islamic tradition points unavoidably to an anthropology which assumes the humans' 
ability to arrive at moral norms within the general framework of the demands of 
Maat. This, in turn, evolves from the correlative assumption in Maatian 
anthropology that this capacity for moral discernment and resultant practice is both 
God-given and the product of patient thought and practice. Thus, the prophet of 
Amen Hor (22nd Dynasty), says after enumerating his good deeds, "God placed it 
in my heart so that my lifetime might be prolonged on earth" (Jansen-Winkeln 
1985 11, 5 1 1 .K7-8). And the prophet of Amun, Harsiese (22nd Dynasty) says, "But 
now behold, my father was already under the instruction of his God himself and 
thereby, He placed him on the road of his praised ones" (Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 
464.8). And fmally, Djedkhonsefankh, in the Late Period says, "Khnum fashioned 
me as one serviceable (literally beneficial of heart). He made my character superior 
to others. He steered my tongue to excellence" (Janssen 1955, 127.3-4). 

Here we have three expressions of Kemetic understanding of the God-given 
capacity for moral excellence. Hor's understanding is that God placed moral 
understanding in his heart and Djedkhonsefankh posits the divine shaping of his 
whole personality. For Djedkhonsefankh, the Divine fashions his headmind to be 
beneficial to others, gives him a superior character and guides his speech to 
excellence. Thus, his headmind (ib), character (bijt), and tongue (ns) bear witness 
to God's shaping spirit. Moreover, Hariese posits a case of his father's being "under 
the instruction of God himself," revealing perhaps his priestly position and the 
assumption of an ongoing and close relationship with God. The priest Montuhotep 
in the Late Period says a similar thing asserting that people say of him because of 
his excellent actions that "he is one whom God has taught" (Otto 1954, 160). But 
again, even here there are no commands. Rather there is a God-given capacity, a 
divine shaping and ongoing divine instruction which informs and grounds the 
moral project. 

In addition to God's gift of the capacity for moral understanding and moral 
grounding, there is in Maatian texts also the stress on self-development in this 
context. Therefore, since God does not give foreknowledge except in rare cases, 
the challenge is for humans to struggle patiently and consistently to learn and 
practice the moral, i.e., Maat. It is in this context that Khunanpu tells Rensi, the 
high steward, "Be patient that you may learn Maat." For he says, "no one hasty 
attains excellence." Finally, he says, "Let your eyes see and your headmind be 
informed" (B, 209-2 10, 2 1 1-2 12, 2 13). The call for patience (wjh-ib) is a call for 
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spiritual and mental discipline necessary to learn Maat. It is a discipline whereby a 
sense of right and wrong are transformed into moral qualities and eventually into a 
moral character which allows one to assume and claim that it was the Divine which 
shaped it. 

Letting one's eyes see is a metaphor for experiencing life and is thus linked to 
informing one's mind and heart. For what is observed and experienced must be 
translated into moral sensitivities and moral knowledge. It is in this context that 
Intef (Urk IV, 971.1 1) says, 'b_hr.i m-s3 mF-I sought after Maat" and that his 
heartlmind was the fundamental means by which he learned Maat and by which he 
was guided into doing it. Thus, he says of his Maat-doing: 

It was my heart that caused me to do this as it guided me. 
It was for me an excellent instructor. 
- - - - - - - - 
I flourished greatly because of it. 

I excelled through what it caused me to do. 
And I became worthy (ik) by its guidance 
(Urk IV, 974). 

He concludes saying, " n p p w  i w f m  ht nbt" which can mean either "it is a divine 
presence in every body" or "it is God which is in everybody." In both cases, it 
represents the presence of the divine in humans and the ground and guide of moral 
development. 

This divine element of headmind in the human person includes both affective 
and cognitive capacity, conscience and consciousness, in a word, the capacity for 
moral sensitivity and moral knowledge. Thus, the headmind not only reflects on 
human realities, but feels concerning these realities, eliciting and expressing 
emotions of desire, shame, restraint, love of the good and hatred of the evil. The ib 
thus creates moral meaning for its owner from its own internal capacity and its 
evaluation and embrace of social norms. For the seeking after Maat (pbr m-s3 mjrt) 
is a constant seeking of balance between what the headmind feels and thinks and 
what the social norms of any given social context and time are. In this context, the 
general character of the Maatian demand allows for variations of both 
interpretation and practice. 

Certainly, Bilolo's (1988, 7) defmition of Maat in philosophical terms speaks 
to the philosophical and practical quest inherent in the Maatian project of searching 
after Maat. For it is to him, frst of all, an intellectual commitment to knowledge, a 
moral and intellectual commitment to truth, justice and uprightness and an 
emotional and intellectual commitment to the ideal of love and the process of 
becoming. Thus his conception of Maat is one of an ongoing quest for moral, 
scientific and philosophical knowledge, out of love knowledge and the aspiration 
toward it in an ongoing practical process of human development, indeed human 
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flourishing. And again, it is this ongoing process which the ancient Egyptian called 
searching after Maat (truth, justice, rightness) and which offers an inherent 
challenge of transcendence. 

Here it is important to note that there is nothing in Maatian ethics historically 
which justifies going beyond socially-sanctioned norms. Thus, one tends to raise 
the question of the possibility of self-transcendence of the social system and 
creative social innovation. The reality is, as argued above, that unlike religions 
which deny ultimacy to any given form of state or pattern of social relations, the 
ancient Egyptians saw their system as divine-established and maintained. Thus, 
transcendence of it or the concept of "the individual over and against society" was 
neither conceived nor a conceptual possibility. Modem Maatian ethics, of 
necessity, poses a transcendent dimension within its moral project. For it evolves in 
the midst of an oppressed community and its central project of freedom is directed 
both against existing relations and toward redefining human possibilities and the 
grounds for maximum human flourishing. 

However, the modem Maatian project does not embrace the individualistic 
approach to contestation with society. In fact, its communitarian character and 
thrust challenge individualistic assumptions of the dominant society. The Maatian 
project is grounded in an ontology of possibility, outlined in chapter V, which 
points toward human uniqueness and inherent potentiality. The moral cultivation of 
oneself, then, is defmed by four basic factors: a) it is always in community; b) it is 
open-textured; c) it is ongoing; and d) it is grounded in inherent qualities and 
capacities that evolve in relations and in constantly "seeking after Maat-p_hr m-s: 
mFt." 

In the midst of this ongoing process, one at various points is able to say, "I 
know the good or evil of an act or thing." For both the divine gift of headmind and 
ongoing experience constantly inform moral consciousness and conscience. Thus, 
Userhat (KRI I, 361.5-8) addresses the divinities as those "who hate lies and 
wrongdoing and live by rightness" and says he has not done isfetic things. He 
concludes saying, "I know what my God hates and I act on the water of his precept 
-iw.i &kwi bwt np.i iri hr mw.n wd$" To act on the water of God is to be loyal 
and attentive and obedient to his precepts, in a word, to do Maat as is his love, will 
and wish. Likewise, the treasurer, Iret Hor-aa, says, "I was found as one deaf to the 
rich, but as (one) friendly to the have-nots and as one who helped the weak against 
the strong. For I know that God is satisfied with one who acts thus" (Otto 1954, 
162). 

Djedkhonsefankh concludes his autobiography saying, "I know God acts for 
the right minded," i.e., the Maat-minded (Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 436.1 1-1). And 
fmally, Sishu, father of Petosiris says, "I did Maat and hated isfet, for I know He 
lives by it and is pleased by it" (Lefebvre 1923 11, 83.5). It is this declaration of 
knowing Maat and that God loves, wills, wishes and rewards it, that reaffirms the 
cultivation of Maat conscience and consciousness in experience. And it also 
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reaffirms the presence of general norms which provided a framework for the 
project. 

In addition, the emphasis on Maat-doing evolves not only from its being seen 
as what God wills, but also from the ancient Egyptian appreciation for the concrete 
and practical. As discussed above, practice and the relations it creates and sustains 
are the hub and hinge on which the Maatian project turns. What one is compelled 
to do is to do Maat, to actively engage in the Maatian project of "lessening evil and 
increasing good" in the world, as Khunanpu teaches. 

In conclusion, then, Maatian ethics poses an alternative to religious ethics 
based exclusively or predominantly on theology and faith or ancient law. For 
Maatian ethics respects the Divine but does not engage in theological disputes and 
has no all-embracing laws which leave little or less room for creative thought about 
new and ongoing challenges to the African and human community. Maatian ethics 
emphasizes moral practice and character development over claims of theology, 
faith, commandments and laws, and it stresses an anthropology of unlimited human 
possibility. For again, the hub and hinge on which Maatian and, indeed, all African 
ethics turns is the quality of human relations and human practice in the context of 
the Divine, human and the natural order. And it is in these areas that one searches 
after Maat and thus, flourishes in community. 

Having provided this philosophical framework for understanding Maatian 
social practice, we turn now to a critical discussion of the specific moral practice 
offered as an ideal in the Declarations of Innocence. To accomplish this, I will 
divide these Declarations into three broad categories of moral concern: im3h br Np 
-worthiness before God; im3b _hr rm-worthiness before other people and im@ 
_hr wnnt-worthiness before nature. As argued above, worthiness is the goal of 
moral self- and social cultivation. This is expressed in the desire "to make one's 
name good before God, king and the people," "to be beloved by family, town, king 
and God" and "to be worthy of honor before God, king, city, district and family." 
The moral category im3b can be translated as honor, reveredness or worthiness. I 
choose worthiness as a more inclusive and instructive category, as argued above. 

7.5 Im3b Hr Nir-Worthiness Before God 4-$?211 

7.5.1 Worship: Reverence, Ritual and Virtue 

The Declarations of Innocence (A) which deal with worthiness before God 
include affirmations of having: 

not done what the divinities hate (9); 
not reduced temple offerings to the temple (17); 
not destroyed loaves of the divinities (1  8); 
not removed the offerings of the blessed ones (1  9); 
not added to or reduced the funeral offerings (22); 
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not trapped birds in the sacred marshes (29); 
not neglected days of select meat offerings (34); 
not driven away cattle from the property of God (35); 
and not blocked (the image of) God in his procession. 

And the Declarations of Innocence (B) include affmations of having: 

not reduced the requirement of the temple (6); 
not stolen the property of God (8); 
not killed sacred cattle (13); 
not reviled the king (35); 
not blasphemed God (38); 
and not reviled the divinity of one's city (42). 

As can be seen, the Declarations of Innocence which seek worthiness before 
God are explicitly directed toward due respect for God, sacred property and ritual. 
However, implicitly every declaration is reaff~mation of what God wants, wills and 
loves. For what God wants, wills and loves is Maat and each declaration is a call to 
Maat-doing. In more explicit references to God, there are prohibitions against 
blasphemy against God and against his representative on earth, the king or queen. 
This prohibition against cursing the royal ruler is due to the divine conception of 
kingship and of the Kemetic social order which was seen, not simply as a social 
order, but also as an extension and reflection of the Divine, as Frankfort (1948b) 
has argued. Given this, kingship was also sacred or divine, and acts against it were 
grave religious and ethical offenses. Thus the declaration "I have not blasphemed 
against God" is paralleled with the one which says "I have not cursed the king" and 
are clearly interrelated. 

The Kemetic understanding of one's duty to God evolves from both their 
conception of God and their conception of humans' relationship with Him. Bleeker 
(1967, 127) has noted that " . . . in sharp contradistinction to the Semitic way of 
religious thought, (the ancient Egyptian) sees no chasm between the (G)od and man 
but sees them as affiliated." He goes on to say that "this is no way implies that he 
deifies man." For "he is aware of the distance between the (G)odhead and the 
mortal." This is essentially a correct reading and is attested to in the text. What one 
discovers is a sense of shared love and mutuality between God and humans 

This loving care of God and the loving service of humans is found throughout 
Maatian texts. The priest, Nakht-ef-mut, says of Amen Ra in a prayer: 

You are our father who provides for us 
A mother of children who cares for them well 
An excellent protector for those who rely on him 
A supporter for those who serve him 
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The guardian spirit who creates our sustenance 
A friend of pleasant association for all 
A protector in the course of a lifetime 
One who remembers those who have passed like a son 
One who grants old age together with health, power joined with joy 
(Jansen-Winkeln 1985, 444.4-6). 

Here God is posed as both a father who provides and a mother who cares for her 
children well. He is also guardian, helper and protection. Indicating the intimacy 
felt in his relationship with Amen Ra, Nakht-ef-mut describes Ra as "a friend of 
pleasant association." Also, Nakht-ef-mut describes God as the one who grants 
long life, health, power and happiness. 

Drioton (1945) has also provided an important set of texts from scarabs which 
represent Kemetic conceptions of God and human. Among the conceptions are 
f ~ s t ,  God as the giver and sustainer of life. The texts say "Life belongs to Amen 
Ra. Amen Ra is the lord of life. Amen Ra, the living is the lord of the breath of life 
and power" (Drioton 1945, 7,9). Amen Ra is also an excellent protector: "one 
whom Amen protects will live; If Amen is behind me, I fear nothing; Amen Ra is 
the power of the one alone; Amen Ra is the refuge of the afflicted" (Drioton 1945, 
9). Also, love is a central element in the relationship: "It is the love of Amen Ra 
which gives protection. The love of Amen Ra endures. One whom Amen Ra loves 
is the holy of God." And fmally, God is the source ofjustice (Maat). The texts say: 
"Amen Ra is the good guide to justice. One who loves justice is the holy of God." 

In addition to these texts, there are collections of prayers and sacred praises 
which speak of the awe in which God as Creator, nurturer, helper, protector and life 
giver is held (Assmann 1975; Bamcq 1962; Hassan 1930; Gardiner 1905). One 
such prayer to Amen Ra is: 

Blessed is one who sits on the hand of Amen. He who watches over the silent, 
who rescues the poor, who gives the breath of life to one whom he loves and 
assigns a good old age in the West of Thebes. . . . 0 '  my God, Lord of the 
divinities, Amen Ra, Lord of the Thrones of the Two Lands: Give me your hand 
and save me. Arise for me and cause me to live. You are Ra who rises in the 
heavens, Atum who created people. One who hears the prayers of one who calls 
on him, who saves a person from the hand of the violent, who brings the Nile that 
people may eat, the perfect guide for everyone. When he rises, people live and 
their hearts are lifted up when they see the one who gives breath of life to those 
who are in the egg, who nourishes people and birds, who provides food for mice 
in their holes and even worms and fleas. May he grant me a good burial after old 
age so that I am safe in his hands (KIU I, 387. 15-388.6) 

It is important here to note that the Creator's concern and care extends to all his 
creation including mice, worms and fleas and his actively providing for them. 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maat: The Way of Worthiness 297 

Finally, King Taharqa offers a text of Amen Ra as essentially the Creator. It 
describes him as: 

Lord who made what exists, Amen . . . who created people . . . and the 
heavens . . . (who made) water, who brought the flood in order to nourish 
(humankind), who created the mountains and brought the hill countries into 
being, who made the years . . . who made the summer in its season and the winter 
in its day.  . . (Macadam 1949, p1.2). 

It is in the context of such reverence and awe that the DO1 prohibit blasphemy 
against God. This reverence and its link to Maat-doing for others can also be found 
in the DOV of a Ramessid priest of Amen, Bakenkhonsu (KRI 111,295.15-296.13). 
Bakenkhonsu says that Amen "favored me and distinguished me because of my 
good qualities. And I followed him in tmth" (KRI 111, 296.3). He then goes on to 
outline f ~ s t  his conduct in the temple and afterwards his ethical consideration of 
others. Thus. he states: 

I did not do isfet in his house. 
I did not raise my voice or command in his presence. 
I walked in obeisance in his domain, 
For I had respect for his awesome power. 
I did not turn my back on his servants. 
Indeed I was for them a father. 
I judged the poor like the rich and the strong like the weak. 
I gave to each man his property. 
For my abomination was greediness. 
I buried one who had no inheritance and made a coffin for one who had none. 
I protected the orphan when he appealed to me. 
I was one who provided for the needs of the widow. 
I did not drive a son from the place of his father. 
I did not snatch the young child from his mother. 
I stretched forth my hand and gave to those who had no food. 

and those who were lacking 

I opened my ears to one who spoke tmth, 
And I avoided one under isfet (KRI 111, 296.5-13). 

The virtues listed fit well within the traditional Maatian framework, giving aid to 
the vulnerable, avoiding greed and theft, remaining open to those who speak tmth 
and avoiding those who do evil. 

Likewise, the DO1 pose acts against the temple, the House of God (pr nir) and 
its property as grave offenses. These include theft or reduction of offerings or the 
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requirements of the temple, or unclean or violative acts in the temple. The stress 
here was on entering the temple as the House of God in purity and piety. Thus, the 
ascension into the temple and temple activity had to be fiee of moral wrong or 
ritual impurity. In a religiously-oriented society as ancient Egypt, the temple is not 
simply a building but a sacred place which is the paradigm of God's creation and/or 
a center of his manifestation on earth (Reymond 1969). Thus, purity, ritual and 
morals are indispensable requirements. 

Hof ie ie r  (1985, 213Q has rightly noted that the temple as a sacred space 
could be profaned or desecrated not only "by improper intrusions into sacred space, 
but (also) improper conduct by a worshipper could be an offense." This led to 
injunctions being inscribed on doorposts and lintels of the temples directed toward 
priests and temple visitors i?om the Ramessid through the period of Greek 
domination (Otto 1964, 67ff; Merkelbach 1968, 1969; Greishammer 1974). 
Fairman (1958), as noted above, published an inscription from a lintel of a door in 
the temple of E d h  which gives us an excellent example of the merger of moral and 
ritual observations with regard to the temple. In this text, Seshat, the mistress of 
writing and knowledge and the feminine counterpart to Djehuti, says to Horus: 

I have come to you. . . 
that I may set down in 
writing before you the doer 
of good and the doer of evil, to wit: 
(The doer of evil is:) 
One who initiates wrongfully, 
One (who enters) when unclean, 
One who speaks falsehood in your house, 
One who accepts bribes, 
One who covets the property of your temple. 
(The doer of good is:) 
One who knows right from wrong, 
One who is pure, 
One who is upright and walks in righteousness, 
One who loves your followers exceedingly, 
One who is considerate, 
One who does not take rewards or the share of any person 
I write down good for the doer of good in your city. 
I reject the character of the evil doer . . . 
(One who does Maat) in your house (is) enduring forever 

but the wrongdoer dies forever 
(see also Chassinat 1930, 334.4-1 1). 

Here, I have given an order to these characterizations of the doer of good and the 
doer of evil, as two characterizations of the evildoer were mixed with those of the 
Maat-doer. Also, I have followed Fairman in this translation, making only minor 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maat: The Way of Worthiness 299 

changes. What one sees here is a clear marking off of  sacred space and at the same 
time a delineation of  the Maatian person. Thus, again, ethics and other religious 
concerns are intertwined and in the ancient Egyptian mind normally and necessarily 
SO. 

Alliot (1949) has provided numerous other examples of these temple 
instructions at the Edfu Temple. Another such instruction is: 

0 you (priest of Edfu). Do not do evil to the servants of His house: 
For he loves greatly those who are in his service. 
Do not soil yourself with impurity. 
Do not commit offenses. 
Do not do wrong to people in the country or the city, 
For they come from His eyes, 
And they exist for Him. 
His heart is greatly saddened because of the evil he must punish. 

Do not cover with your voice the voice of another. 
Do not swear concerning anything. 
Do not sustain a lie against truth by invoking the Lord 
(Alliot 1949, 185, 186). 

Again, the thrust is to join concern with ritual purity to moral purity into a 
worthiness before God. 

Parallel to this spiritual concern for ritual is the moral and spiritual concern 
that ritual not become a substitute for moral practice. Thus, in the Sebait for 
Merikara, Kheti stresses ritual worship saying: 

Make your monuments excellent for God. 
It perpetuates the name of one who does it. 
A person should do what benefits his soul 
In the monthly service as priest wear the white sandals. 
Visit the temple. 
Delve into the mysteries 
Enter into the sanctuary, 
Eat bread in the House of God 
Provide abundant offering loaves 
Increase the revenues, augment the daily offerings 
It is beneficial to one who does it . . . 
God knows who acts for him (63-67). 

But in a later passage, he r e a f f m s  the emergent teaching in the First Intermediate 
Period that the ultimate form of  worship is living a moral life. For he says: 
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Make excellent your mansion in the West. Make firm your mansion in God's 
domain by being upright and doing Maat. For it is that on which people's hearts 
rely on. More acceptable is the virtue ofthe upright than the sacrzJicial ox ofthe 
wrongdoer (emphasis mine) ( 1  27- 129). 

Moreover, he teaches in another passage that "he who is silent toward violence 
undermines the offerings" (110). In both passages the ritual of sacrifice and 
offerings which are important forms of ancient Egyptian worship are made 
subordinate to living a moral life. This privileging of character or virtue (bijt) over 
ritual (nt-3 is an important aspect of Maatian ethics and fmds parallels in other 
Afkican religions for which sacrifice is a central form of worship. 

An instructive parallel example of this privileging of the moral life over ritual 
can be found in the Odu Ifa, the sacred text of the Yoruba tradition. The specific 
text is a moral narrative on concerns about death. Odu, 70: 1 says:: 

Orifusi, father of Elu, was searching for a way to avoid death so that death would 
not kill him, his children and his wives. They said: if you want to avoid death you 
must sacrifice and follow the teachings of Ifa. Ifa will teach you the conduct and 
character which will enable you to avoid death. They said: when you sacrifice. 
you should begin doing good from this day on more than ever before. For your 
sacrifice is in vazn ifyour character IS  dejcient (Lasan ni e f ib0 bi e bfi din 
iwhwere.) Therefore, you should take the sacrificial pigeons and chickens home. 
You should release them . . . . And you must not kill anything from this day on. 
For anyone who does not want death to kill him, slhe should not kill anything 
whatsoever either (emphasis mine) (Karenga 1999, 21 0-2 12). 

This text, as well as other Ifa texts, not only parallels Maatian texts in privileging 
character and thus, the moral life over ritual, but it also reflects the centrality of 
reciprocity as a moral value. 

Reciprocity is, of course, an essential theme in Maatian ethics which Kheti 
himself takes up in his discussion of leadership, service to God and avoidance of 
destructive behavior. He concludes comments on the latter by saying, "a blow is 
repaid by its like. To every action there is a response" (123). In both Yoruba and 
Kemetic culture, offering is both a central spiritual and ethical act. But the texts 
tend to privilege the ethical act over the physical act of sacrifice and offering even 
though both acts are essential to religious practice. Thus, the Kemetic texts (and the 
Yoruba texts in varying degrees) group the duties of offering with moral duties and 
often pose moral practice as the central offering to God, i.e., Maat-offering as 
Maat-doing. In conclusion, then, both Maatian and Ifa texts privilege character 
over ritual even though ritual is clearly a central pillar in their worship. They thus 
privilege living the moral life as the most essential way to stand worthy before God. 
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7.5.2 Service to Others as Service to God 

Certainly, one of the most important lessons from the Sebait and other Maatian 
literature is that service to God cannot in the fmal analysis be separated fiom 
service to other humans. Thus, the text consistently defines serving God by doing 
Maat. And Maat is, in the fmal analysis, most definitively expressed as what one 
does for others. Here one must refme this assertion by saying Maat is done on earth 
in the midst of humans and the wider environment of nature. This is an important 
expansion because not only is this recognized and addressed in the DOI, but as I 
will argue below in the section on nature, it is implicit in the texts. 

From the Old Kingdom onward standing well with God or serving God to 
achieve worthiness has always been a process essentially defmed by serving others. 
Therefore, Harkhuf lists among his efforts "to have a good name before the Great 
God" being worthy before and loved by his family members, caring for and aiding 
the vulnerable, speaking fairly and what was loved, never speaking evil and never 
judging unjustly (Urk I, 122-123). Likewise, Heka-ib lists similar deeds that 
evidence his worthiness before God (Urk I, 132-133). For these authors and others 
knew that it is Maat which God loves, wishes and wills. Thus, Rhu-er-imakhu-sen 
says of her standing worthy, "shtp N@ n mrrtf-I satisfied God with what he loves" 
(Urk I, 265.16). And Inti reaffms that "Doing Maat is what God wishes, wills and 
loves-mrrt Nfvpw irt _ht mF" (Urk I, 7 1.10). 

Also, in the Old Kingdom, the priest Khentika says that "he did Maat" for the 
lord of Maat, caring for the vulnerable, honoring his parents and judging justly. For 
he wanted to be worthy before God and all people (James 1953, 40). He, thus, 
reaffirms Maat-doing as the most effective way of serving God. An even more 
defmitive expression of service to God as service to others is the Declaration of 
Virtues of the priest Horakhabit in the Late Period. He says: 

I am one upright of heart toward his God, free of transgression 
I raised the son(s) of my neighbors when their fathers had gone to the grave 
I did good deeds (3hw) for my companions 
I provided for the one in need 
I loved every Maatian person who turned his back on transgressing the way 
I was a father for the weak and one who did not pass over the 

weak concerning the justice dueto him, 
I have done all that God loves 
And, I did not have two faces among the people 
(Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 545.5-9). 

This shows again that Maat-doing for God translates, in the fmal analysis, as doing 
good for others. 
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In the Sebait, this interrelatedness is also reaffrmed. This is the meaning of the 
Late Period Sebait of Pahebhor which teaches that what you wish to do for God, do 
it for others, especially the most vulnerable. The Seba Pahebhor (pInsinger, 16) 
says: 

God lets one acquire wealth for the purpose of doing good deeds (16.12) 
He who gives sustenance to the poor God takes him unto himself 

with infinite loving kindness (1 6.13) 
If you gain wealth, give a portion to God by giving a portion 

to the poor (16.4) 
The heart of God is satisfied when the poor person is provided 

for before him (16.3). 

Thus, the teaching is that wealth is given so that one may do good and that to give 
to the vulnerable is in fact to give to God. 

7.5.3 Offering Maat 

Another way to express service to and worship of God and to achieve 
worthiness before God is to offer Maat. The offering of Maat is at once an ancient 
ritual and an ongoing ethical and spiritual project. It is a practice which grows out 
of the fundamental ethical and spiritual assumption that not only does God will 
Maat, love and want it, but that he also lives by it. Moreover, humans too, as the 
text show, live by Maat. Thus, Rahotep says: "ink r@ hjty bwt.i grg rn_h(.i) vr nb m 
ivt mF-I am upright of headmind. My hatred is of falsehood. I live each day by 
doing Maat" (KRI 111, 54.1-2). 

As Hornung (1988, 387) notes, then, Maat is not only nourishment for the 
Divine but for humans and "for all creatures an element of life (lebenseleinent) as 
indispensable as bread and water." In this context, Maat-doing came to be 
conceived as an offering of Maat in both the sense of a ritual of worship and an 
ethical practice. The ritual, of necessity, presupposed and required the ethical 
practice. For the ritual has no meaning or validity without the Maat-doing that is 
both ethical practice and spiritual nourishment. 

The conception and expression of Maat-doing as offering Maat to God evolves 
in the First Intermediate Period. Texts fiom tombs at Dendera, as noted above, 
provide the earliest evidence of this concept. The treasurer, Meni, says of his 
offering Maat as an ethical practice and spiritual gift: 

I judged between two brothers in order to satisfy them. 
I listened to the words of the needy. 
I removed the cry of the needy. 
I rescued the wretched from the hand of one stronger than he. 
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I spoke what the great loved and the small praised. 
And I spoke truly so as to raise (srr) Maat to its lord 
(Urk I, 260.4-9). 

Also, the seal bearer and steward, Sen-ndjesui says that he too has "spoken what 
the great love and the small praise, so as to raise up (srr) Maat to the Great God, the 
lord of heaven." He also states that he is one who speaks the good and repeats the 
good and one who does a thing according to its Maat" (Petrie 1898, p1.i~). And 
Hetepi states that he "did not hand over a man to one more powerful than he in 
order to raise Maat to the Great God, Lord of heaven" (Fischer 1968, 158, fig.3 lb). 

The royal ritual of offering Maat emerges in the Middle Kingdom and 
flourishes in the New Kingdom continuing through the period of Greek 
domination. In her valuable study on the offering of Maat, Teeter (1990,241) notes 
that "although the presentation of Maat is attested by references as early as the 
Middle Kingdom, it does not occur as an iconographic device until the reign of 
Thutmose 111." Numerous words are used to define the offering of Maat including: 
srr---raise up; in-bring; rdi (di, dit, rdi)-give; and hnk-present or offer. As we 
have seen above, the verb s'r along with in were the earliest verbs used, while hnk 
and rdi became the most widely used afterwards. 

The royal rituals tended to be directed toward three basic goals: I )  to give God 
that which he wills, wishes, loves and that by which he lives; 2) to reciprocate the 
good, especially life, that is given; afid 3) through these and the ethical practice that 
undergirds them, establish and rea f fm legitimacy of rule. As noted above, it is in 
the Coffm Texts in the Middle Kingdom that Maat is linked to life. It is in the 
conversation of Nun and the Creator in his name of Atum. In this dialog, Nun says 
to the Creator that he should kiss and nourish himself with Maat and "put her to 
your nose that your heart may live " (CT 80). This concept of breathing Maat or of 
Maat being the breath of life is reaffmed in Khunanpu's classic statement that 
"doing Maat is breath to the nose" (146). 

The metaphor of consuming Maat as a life-giving principle and spiritual 
substance is reaffmed in subsequent texts also which says that Maat is that by 
which God lives. In the Temple of Seti I at Abydos the text of the ritual of offering 
Maat provides even more evidence of Maat's life-giving and central role. The 
kingipriest says to Amen Ra: 

Hail to you 0' Ra . . . author of all that exists, Creator of that which is. You rise 
with Maat, you live on Maat. You join your limbs to Maat. Behold the 
divinities-male and female-who are with you carrying Maat. Your left eye is 
Maat. Your flesh and limbs are Maat. The breath of your body and your heart is 
Maat. Your head is anointed with Maat. That which you eat is Maat. You drink of 
Maat. Your bread is Maat. Your beer is Maat. The scent which you breathe is 
Maat. The breath of your nose is Maat (Moret 1988, 138Q. 
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Thus, Maat is life to the Creator and by extension all the divinities. 
Secondly, the royal ritual was done as an act of reciprocity. There is some 

debate on whether the act is mandatory or voluntary. Teeter (1990) sees the 
offering of Maat as a pious act of reciprocity, a do ut des exchange. Hornung 
(1982, 203) and Finnestad (1985, 155) also make this contention, but Altenmiiller 
(1969) and Frandsen (1989, 103-104) disagree, seeing it as a compulsory offering. 
The weight of the evidence seems to be with Teeter, Hornung and Finnestad, for 
the ritual is built around the concept that the Divine is the source of life and humans 
are the recipients of this divine gift and should give what is given. From the Middle 
Kingdom on the formula for this reciprocity is " i r f n f d i  rn&he (donor) acts for 
him (the divinity) who has given life (to the donor)" (Fischer 1977, 97). Having 
been given life, through Maat, the act of presenting Maat returns it to Him who 
gave it. But again the presentation of Maat presupposes and requires the doing of 
Maat. The king thus gives life through doing Maat and presenting Maat, a 
nourishment which causes the Divinity, the king and the people to live. And this 
offering, Moret (1940, 4) reminds us, is "not a material offering, but rather . . . a 
totally spiritual offering." 

Another purpose of the offering of Maat is to establish and rea f fm legitimacy 
of rule. This often included offering of the king's name as an equation of Maat 
which appears to have developed during the reign of Seti I. "This ritual stresses the 
legitimacy of the king and his commitment to rule in accordance with the precepts 
of Maat, the substance upon which the gods live" (Teeter 1990, 277). The king is, 
in this ritual, acting as the "corporate personality" of Egypt and the king is not 
simply offering his name but himself and his efforts in view of the equation of self 
and name (Frandsen 1989, 100-103). Moreover, Teeter (1990,237) suggests that in 
using a non-specific reference of "he" or "she" in the offering statement, the 
sovereign's "deference to the divine presence," eliminates his or her personal 
identity. For in fact, "the donor is not an individual in this context, helshe is the 
representative of mankind who interacts with the gods." 

Clearly, the royal ruler's need for justification before God is attested as early as 
the Pyramid Texts. As noted above, Unas "wishes to be vindicated by what he has 
done" (PT 316d-317a). And the texts say he "comes forth as a doer of Maat" and 
"he brings it, it being with him" (PT 3 19b). Moreover, in the Books of Vindication 
(CT 1105), the risen king says in justification, "I have nurtured Maat, prepared a 
path for me that I might receive the Wrrt crown." This offering Maat fits within a 
long history of royal reaffirmation of legitimacy. 

It is important to note here that the offering of Maat is the central ritual and as 
Arnold (1962, 44, no.1) suggests, seems to subsume all other ritual under it. It is 
also important to note that the offering of Maat was meant for public consumption 
given "the vast majority of scenes of the presentation of Maat or the name Maat" 
and their location "in public areas of the temple, in particular in places of popular 
supplication" (Teeter 1990, 12). This does not mean that the masses actually 
performed the ritual, only that they were aware of it and shared in the ritual through 
the king's acting as the corporate personality of the people and his efforts to affrm 
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the legitimacy of his rule through Maat. In fact, Teeter (1990, 248) states that 
although images of "the goddess Maat appears in many private tombs, the 
representation of private individuals presenting her image is extremely rare . . . ." 
And except for the statue of Nespakashuty, a prophet of Maat, all the personal non- 
royal examples are in a mortuary text (Teeter 1990,248-249). 

But again the central act of offering Maat is an ethical one, i.e., Maat-doing on 
earth. And it is this kind of Maat-offering that the people, ordinary and noble, 
especially embraced and carried out. Thus, the priest Hor says, "I made Maat great 
on earth, His offering with which He (God) is satisfied-4.i mFt wrty m t3 p3tf 
hzpf hr.sU (Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 510.6-7). The offering with which God is 
pleased, then, is doing Maat and making it great on earth. Making Maat great on 
earth is spreading goodness over the land so that it is life and flourishing to 
humans, especially the most vulnerable. And as I argue below, this making Maat 
great on earth and through the land has implications for an environmental ethics 
also. It is this social ethical meaning of life and flourishing that is again pointed to 
in an assertion by the prime minister, Nakhtefmut: "I offered Maat to every divinity 
so that they rejoiced at what I did. I issued laws in accordance with the ancient 
writings. And my speech was the breath of life" (Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 553.10- 
11). Again, Maat-doing among the people is defmed as giving to them the breath of 
life ($w n rnb). And this is, of course, the paradigmatic conception of the prime 
minister's role as expressed in the Instructions to the Prime Minister (Urk IV, 1086- 
1093). Thus, again offering Maat to God is above all, ethical practice which 
satisfies Him and makes the people live and flourish. 

Finally, in the Book of Coming Forth By Day, there are numerous references 
to Maat-doing and Maat-offering as both ethical practice and the basis for ethical 
judgment. One such passage as cited above is in Chapter 183 says: 

I come to you (my) hands bearing Maat, my heart with no lies in it. I put Maat for 
you before your face, knowing you live by it. I have done no wrongs in this land. I 
have not robbed a man of his possessions. I have come to you with Maat in my 
mouth and Maat in my hands. Maat belongs to me. 

Here the departed makes a claim for entrance in Amenta. She has brought Maat. 
She says she speaks truth-Maat is in her mouth; and she does justice-Maat is in 
her hands. To say Maat belongs to her implies it is an essential element of her 
identity. 

Certainly, the DOI, including its prefatory and concluding passages, are the 
locus classicus for this. Thus, one arriving in the Hall of Judgment says, "I have 
come before you. and I have brought you Maat" (Chapter 125). The statement 
"in.n.i n.k mT-I have brought you Maat" is a fundamental way of saying "I offer 
you Maat," as noted above. And of course, immediately following this declaration 
is the DO1 themselves which are the paradigmatic set of norms which form a 
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fundamental focus for this study. Also, following the DO1 themselves is a 
concluding passage which reaffms Maat-doing and Maat-offering. 

The passage quoted above (p. 147) declares a life of Maat-doing and Maat- 
offering and thus asks to be vindicated by the Maat s h e  has done. The passage 
concludes with a request for welcome in Amenta. Here we see Maat-offering as 
essentially an ethical practice. And although divine and invocation offerings are 
clearly important as a form of worship, the bulk of the Declarations of Innocence 
and affmations of right-doing are rooted in the concern for and claim of moral 
practice which justifies and grounds one's quest for immortality. It is in this context 
that Teeter (1990, 265) points out that the phrase "to be joined with Maat was a 
euphemism for death and justification." 

7.5.4 Maat and Reciprocity 

Certainly, one of most defmitive ways of characterizing the relationship 
between God and humans is one of reciprocity. Morenz (1984, 96) argues that "the 
relationship between God and worshippers is a juridical one." By this he means that 
"God and men have mutual claims upon each other, that service is rendered in 
expectation of some other service in return." However, this relationship of mutual 
claim is in fact not a juridical one in the sense of the concept of divine command or 
law and human obedience, but of a relation of reciprocity as suggested by Morenz's 
own words. Thus, more appropriate than the legalism of Morenz in understanding 
the Maatian concept of the God human relation is Harrison's (1985, 39) moral 
language of co-relation which "a f fms  reciprocity in action" and "firmly ground(s) 
the fragile possibilities of our action." For what is central here is not a God which 
commands and demands a juridical conception of observance of our ethical obliga- 
tion. On the contrary, it is a conception of a God "whose power of co-relation 
enhances and enriches . . . acts aimed at human fulfillment, mutuality and justice." 

Since the Old Kingdom, there is an ethical assumption that doing Maat which 
is God's will leads to rewards in this life and the next. Thus, Maat is the symbol and 
substance of "the permanent exchange that must be established, and must endure 
between the human community (which believes in life) and the force (the Godhead) 
that is its source" (Goyon 1988, 29). It is in this sense, as Goyon points out, that 
i.e., "transmission to humanity of control over its earthly destiny, is intrinsically 
tied to the origin of Maat." For through Maat humans enter into a relationship with 
God of reciprocity and cooperative creation. 

This moral sense of reciprocity is reflected in the Sebait, the Declarations of 
Virtues and the defmitive treatise on Maat, the Book of Khunanpu. In the Old 
Kingdom Sebait of Ptahhotep, reciprocity is addressed in both the sense of reward 
and retribution. As quoted above, Ptahhotep posed Maat that which lasts and leads 
to flourishing whereas isfet, its opposite, never brings its goods to a safe port 
(Ptahhotep 84-94, 97-98). Moreover, he says that if Maat is sustained it will not 
only benefit one who does it, it will also cause one's children to live (Ptahhotep 
596-597). "Enduring is the person whose standard is Maat, who walks according to 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maat: The Way of Worthiness 307 

its ways," he says. "But the greedy (i.e., the isfetic person) will not have a grave" 
(Ptahhotep 3 12-3 15). 

This reciprocity appears as a law of retribution which God has established and 
executes and is also found in other passages of Ptahhotep. Thus, he states: 

Do not terrorize people. For God will punish accordingly. If a person says 'I will 
live by it,' he will lack bread for his mouth. If a person says I will rob another, he 
will end up giving it to one whom he does not know (Ptahhotep 99-1 11). 

The admonition on retributive reciprocity reaffms its link with the laws of Maat 
by saying: 

The schemes of people do not prevail. It is God's command which prevails. 
Think then of living in peace and what people give will come of its own accord. 

The command of God (wdt is, of course, Maat. It is this command of Maat, 
which if one violates, leads to punishment. For as Ptahhotep notes, "those who 
violate the laws of Maat are punished" (90). These laws of Maat not only bring 
punishment for violation, but also reward for observation. In addition to the 
examples above, Ptahhotep teaches that Maat is both a ground of success and a 
legacy of parents to their children (105). 

This dual understanding of reciprocity tied to the concept of Maat continues in 
the Sebait of the New Kingdom. It appears in Amenomope teaching that "He who 
does evil, the wharf falls from under him. Its flood water carries him away and the 
North wind descends to end his hour" (IV, 12-14). And in the positive sense, he 
says: 

Set your goodness before the people. Then you will be greeted by all . . . . Guard 
your tongue from injurious speech, then you will be loved by the people. You will 
find your place in the temple. And you will share the offerings of your lord. You 
will be honored when your coffin conceals you. And you will be safe from the 
corrective power of God (X, 17-XI,5). 

Moreover, we have discussed about how the heated man fails but the geru maa, the 
m l y  self-mastered flourishes (V1,l-12). Likewise, Amenomope says, "The boat of 
the greedy is abandoned in the mud, but the bark of the truly self-mastered sails 
with the wind" (X, 10- 1 1). 

Especially clear in Amenomope is reliance on God to deal with the violators of 
Maat. One is to "lift up" the evil person, "give him your hand and leave him (in) the 
hands of God" (V,3-4). Also, in terms of the heated man, one should "withdraw 
from him. For God knows how to answer him" (V,16-17). He says one should not 
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try to seek revenge for injury, but rather rely on God to insure that right will 
triumph. In a word, he says "settle down in the handslams of God and your self- 
mastery will overcome them" (XXII,7-8). Shirun-Grumach (1990) has shown the 
widespread and varied use of this metaphor and compared it with a similar one in 
Judaism. It is this emphasis on reliance on God that, as discussed above, has led to 
arguments that Maat as a lawhl regularity is replaced with the intervention of God 
(Otto 1954). But as argued above, this is not so, for as early as Ptahhotep, there is 
evidence of divine intervention (Ptahhotep 115-116). Also, in the Middle 
Kingdom, Sinuhe also shows divine intervention in his obtaining fortune saying, 
"Thus I became great, wealthy in goods and rich in cattle. It was God who acted so 
as to show mercy to one with whom he had been angry and whom he had made go 
astray to another land. For today his heart is appeased" (B146-149). Therefore, 
concepts of Maat as both a lawful regularity of results fiom action and a process of 
reward and punishment through divine intervention exists at the same time without 
contradiction. And there is no need to claim a special period for the divine impact 
on human life since it occurs throughout the literature as Griffiths (1988) has 
cogently argued. 

In the autobiographies there is abundant evidence of a positive reciprocal 
relationship between God and humans. One is clearly honored and worthy before 
God as before king and the people for having done Maat. To stand well with God is 
in fact to do Maat. And this achieved moral status and flourishing is in this life as 
well as in the next life. Thus, in the Old Kingdom, Pepiankh claims worthiness 
before the king, the Great God and the people for having done Maat. And in one of 
his declarations of Maat-doing, he says he judged justly "for I know that is what 
God wants" (Urk I, 222.12). Henku, the nomarch, notes that he did good, spoke 
good and did not do evil to another "so that he would complain about it to God" 
(Urk I, 78.10-12). 

By the 18th Dynasty, the positive reciprocal relations between God and 
humans based on Maat is expressed in ever clearer terms. Thus, the prime minister, 
Ahmes-Ametju, who served during the reign of Hatshepsut says: 

God will repay wrong to one who does it iw n p  (db3,f') isfi n ir sy 
And Maat to one who brings it mjrt n iy hr.s 
Thus, may I be given Maat as I have done it ib di,tw n,i mjrt mi irt.i sy 
And may goodness be repaid me in - db3.tw n.i n z  m sSrw nb 

every respect 
(Urk IV, 492.5-8). 

This relationship of reciprocity through Maat is also a f fmed  by the two brothers, 
Suti and Hor, architects of Amenhotep 111. Each says to Ra that he is: 

One who did Maat for your heart 
For I know you are satisfied with Maat 
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You make great one who does it on earth 
I did it and you made me great (Urk IV, 1946.6-19) 

The concept of reciprocity is also found in the royal texts, showing its 
acceptance as a central moral concept throughout Kemetic society. Thus, Thutmose 
111 says: "The recompense of him who does excellent things is a reward for him of 
things more excellent than they" (BAR 11, 63.149). This is an interesting assertion 
for it goes beyond simple equal return and suggests God gives more good than the 
good that is done. Such an assertion posits a concept of God as both mercihl and 
generous in his reciprocity. Hatshepsut speaks of her devotion to and deeds for 
Amen Ra and then says, "He made me rule the Black Land and the Red Land as a 
reward . . . I am his daughter in truth who serves him and knows what he has 
ordained" (Urk IV, 368.29-30, 3 1). 

Finally, Neferabu, in a prayer to God in his name Ptah, Lord of Maat, says: 

May he give life, prosperity and health, difrn_h w& snb 
alertness, favors and love spd hr hswt nznvt 

And that my eyes may see Amen every day irty hr 'lmn in _hrt rr nb 
As is done for a Maatian person who has set mi irtw n m3rty did 

Amun in his heart 'lmn n i b f  
(James 1970, 36, pl.3 1). 

Thus, again, for those who set Amen in their hearts and do Maat, the good of life is 
given them. 

Reciprocity as a divine reward for Maat-doing develops into its most 
expressive form in the Late Period especially, in the moral self-presentations of the 
priests of Amen in the 22nd and 23rd Dynasties (Jansen-Winkeln 1985). Here the 
priests show the dynamic interaction of God and humans in reciprocal relations 
whose grounding is Maat. Therefore, Nakhtehut says: 

One who is on his water has no want nty hr m w f n  n f h 3  
He is pure without fail wrb n f n  mrh 
And one who offers him Maat each day hnkn,f'm3rt rrnb 
Has no sorrow in his lifetime. n hhv-ib rn rk,f' 

He goes on to pray to God saying, "May you love your servant as he loves you. 
And may you cause him to endure in your house unendingly" (Jansen-Winkeln 
1985 11, 444.6-7). Likewise, the priest of Hor says, "God turned his face toward me 
as a reward for that which I had done. He allowed me to become old on earth in a 
very beautifid and long lifetime" (Otto 1954, 188). Also, he states that: 
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Whoever is kind, God is kind to them. Whoever does (good), then (God) does it 
for him. He favors those who do (good) and punishes those who do not do (it). Ra 
goes forth and observes behavior, and He rewards the deed of one who does it 
(Otto 1954, 189). 

Finally, Hor says of Maat-doing and the reward of God, "When I offered him the 
Maat he loves, the loaf of his which is myrrh I said when the morrow comes the 
virtuous person is rewarded for what he has done" (Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 516.8- 
9). 

Hor's assertions point to several interrelated concepts. The fxst is that God 
turns his face toward or favor those who do Maat. The second is that the species of 
good which one gives others is returned by that kind of good from God. A third 
concept is that punishment is given to those who do not do good, and fourthly that 
Ra goes forth and observes human behavior so that he may reward the deeds of 
those who do them. And fmally, in his last assertion, Hor seems to pose the reward 
of Maat as a natural consequence clearly established and insured by God, but not 
the result of divine intervention as in his other assertions. This again shows that 
both concepts, i.e., Maat as lawfd regularity and divine impact on human affairs, 
are not mutually exclusive but unavoidably interrelated and interactive. 

This stress on reciprocity as a central moral relationship continues throughout 
the Late Period. It is often expressed in a form used in one of Hor's assertions. This 
is often phrased in the following manner: 

Ra goes forth, observes and perceives the behavior of those who do it. 
Whoever does good, to him he will do good. 
And whoever does evil he will do it to him equally 
(Otto 1954, 190; see also 190, n.l and; Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 191, 193 n.aq). 

Also, Montemhet, priest and Governor in the 25th Dynasty and beginning of the 
26th Dynasty says, "This God does good for one who does it. And I knew his 
favorite is the Maatian person. I did what was useful for God and good for the 
people" (Otto 1954, 158). And fmally, in the period of Greek domination, the high 
priest Petosiris reaffirms the centrality of reciprocity in relations between humans 
and God saying: 

He who keeps his heart on the way of God 
Maintains his life span on earth 
He who has great respect of God in his heart has great favor on earth 
(Lefebvre 1923 11. 38.62.2). 

Here, Maat-doing is posed as the way of God, as noted above. But the practice and 
its reward remain the same: a good and long life on this earth and a glorious life in 
the hereafter. 
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CHAPTER 8 

WORTHINESS BEFORE PEOPLE 

8.1 Introduction 

Worthiness before the people or other persons-irn:_h hr rml-is by far the 
greatest concern of the Declarations of Innocence. In fact, the frst  concern listed in 
the DO1 is that one does no wrong to people (A 1). This reflects the Maatian 
assumption that in the fmal analysis, although God is the author of Maat, it is in 
human relations and actions that Maat is most defmitively expressed. In a word, 
doing Maat among humans is the fimdamental way of doing Maat for God. This 
does not diminish the importance of specific duties to nature or specific duties to 
God. But it does give greater stress to moral practice in the human community 
which is never in isolation or without direct or indirect implications for relations 
with God and nature. 

The field of meaning of "remetch" as a category of moral consideration in 
ancient and modem Maatian ethics is inclusive and extensive. It includes persons 
as they are in relationshipfather, mother, siblings, fiiend, neighbor, stranger. It 
expands to include the community, i.e., the people of the town, the city, the district 
and the country. And it, of necessity, embraces other humans and humanity as a 
whole. Especially key in this conceptual cluster of persons and people termed 
"remetch" and distinguished for heightened moral considerability are the 
vulnerable-the ill, aged, poor, hungry, orphan, widow, boatless, and the bound et 
al. As in other Aii-ican moral communities, these become a special mirror and 
measure of the moral quality of society. To stand worthy before the people, then, 
carries both a personal and collective moral significance and speaks to a moral 
practice reflective of the highest Maatian values and views of what it means to be 
human, i.e., a bearer of dignity and divinity, and the obligations incurred by this 
special status. 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



3 12 Maat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

The concept of worthiness before others is a long standing pillar of Maatian 
ethics, emerging in textual evidence in the Old Kingdom and continuing through 
the New Kingdom stress in the DO1 to Late Period Declarations of Virtues. Thus, 
Nefer-seshem-Ptah says he did Maat for he "wished to be worthy before God and 
before all the people or everyone-mr4.i) wnn im3b _hr N@ rm_t nb" (Urk I, 
201.7; Edel 1981, fig.29). Idu makes a similar statement saying his Maat-doing was 
done with the desire "to be one worthy before God and before people forever- 
wnn im3h hr Np kr rm_t dt" (Urk I, 204.10). Her-Ankh-em-Sesi offers an alternative 
yet similar phrasing, saying he did Maat for "I wished that my name be good before 
God and before people-mr.i nfr m _hr Ntr hr rmf (Urk I, 203.3). The priest, 
Kentika, says he did good because "m4.i) nfr m(.i) N p  irn@(y) br rm_t nb-I 
wished that my name be good before God and one worthy before all people" 
(James 1953, D10,3). 

Likewise, the priest Wer-huu, speaking of his significant others says he is "one 
worthy before those who are with me-im3h _hr ntyw hnr$" And Pepi-ankh-her-ib 
sums up the desire to stand worthy before God, society and the people saying of his 
record of Maat-doing "ink im@ br nswt ink im3h br N p  2 ink im3h _hr rmf-I am 
worthy before the King. I am worthy before the Great God. I am worthy before the 
people" (Urk I, 222.3-5). Thus, worthiness before others is a central Maatian moral 
tenet, quest and claim and it is based on the simple yet profound and indispensable 
claim and practice reflected in the treasurer Sarenput's statement, llir.n(.i) mjrt n 
rm_t -I have done Maat for the people" (Urk VII, 8.3). 

The moral claims of worthiness in the Declarations of Innocence are posed in 
the form of disavowal of having committed a series of offenses in order to claim 
innocence. They are made in the context of judgment and seek to establish 
innocence by denying the commission of offenses against God, humans and nature. 
Innocence here as a general category of blamelessness (ie., sw m is$) contains both 
the concept of moral blamelessness (i.e., sw m hww) and spiritual purity (rbw, wrb). 
Thus, the DO1 begin with the statement "What one should say upon arriving at the 
Great Hall of Maati so that he may be cleansed from all wrong-doing ( h w )  which 
he has done . . ." (Coming Forth chapter 125). This statement speaks to the need to 
declare moral innocence. But the need to possess spiritual purity is a f fmed  at the 
end of the frst set of declarations where the person judged also claims purity. Also, 
he claims it again at the end of the second set of declarations saying, "I am one 
clean (wrb) of mouth and clean of hands, one to whom it is said, 'Welcome; come 
in peace' by those who see himher . . . ." 

And fmally, in the following chapter, as well as in other passages, there is a 
request that the Divine removes any evil (&) and blot out any offense (is$) which 
still attaches itself to the judged (Ch. 126). The divine judges respond saying 
"Come, we remove your evil, we blot out your offenses. That which would harm 
you, is removed. We do away with any evil which attaches to you." It has been 
suggested that these assertions lean toward magical conceptions. But an alternative 
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interpretation is that these assertions are clearly in harmony with a standard tenet in 
Kemetic theology concerning God, i.e., that "He saves whomever He will even 
though they are already in the otherworld" (pLeiden I 350, III,l5; Karenga 1984, 
22). Moreover, the governing interests in this text is its ethical and spiritual content. 
Thus, whereas I recognize the importance of hk3w (words of power) in Kemetic 
religion, I will deal essentially with its ethics and spirituality and thus, ask of each 
concept or practice what does it mean ethically and spiritually. 

The Declarations of Innocence which deal with worthiness before others in 
section (A) includes affmnations of having: 

not done wrong to people (1) 
not impoverished (one's) family or friends (wndwt) (2) 
not begun the day by demanding more than is due (one) (6) 
not let one's name reach the office of the overseer of servants (7) 
not deprived the orphan of his property (8) 
not slandered a servant to his superior (1 0) 
not caused anyone pain (1 1) 
not caused anyone to hunger (12) 
not caused anyone to weep (13) 
not killed anyone (14) 
not commanded anyone to kill (1 5) 
not done what is harmful to people (1 6) 
not committed fornication (20) 
not been licentious (21) 
not lessened the acre (23) 
not encroached on the fields of others (24) 
not added to the weight of the scales (25) 
not tampered with the tongue of the scales (26) and 
not taken milk from the mouth of children (27) 

And the Declarations of Innocence of section (B) include affirmations of having: 

not stolen (2) 
not been covetous (3) 
not robbed (4) 
not killed people (5) 
not done fi-audulent things (7) 
not told lies (9) 
not been sulky (1 1) 
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not extorted (14) 
not stolen bread rations (15) 
not eavesdropped (16) 
not been talkative (1 7) 
not contended except concerning (one's) own property (1 8) 
not committed adultery (1 9) 
not been unchaste (20) 
not caused fear (2 1) 
not mislead (22) 
not been hot-tempered (23) 
not been deaf to words of truth (24) 
not caused strife (25) 
not winked (at injustice) (26) 
not practiced illicit sex (27) 
not been false (28) 
not quarreled with another (29) 
not been aggressive (30) 
not been impatient (3 1) 
not misrepresented my nature (32) 
not gossiped about matters (33) 
not been loud of voice (37) 
not been vain (39) 
not made distinction (of others) from myself (40) 
not had needs greater than my own property (4 1) 

In addition to these specifically named offenses directed toward people, there 
are those which are more general and include having, (A) not done wrong instead 
of right (3) and not done evil (5); (B) not done wrong (isfet) ( I ) ,  and not acted 
evilly (bin) (34). It is of interest that there are three different disavowals of general 
wrongdoing using three different words for it-bw dw, evil; isfet-the most general 
category for wrong which is also used in opposition to Maat; and bin-vil or bad 
to say "I have not acted evilly," perhaps to say "with malice." This repeated 
reference is obviously meant by the claimant to disavow any and all forms of 
wrongdoing. And it is also a stress by the writers of the DO1 on varieties of general 
evil and the call for their rejection. 

Again, it is important to note that the Declarations of Innocence are posed in 
the negative in order to claim innocence in the context of the post-mortem 
judgment. The claim of innocence, as argued above, is one of both moral blame- 
lessness and spiritual purity which of course has ritual aspects also. The central 
thrust, however, is moral blamelessness which is the basis both for the claim of and 
request for spiritual purity and the ultimate justification or vindication (mF hrw) 
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which the one who is being judged seeks. Thus, the claims are declarations of 
innocence which contain concepts of virtue and avoidance. 

This dual thrust of avowal of virtue and disavowal of vice is best expressed in 
the Declarations of Virtues which, as noted above, are the fundamental source of 
the DOI. Thus, in his autobiography, the priest Djedkhonsefankh says, 

I am one who was truly self-controlled 
One who was well-disposed before his Lady 
My mouth was equipped with Maat 
No lie came forth from my body 
And my heart did not contemplate evil 
I went forth as one contented 
I did not raise my voice 
I was not violent (khb) 
I was not rapacious (rwn) 
I was not covetous (hnty) of another and 
I was not resentful (bk-ib) towards a person in his house 
I did this in order that my name might be good on earth 

among the living forever 
(Roveri 1967, 115-1 16). 

Here, then, one has both avowal of virtues, i.e., self-control, good disposition, 
truthfulness, contentment and disavowal of vices, i.e., loudness, violence, rapacity, 
covetousness, resentment. These are both interlocking and mutually implicative, 
suggesting and reaffming each other. 

Roveri (1967) who published this text, did not seem to understand this 
mutually implicative and interrelated character of the disavowals and the 
affumations in the Declarations of Virtues. He (1967, 113) concedes, following 
Otto (1954), that 

L'ideale di vita che transpare C quello di un uomo devoto e sollecito nelle sue 
funzioni sacerdotali, di 'carattere controllato, sincero e onesto verso il proximo.' 

[It reflects an ideal life of a devoted and caring priest who is 'self-controlled, 
sincere and honest towards his neighbor.'] 

But he then goes on to say that it is "an ideal somewhat limited" because it is based 
on avoidance of evil rather than doing good. This, of course, is neither true for the 
Declarations of Virtues and Declarations of Innocence nor the general Maatian 
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ideal of which they are component parts. For both avowal of virtue and avoidance 
of vice are constitutive parts of the Maatian ideal. And they are linked in mutually 
engendered and mutually defming relationships. In a word, they are mutually 
implicative. 

Thus, all the claims of avoidance imply first a virtue of moral discipline which 
r e a f f i  the Maatian emphasis on self-mastery. Also, all claims of avoidance of 
species of wrongdoing imply commitment to the practice of opposite virtues. Thus, 
the claim of commitment not to kill implies the opposite commitment to respect 
life; the commitment not to lie, the commitment to truth; the commitment not to do 
evil, the commitment to do good and the commitment not to wink at injustice or 
deprive, the commitment to do justice and give just due. Of course, this correlation 
is not automatic and it is possible that one might simply do the bare minimum, i.e., 
not do evil but not actively do good either. I say "not actively do good" because not 
doing evil is, in fact, a form of good. But if one is to speak seriously of 
commitment to Maat, the texts clearly show that one cannot simply not do evil. On 
the contrary, one must, at the same time, actively do good. In a word, it is not 
enough not to tell lies, one must also tell the truth. 

It is in this sense that one must always view the DO1 in relationship to the 
Declarations of Virtues. For the DOV are in fact not only the source of the DO1 but 
most often present the positive side of their negative assertion, although as shown 
above, the DOV in many cases contain both positive and negative assertions of 
virtue. Nevertheless, their essential thrust is to a f f m  virtue and in this way provide 
the positive dimension to the DOI's disavowals of wrongdoing. Therefore, whereas 
the DO1 say "I have not lied" and "I did not wink at injustice," the virtues say "I 
spoke truth, I did justice." And whereas the DO1 say "I did not steal or deprive the 
vulnerable," the DOV say "I gave food to the hungry, water to the thirsty, clothes to 
the naked and a boat to cross over to those who had none." As noted in chapter IV, 
the DO1 evolved from the DOV and thus, imply commitment to the positive virtue 
of every disavowal of wrongdoing. 

Again, all of this moral discourse and practice is directed toward standing 
worthy before history and heaven, God and humans and ultimately before nature. 
Worthiness before humans, then, stands as a pivotal point between God and nature. 
It is a claim and quest which involve balance between heaven and earth, between 
the ultimately spiritual and the obviously physical. The Kemetic concept that the 
soul belongs to heaven and the body to earth reflects the human person's role which 
stands between and within both spheres of reality. And it is ethics or rather moral 
thought and practice which not only link the two but also grounds the worthiness 
each human person claims. 
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8.2 The Maatian Concept of Human Dignity 

The fundamental point of departure for both the discourse on moral worthiness 
and the practice to achieve it is, in Maatian ethics, the recognition of and respect 
for the inherent worthiness of the human person, i.e., the dignity of the human 
person. It is no accident that the Declarations of Innocence begin with the assertion, 
"I have not done wrong to people-n i7.i is3 v vmt." For the validity of any claim to 
moral worthiness before humans, rests on the ability to truthfully declare that one 
has not done anything that violates the inherent dignity of the human person. It is 
important also that the word isfet is used in the claim of not having done wrong to 
people. For isfet is an inclusive concept of varieties of wrong and the clearest and 
most comprehensive opposite of Maat. Thus, to make such a claim reflects the 
pivotal importance of the human person to Maatian ethics and of the concept of 
human dignity which undergirds and expresses this significance. 

It is a long-held and general assumption that the Judeo-Christian tradition is 
the fvst to recognize and respect this intrinsic worth of humans and argue for the 
sanctity of life (Lecky 1894 11, 18ff; Sidgwick 193 1, 122ff). Bedau (1 986, 176) in 
his discussion of the morality of capital punishment gives a widely accepted and 
sweeping generalization concerning this. He argues that the idea of the sanctity of 
human life derives fi-om biblical sources, especially Genesis 1, 27 which says that 
"God created man in his own image." He concedes that other ancient peoples, like 
the Egyptians, Greeks, Persians and Babylonians "showed interest in and concern 
for the value of human life." However, in spite of this, he concludes, 

the idea that human life is of transcendent worth, independent of the value that 
can be placed on a person by virtue of efforts, accomplishments, talents or any 
other measure, and that this worth is equal for all and owing to something divine 
in humans-this is an inescapably religious notion and it is biblical in origin. 

Frankena (1983, 11-12) basically agrees with this assessment, noting that most 
historians of European morals agree on the central role of Judaism and Christianity 
in the development of "the sense of the sanctity of human life." Moreover, he says, 
they also agree "that there was either little or no recognition of the sanctity of life in 
ancient pagan culture." 

Dismissing the pejorative category "pagan" and turning to a more objective 
assessment, the historical record does not support this claim for Judaism and 
Christianity. On the contrary, it is the Maatian tradition which offers the earliest 
evidence of the concept of human dignity and its central pillar, the sanctity of life. 
The Jewish concept of humans in the image of God (Genesis 1, 27) from which 
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their concept of human dignity is derived is preceded by the ancient Egyptian 
concept of the image of God which is introduced in Maatian literature at least a 
thousand years before. As noted above in chapter VI on Maatian anthropology, the 
snn ntv or imago dei conception in Maatian ethics is introduced in the Sebait of 
Kheti for his son Merikara in the First Intermediate Period, more specifically in the 
10th Dynasty (c. 2140-2130 B.c.E.). Here Kheti says of humans " snnwfpwpr i .~  m 
hrwlf--hey are his images and came fi-om his body (or person)" (132). This 
passage not only provides the earliest known concept of humans as the images of 
God, but it also poses them as the children or offspring of God. For it says they 
come fi-om his body and as Ockinga (1984, 52) notes, this indicates filiation. This 
is reaffmed when Kheti refers to humans also as mswA i.e., His (God's) children 
(133). 

This concept is also found in the autobiographies and the Declarations of 
Virtues which they contain in this same Intermediate Period. In these texts like that 
of the high priest, Rudjahau, both the concepts of snn nfr and miti np, the likeness 
of God are used (Faulkner 195 1, fig. 1, 4-5). These texts indicate that humans are 
like or in the image of God in thought and action. This conception is reaffmed in 
the New Kingdom text of Ani. Here the possessor of both knowledge and moral 
sensitivity expressed in empathetic listening is posed as the definite image of 
God-snn nfr (Ani, 10.8-9). It is fi-om these conceptions about humans as the 
image of God that leads to the development of concepts of human dignity and the 
sanctity of human life, as was the later development of this idea in Judaism and 
Christianity. 

Nowhere is the concept of human dignity and its Inherent concept of the 
sanctity of life more clearly presented than in the Narrative of Djedi within the 
Navvatives of Wonder (pBerlin 3033; Blackman 1988). This text is important not 
only because of its direct reference to the sanctity of life and human dignity based 
on the snn ntr concept, but also because of the rich context of interpretation it 
affords us. Although the setting of the narratives is the Old Kingdom, the text is a 
Middle Kingdom (c.2040-1650 B.c.E.) document and fits within the rich varied and 
abundance of literature which develops in this period. The narrative with which we 
are concerned is the one which surrounds the legendary sage Djedi and his visit to 
the court of King Khufu. As the story develops, Djedi is brought to court both to 
entertain and inform the king. The king is first interested in verifying whether 
Djedi, as it is reported, can rejoin a severed head. And it is at this juncture that the 
issue of human dignity and the sanctity of human life emerges. 

Djedi informs the king that he can indeed do such a thing. And the king then 
orders that a prisoner be brought from prison so that he may be executed for the 
experiment. Djedi, however, objects saying, 

in is n rmj ity nb.i 
mk n wd. tw iut mnt iuy n t3 rwt Spst 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maat: Worthiness Before People 

But not to a human being, 0' Sovereign, My Lord. 
Surely, it is not permitted to do such a thing to the noble herd of God, 

(i.e., the noble images of God, human beings). 

The king concedes and a duck is brought instead for the experiment. 
Inherent in Djedi's defense of the prisoner's right to life is a defense of the 

sanctity of life. Moreover, inherent in this defense of the sanctity of life is a defense 
of the right to be free from experimentation. Taken together these moral 
contentions express a clear concept of human dignity which again predates the 
Judeo-Christian concept by at least a thousand years. This reflects an anthropology 
which posits life as the frst and most fimdamental human right and which, in turn, 
lays the ground for discussing the quality of that life throughout human history to 
the current era. Certainly, there is contained in this brief passage and exchange no 
broad concept of dignity and rights such as would develop in modem times as ex- 
pressed in the UN Declaration of Human Rights, even as there is no such broad 
concept in the Book of Kheti (132, 133) or the Judeo-Christian text of Genesis (1, 
27). But clearly, this is a beginning source of discourse on human rights in such a 
manner, in fact, the earliest such discourse. And this in itself is noteworthy and 
valuable. For it differs from both the Khetian assertion and its subsequent Genesis 
parallel in that whereas Kheti and Genesis simply state that humans are in the 
image of God, Djedi asserts the most fimdamental meaning of this, to wit, their 
dignity and thus their meriting special treatment as befits the noble (Sps) images of 
God. And this special treatment, Djedi states, begins with the right to life and 
freedom from acts (in this case, experimentation) which denies the special moral 
considerability due to the noble images of God. 

Therefore, in modem Maatian tradition, these ancient texts become a central 
source for discussing modem issues of human rights and human dignity and are 
thus used, as are other ancient texts in other traditions, to lay the basis for a more 
expanded discourse. Certainly, then, this text is an ancient and worthy intellectual 
source also for discussing not only issues of capital punishment, murder, etc., but 
also the immorality of experimenting on humans such as what was done to Africans 
during the Holocaust of enslavement, the Nazi experiments on Africans, Jews, 
Roma, and others, and the Tuskegee syphilis experiments by the US.  government 
on Africans as well as experiments on Africans in general or other vulnerable 
peoples. It also becomes an important textual referent for discussions of prisoner's 
rights and by extension the moral requirements for the quality of life of any human 
being regardless of her or his social position or historically incurred status. 

Both the use of the prisoner to make this case and the challenge posed to the 
king by Djedi are instructive concerning this earliest written example of respect for 
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human dignity. First, the prisoner is excellent for the case because he is a marginal 
and dishonored person. He has been marginalized by his implicit anti-social 
behavior and his resultant loss of status and separation from the community. Thus, 
he is vulnerable to being perceived as unworthy of respect, freedom or even life. In 
a word, he is vulnerable to being considered expendable. Moreover, he is nameless 
and thus depersonalized. But Djedi suggests that in spite of the social position in 
which the prisoner finds himself, he is still a human being (rmi) and thus a bearer of 
dignity and divinity in this special status. 

Secondly, the narrative, as a contribution to conceptualization of the 
foundational principle of human dignity, offers an important aspect of it in its 
having Djedi to raise the question of respect for the human person to the king. This 
is important frrst because it is a clear example of boldly speaking truth to those in 
power. And it becomes more important in a context in which the king's command is 
law and in which not only is the king God's representative on earth, but is also 
divine himself. Thus, for Djedi to pose this challenge to the king a f f m s  the 
importance and weight of this concept in Maatian ethics. Finally, the narrative of 
Djedi is instructive in that although Djedi can replace a severed head, he will not 
do it on humans as a matter of principle. His refusal to do this reaffirms the basic 
principle of respect for the sanctity of human life. 

The strength of Djedi's case lay in the long standing Maatian tradition of 
prohibiting human mistreatment and the taking of human life. As early as the 5th 
Dynasty, the ethical claim is made in moral self-presentations that "I never did what 
was hurtful to any person-n sp ir(.i) Snnt rm_t nb" (Urk I, 47.5). And in the First 
Intermediate Period King Kheti tells his son Merikara, 

Guard against punishing wrongfully. 
Do not kill, it does not serve you. 
Punish with beatings and with detention. 
Thus the land will be well-established (48-49). 

Kheti then clearly prohibits killing and states that it is not in one's interests to 
engage in it. He also places special emphasis on not killing the innocent saying, 
"Do not kill a man whose goodness you know, with whom you once chanted the 
writings, who was brought up . . . before God" (50-5 1). 

However, he subsequently offers a qualification to this prohibition against 
killing. Thus, he says, this holds true "except for the rebel whose plans are found 
out. For God smites the rebel in blood." Rebellion against the state is equated with 
rebellion against Maat, the created order and thus against the will (Maat) of God. 
Such a parallel is drawn in the text when Kheti towards the end of his Sebait, 
recalls human rebellion against God and God's response, saying, "He slew his foes, 
reduced his children when they thought of making rebellion" (133-134). This act 
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against the Maatian order is clearly perceived as a special case, but the moral rule 
of not killing stands. 

This, of course, is clear in the DO1 which evolve in the New Kingdom. Here, 
we have not only the moral injunction not to kill but also not to order killing (A 14, 
A 15). The frst injunction is against direct taking of life; the second is an 
injunction against complicity in killing. Surely, this is a clear reaffirmation of the 
value of life and the resultant need to respect it. Frankena (1983, 1-2) has noted the 
sanctity of life and respect for life are both different and imply each other. He states 
that "If one has respect for life, one believes that life has sanctity and vice versa. 
(And) If one believes we should respect life, one believes in the sanctity of life and 
vice versa." 

The Maatian tradition offers two basic warrants for the concept of the dignity 
of human persons, both of which are found in the Djedi narrative. For Djedi 
identifies the prisoner in two basic ways and in doing so, provides us with two 
essential warrants for this foundational norm of human dignity. His frst  
identification of the prisoner is as a human being (rmf) and thus, one whom one 
cannot kill. This suggests the prisoner has a dignity by virtue of his species 
membership, and this species-dignity gives him a transcendent status. Djedi's use of 
the word rmf places it in distinction to things or animals. And his acceptance of the 
duck as a substitute for the prisoner in the experiment, reveals an assumption of the 
human persons' transcendence over the world of both animals and things. 

As noted above in the section on anthropology, the human as the image of 
God, is essentially defmed by free will, headmind and resultant agency. This 
human defining feature of mental and moral consciousness is reflected in one word 
for humans or people, i.e., rhyt, the knowers, possessors of knowledge, etc. Thus, 
as a human, one is a conscious being who knows good and evil, and who knows the 
God that dwells in humans and acts accordingly. The human person, then, is self- 
conscious, capable of moral choice and action and thus, the fundamental focus of 
moral concern and moral instruction. Moreover, it is important to note that the 
word for human being z&a! (mi) is written in the Djedi narrative with both the 
male and female determinatives. Although it can be written with simply a male 
determinative, it is significant that this category of being human is written here to 
include both man and woman in the defense of human life and human dignity. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that the prisoner, who has no name in the 
narrative and is randomly selected, is an important character also because even in 
his anonymity, he represents the personal as well as collective character of human 
dignity. The concept of dignity that Djedi suggests resides not simply in the 
species, but also in each person, regardless of his or her status. For Djedi's defense 
of the prisoner's right to live was raised not as a question of acquired status, 
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membership in society or relation to people of stature. On the contrary, his 
objection to the use of a prisoner in a deadly experiment is simply that he is a 
human being. It is, thus, a defense of human qua human. 

And it is fiom the recognition and respect of men and women as humans that 
Djedi suggests a natural right to life for humans. Djedi could have argued that one 
could not kill the prisoner because of his being an Egyptian. But it would not have 
been as morally compelling an argument. The natural right argument is superior, 
for a natural right is grounded in the status of being human, not being a member of 
a particular society. As Bird (1967, 129) states, "although a natural right may exist 
only in a society of men, a man possesses it because he is a man, and not because 
he is a citizen, or subject of a given society." It is clear that what Djedi identifies 
here and seeks to defend is "species dignity" as distinct fiom self-possessive 
dignity. This distinction between dignity by association and dignity as self- 
possession which Kohl (1975, 133) draws is important. The first kind of dignity, 
dignity by association or species dignity, is accorded to a person just because of 
one's membership in this special status group called humans. The second kind, 
dignity as self-possession, on the other hand, is determined by one's capacity to 
exercise "control over the major and significant aspects of one's life, as well as the 
ofttimes necessary condition of not being treated disrespectfully" (Kohl 1975, 13 1 ) .  
This latter conception presupposes the former and reflects an evaluation concerning 
the capacity for life rather than simply the valuing of human life in itself. For Djedi, 
the issue is the life, itself, of the prisoner, not one of capacity for a quality life. 

Although there is a concern for the quality of life in the material and 
psychological sense in ancient Maatian ethics in its concern for the vulnerable, the 
concept of self-possessive dignity emerges most definitively in modem times with 
the expansion of discourse on the ethics of bio-medical practices to terminate and 
prolong life (Maclaren 1977; Kohl 1975; Downie 1969; Shils 1968). Thus, Djedi 
does not ground his argument for human dignity in the Kantian concept of 
autonomy as the basis of dignity (Kant 1964,99). Nor does he have to confiont the 
modem questions of conditions and quality and meaning of life in the context of 
new biomedical technology. His task is simply to defend the right to life of humans 
who have a special status as humans because they are noble images of God. 

It is this characteristic of human beings, as snnw ntr-images of God, that is an 
early and fundamental object of moral concern in Maatian ethics, as noted above. 
And it is also Djedi's second warrant for respect for human dignity by not killing 
the prisoner. It is this warrant which most defmitely undergirds the special status of 
humans. For although Djedi claims for humans special status as a species first, he 
reinforces his argument by telling the king "Surely, it is not permitted to do such a 
thing to the noble herd of God." Djedi's use of the statement "It is not permitted" 
signifies that it is not permitted by God, that one kills his "noble herd." The literal 
meaning of "n wd.twM is "it is not commanded," but it is an idiomatic way of saying 
"It is not permitted." Also, it is usually used in reference to God and king and since 
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the king is being addressed here, it is obvious that God is the one who has ruled 
killing as prohibited. This is also clear from the fact that only God could command 
a king. 

The use of the phrase rwt Spst-noble cattle or noble herd, has its roots in the 
theological anthropology of Maat and is related to both the concept of humans as 
snn ntr or imago dei and the concept of God as the "Mniw Nfr-The Good 
Herdsman" which precedes and parallels the Judeo-Christian conceptions of the 
Good Shepherd (Miiller 1961), as discussed above. The use of Herdsman or Shep- 
herd, represents the difference in paradigms of a cattle-raising culture versus a 
sheep-raising one. Thus, in Maatian texts, people are the noble herd or cattle of 
God and in Judeo-Christian texts they are the flock or sheep of God. But the 
essential paradigm is one of a caring and attentive God. The concept of the Divinity 
as the Good Herdsman is attested to as early as the Old Kingdom in the Pyramid 
Texts. But it is in the First Intermediate Period that the idea of humans as both the 
herd of God and the image of God first appears. 

The locus of this occurrence is again in the Sebait of Kheti for his son 
Merikara. Here Kheti (130-132) says, "Well-cared for are humans, the cattle (or 
herd) of God-hn rm_t rwt Np." Then he notes that "He (God) made heaven and 
earth for their sakes . . . they are his images which come fi-om his body." He goes 
on to list how God (the Great Herdsman) cares for those who are in his image, 
providing for them and "guarding them by day and by night" (137). The "cattle" 
metaphor is thus used essentially to place humans in a relationship of care and 
concem by God as the Great Herdsman. But it also reflects the traditional Kemetic 
symbolic use of animals, in this case cattle, to suggest characteristics and 
relationships of both humans and the Divine. Thus, even as humans are referred to 
as the "noble cattle," one of the basic ways to characterize the divine male principle 
is to refer to it as the "Great Bull" (Karenga, 1984, 121) or the "Great Black Bull" 
(BCF, 185) and to the divine female principle as the "Celestial Cow" (BCF, 142, 
162). And since the cattle metaphor is used to characterize both humans and the 
Divine, the phase "noble cattle of God" can be read as the "noble images of God." 
In this context, Djedi can be seen to say "Surely it is not permitted to do this to the 
noble images of God." 

But the importance of Djedi's characterization of humans as the "noble cattle" 
or "noble images" of God lies not just in that it reaffmns that humans stand in a 
special relationship of care and concem with God as the Great Herdsman and that it 
reaffms similarity in Divine and human characterization. It is also and equally 
important that humans are defmed as "noble," i.e., ips. For it is this word that 
serves as a central mode of defming human dignity. When Djedi defmes even the 
prisoner as Sps, he is pointing to a quality that is, of necessity, inherent in all 
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humans, i.e., an intrinsic worth which morally compels respect. The word ips and 
its variations Spst, Spsy, ipss all refer to a quality of being noble, well-esteemed, 
august, valuable, precious, costly and greatly respected (Faulkner 198 1, 264-265; 
Sanchez Rodriguez 2000,419; Wb. IV, 445fQ. The noun form Spss or Spsw points 
to the value of someone, one's valuableness, preciousness and nobility. 

Nobility here assumes a moral status rather than a social one, although the two 
are interrelated in Maatian ethics. Thus, in the Book of Vindication (CT 27.1,79) 
one reads that nobility is an expression of moral character. The text says: 

in rn39.k irt shn1.k 
in snit. k irt ips. k 

It is your righteousness that creates your power 
It is your character that makes you noble. 

Faulkner (1973, 17, n.1) notes that "snit, lit. 'foundation,' of the other (Coffin) texts 
has been regarded as a figurative word for 'character' or 'disposition'." Thus, the 
central thrust of Sps in this context and in the Djedi narrative is to defme humans 
morally and spiritually in their relationship to God. Moreover, another indication 
that the use of Sps here is not social but ethical is the fact that far from being noble 
in the social sense, the prisoner is, on the contrary, ignoble, marginalized and 
dishonored. Therefore, the use of ips to refer to him is ever more morally 
significant. For it reaffirms the nobility, i.e., human dignity, of every human, even 
the marginalized and dishonored. 

Certainly, this category is f ~ s t  encountered along with similar ones, i.e., Sfit, 
srh, SJ; $8, etc., as a quality of those of a high social status. It is this form of 
socially generated respect and nobility which Goff (1979, 194ff) treats as "personal 
dignity." However, the category of dignity, in this case Spsw, which is attested to 
since the Pyramid Texts, evolves like the later Confucian category chun-tzu, 
nobleman, from an essentially social concept to a moral one (Tu, 1985, 56-60). 
Thus, reaffirming the Book of Vindication's moral interpretation of nobility, cited 
above (CT 16.1,79), Duaerneheh says, "'lnk srh n irtf-I am a noble by what I have 
done" (Stewart, 1976, p1.15,8). Again, then, we see evidence of the evolution of the 
concept of nobility fiom an essentially social one, to a clearly moral one. 

The concept shepesu also parallels the transformation of the category dignitas 
in European ethics which originally was the quality and possession of the elite and 
which was eventually generalized in Western European culture by the influence of 
Judeo-Christian concepts (Maclaren 1977, 40). But again, in the Kemetic case, this 
transformation of meaning is achieved very early in Maatian ethics. And by the 
First Intermediate Period, a period in which so many major changes are initiated, 
human dignity and its relatedness to humans' divine characteristics and human 
agency are clearly evident as argued above. 
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Thus, we not only encounter Djedi's defense of the sanctity of life and the right 
to life and therefore an clear defense of human dignity. But we also encounter, as 
mentioned above, Kheti's instruction against killing and his definition of humans 
possessing dignity (Spsw) as the noble images of God. Moreover, by the 1 lth 
Dynasty moral self-presentations include both stress on agency (ib, mindlheart and 
action), character (Id), worthiness (ik, mnb) and knowledge of self as related to 
the divine. Thus, Rediu Khnum says he is a possessor or bearer of dignity (nb-Sfit) 
. . .noble in appearance (ips hrw) . . .godly to behold (n fy  r m::) . . .a possessor of 
character, one who is spoken of with love by the people (nb kd mrnv m r n rmtJ . . . 
one who knows himself as a leader of people, a precious staff made by God (kt Sps 
ir.n np)" (Lange and Schafer 1908 I, 164-167.3-4, 6, 19-20). It is important to note 
that Rediu Khnum uses both words ifit and Sps. His use of Sfit can be seen either in 
a moral or social sense or both. For it is in the context of a moral self-presentation 
which always has both a moral and social dimension. He uses ips first to describe 
his bodily appearance, literally his body as noble or dignified in appearance. Also, 
his use of Sps in the phrase "a precious or costly staff made by God" calls to mind 
Djedi's linking of ips and the Divine. For it's Rediu Khnum's having been made by 
God in his image and endowed with his divinity that makes him Sps -valuable, 
costly, precious, august-in a word, a bearer of dignity and divinity. 

Here, then, is humankind's earliest conception of the dignity of the human 
person, who is posed in the image of God, and thus invested with a special moral 
status and considerability. This Khetian assertion is reinforced in the same text and 
in the DO1 by prohibitions against murder and ordering murder (A14, A15). And it 
is further reaffirmed by Djedi's defense of the socially marginal prisoner's right to 
life as a bearer of human dignity and divine investment of image and shared 
essence. This status as the noble image of God (snn Sps nfr) carries with it further 
defming dignity-grounding features such as rationality, moral sensitivity and moral 
practice. The first kind of dignity or worthiness is inherent; the second kind of 
dignity is based on capacities, abilities and achievements and points to modem 
conceptions of self-possessive dignity. 

8.3 General Moral Concerns 

Maatian ethics begin and develop in a concern for the quality of human 
relations and the respect for the human personality and community this requires. As 
noted above, it is a fundamental Afiican ethical principle that the human being 
realizes him or herself only in moral relations with others. The basis of fundamental 
concern, then, is never the isolated individual but the related person, the person-in- 
community (Mbiti 1970; Gyekye 1987; Menkiti 1984). 
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Unlike Kant's transcendental subject or Rawls' (1971) unencumbered subject 
of an original position, the Maatian person is above all a person-in-community. He 
or she is a worthy citizen, loving father, instructing mother, dutiful son and 
daughter, a just king or queen, an effective counselor, pious priest or priestess. S h e  
is thus not stripped of all constitutive attachments which would cloud judgment, but 
encumbered with the history, discourse, relationships and self-understandings of a 
given community. In this context, location in community is key and thus the 
Declarations of Virtues start out with the phrase, "I was a worthy citizen" or "I have 
come from my city. I have done Maat there" as a way of grounding one's self. For 
as Sandel (1987, 172) states, it is these kinds of loyalties to community and others 
and to convictions that accompany them 

whose moral force consists partly in the fact that living by them is inseparable 
from understanding ourselves as the particular persons we are-as members of 
family or community or nation or people, as bearers of history, as sons and 
daughters of that revolution, as citizens of this republic. 

The ground of ethical obligation towards humans is found in the divine nature 
of humans as discussed above. This attribution of divine image to the human 
person carries within it an obligation to act a certain way towards others as well as 
towards oneself. One is obligated in fact to act like Ra-irt mi Rr. In a word, one 
must emulate God in his qualities of knowing and doing Maat, i.e., beneficence, 
generosity, loving-kindness, justice, reciprocity. Thus, the DOI, as posited above, 
represent not simply vices to abstain from but virtues to practice. 

That the ground of ethical obligation is found in the Maatian or divine nature 
of humans contradicts or differs from Kant's (1959, 5) stipulation that such 
grounding "must not be sought in the nature of man or in the circumstances he is 
placed, but sought a priori solely in the concepts of pure reason." For in Maatian 
ontology, humans understand themselves in terms of what Sandel (1987) calls 
"constitutive attachment and projects." Such attachments begin on an ontological 
level with self-understanding as being in the image of God, and having a like 
nature, a shared essence. They continue on the social level with constitutive attach- 
ments of family, city and nation. And they conclude with obligatory projects of 
Maatian behavior as expressed in the Declarations of Virtues and of course, the 
Declarations of Innocence. Given this, there can really be no unencumbered selves. 
For our situatedness in community and history prohibits it and attachments make it 
at best a theoretical projection. Again, the theology and ethics in the Declarations 
of Innocence and Virtue reflect these obligations. And one is also obligated, as the 
texts teach, to preserve and share the legacy and pass it on to future generations 
(Daumas 1962). 

Thus, the DO1 offer a series of vices to avoid and, by implication, virtues to 
practice which aid one in becoming and remaining worthy in community. There are 
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first a list of general prohibitions against harm to others. One should, the text says, 
not do wrong to people (Al); not impoverish familiars (A2); not to cause pain 
(A1 1); not to cause anyone to weep (A13); not do what is harmful to people (A16); 
not transgress (the laws of Maat) (B 12); not mislead (people) (B22); not be deaf to 
truth (B24); not to cause strife (B25); not wink at injustice (B26); and not to 
discriminate (B40). These prohibitions pose a general framework for the more 
specific vices to be avoided which are posed also. 

The first two obligations in the Declarations of Innocence (A), then, are not to 
mistreat fellow human beings. The first is not to mistreat people in general and 
implicitly those you do not know. The second is not to mistreat or rather not to 
impoverish familiars. The first obligation is literally not to do wrong or isfet to 
people as people. It is again a reflection of the Maatian stress on respect for the 
human personality and his or her worth and dignity as a fellow human being. Here 
we are reminded of Paheri's declaration that "I know the God that dwells in man. 
And knowing him I knew this from that (i.e., right from wrong) and performed the 
tasks (accordingly) (Urk IV, 119.15-120.1). Knowing the divinity of the human 
person, Paheri acted toward them according, never confking the messenger with 
the message, never speaking vulgar words or associating with the wrongdoers, 
making his good character raise him up and always being the model of kindness. 

The second obligation is not to impoverish your family and friends, literally 
your familiars. The word used is (wndwt) or "wendjut" which does not only mean 
associates as Faulkner (1981, 61) cites, but also familiars, one's circle of significant 
others, i.e., family, friends, neighbors, etc. But it could by extension also mean 
fellow human beings in a more intimate way than "remetch." Sanchez Rodriguez 
(2000, 147) lists its meaning as associates (asociados) and people (gente). It is, 
however, as a special kind of people, associates, familiars, and significant others 
that defines most closely the persons of concern here. Thus, wendjut are the human 
others essential to moral conception and conduct. These are one's measure and 
mirror in both the moral and social sense. They are the "neighbor" you should not 
bear false witness against in Jewish and Christian ethics, "the brother and sister of 
faith" to whom you are obligated in Islamic ethics (Khadduri 1984), and the fellow 
human you must recognize and respect in Confucian and Hindu ethics (Tu 1985; 
Murthy 1985). 

The value of the category is that it allows for both an intimate and general 
definition of others, i.e., family and friends, neighbor and fellow humans. In the 
Husia (Karenga 1984, 109), I translated wendjut to mean "family and associates" 
but it could just as well been translated by other words. In fact, various authors 
have translated it in various ways. For example, Rossiter (1979, 91) translated it as 
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"kindred;" Allen (1974, 97) as "people;" Faulkner (1985, 29) as "associates;" and 
Budge (1898, 191) as "members of my family." 

Another h i t h l  concept in the declaration is that of not impoverishing one's 
familiars. It is worth reflection to consider how one might impoverish one's fellow 
or familiar. The word is semar (sm:r), meaning impoverish or make wretched. It is 
a challenging concept, one which taken in the positive means we are obligated or at 
least should strive to enrich our relationships with others. This at a minimum means 
always adding something new and positive to them and always being concerned 
with maintaining and practicing reciprocity. On the other hand, it means at least to 
keep what is good and do not do anything which would damage or diminish the 
quality of the shared good of the relationship. 

It is important to note here that some authors have wondered why the 
Declarations make no mention of family relations. But this category, wendjut, 
might have been inclusive of relations with family as argued above. Certainly, 
family relations were key in both the Virtues and the Sebait and one could 
legitimately expect them in the Declarations. Thus, the reference to wendjut might 
have seemed sufficient. Moreover, as Petrie (1948, 146-147), says, (i)t would be 
quite possible that in a matriarchal society, the permanent bond of family was not 
looked on as entailing duties different in kind than those equally due to relatives 
and neighbors in general. 

Again, "wendjut" appears relevant here and accepting Petrie's stress on what is 
more correctly called the "matri-focal" character of the Afiican or Egyptian family, 
one could see how the ethic of care and responsibility would be more generalized 
(Diop 1959, 1974). Therefore, the community would become a kind of extended 
family and the naturalness of the relations would not seem to necessitate direct and 
singular mention of one's family as distinct kom other familiars. 

Moreover, Petrie (1948, 147) states, 

. . . in the historical ages of the Vth and XIXth Dynasties, the family duties are far 
more lightly touched on than we would expect and there is none of that clannish 
sense of solidarity which is the basis of society to western peoples. 

Thus, he concludes, the absence of stress on particular family duties may suggest a 
broad sense of fellow human obligation and sensitivity. And in such a case, "the 
absence of certain classes of feelings and ideas may often show more than the 
presence of particular injunctions." Finally, it is important to note that the Sebait 
and Virtues are full of obligations to one's family and therefore, there is no neglect 
in Maatian ethical literature of this obligation. But in the DOI, a broader sense of 
human obligation is suggested and affmed.  

A second set of offenses to be avoided are specific acts of violence. We have 
addressed the meaning of the prohibition against killing in defense of human 
dignity and the sanctity of life. However, it is important to note also that the 
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prohibition is an extensive one. In addition to the moral obligation not to kill (A14, 
B5), and the obligation not to order anyone to kill (A1 5), there is in another version 
of the DOI, the added obligation not to order killing by falsehood (Maystre 1937, 
37). This added stipulation "m grg-by falsehood" Maystre (1937, 38) interprets as 
meaning "en degagement de ma responsabilit6." But more than a disengagement 
kom one's responsibility, this represents murder aggravated by falsehood, i.e., 
contributing to a murder by misrepresenting the facts, distorting the truth, failing to 
tell the truth, etc. Indeed, falsehood (grg) is one of the main characteristics of the 
isfetic person. In fact, gereg is used often as the opposite of Maat, in a word, as the 
essence of isfet. 

Naturally, any serious ethics must deal with prohibitions against taking human 
life, which shows the ultimate disrespect of the human person. For the implication 
here is that not only is the sanctity of life violated but the moral co~nmunity is 
degraded and diminished. And in positing not only an injunction against killing but 
also against commanding another to kill, the DO1 assert that one does not escape 
moral responsibility by having another do one's immoral work. In a word, one is 
made responsible not only for what one does directly, but also for what one 
contributes to indirectly, especially when falsehood is attached to it. 

One is also obligated not to terrorize or rob anyone which are other forms of 
violence. Thus, one is also obligated not to rob (B4), extort (B 14) or be aggressive 
(B30). This prohibition is reaffmed in the Sebait of Ptahhotep who says, "Do not 
terrorize people for if you do, God will punish you accordingly" (Zaba 1956, 
24.99-100). The law of reciprocity, he teaches, insures that what is done to or for 
others will be done to or for you. 

Likewise, injunctions against causing pain (or) suffering (A1 1), hunger (A12) 
and even making another cry (A13) also appear in the Declarations. These injuries, 
like violence, represent inadequate respect for the human person and implicitly 
cultivate the grounds for erosion and undermining of moral community. Thus, one 
must not only be innocent of large offenses (causing hunger, pain, suffering) but 
also sensitive enough to avoid what seems to be small offenses (making another 
cry), for each represents damage to the social and moral fabric of community. One 
should always do what strengthens community, friendship and fellow human 
sensitivity and then one can always draw kom the rich treasure of positive and 
reciprocal relations. Again, the lesson is one must build the community in which 
one wants to live. 

The obligations not to injure persons by violating their personal and family 
relations and space are also important. Therefore, gossiping (B33), slander (AlO), 
eavesdropping (B16), talkativeness (B17) and loudness of voice (B37) are 
prohibited in the Declarations. These represent one of the gravest offenses-the 
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misuse of speech. Speech is both a special human gift and power but it can also be 
used as a weapon to destroy reputations, undermine trust among people, misinform 
and mislead. Thus, the Declarations teach restraint or discipline of the tongue, i.e., 
one should not lie, curse, engage in quarrelling, slander, be overly talkative or loud 
of voice. Likewise, the Sebait also teach against injurious speech, "One should not 
injure others with your tongue," Amenomope advises us (X 21). Moreover, Ani 
teaches that even as negative speech hurts others, it can also hurt one who is 
speaking by coming back on him or her. He says "a person can be ruined by his 
tongue. Beware and you will do well" ( h i ,  8-9). And Ankhsheshonqi teaches that 
"If a man and woman are at peace with each other, they will never fare badly, but if 
they gossip about each other, they will never fare well" (AEL 111, 179.18- 19). 

Moreover, in another Late Period text, speech is also a central concern. The 
text says, 

As for speech it is like fire 
And an answer ignored is a flame 

If you are silent (self-mastered) a good outcome will come to you. 
You will answer with what is good 
(Kitchen, 1970, 203-206.1, 10). 

Finally, the importance of good speech in doing Maat is also reaffirmed in the texts 
which speak of offering Maat to God. In many cases, good speech and truth are the 
paradigms for offering Maat. Thus, Meni says "I spoke truly so as to raise up 
(offer) Maat to its Lord" (Urk I, 269.9). And Sennedjesui says, "I have spoken 
what the great love and the humble praise so as to raise up Maat to the Great God, 
lord of heaven" (Schenkel 1965, 142). 

But speech is not simply the voicing of words, it is tied to the concept of truth, 
life, power and self-mastery. Like other Afiican cultures, Kemetic culture, as noted 
above, sees the word as power (Bilolo 1988; Karenga 2003). In Yoruba culture, 
speech that is spiritually and morally grounded has ase4reative power. Drewal 
and Drewal (1990, 5-6) note that "utterances as expressions of the spiritual inner 
self of an individual possess aFe, the power to bring things into actual existence." 
This, of course, approximates Hu and Sia, creative powers discussed above in 
chapter V on ontology. In fact, like Hu, use is defmed on one level as "power, 
authority and command" (Abraham 1958, 71). Again, it is important to note that 
this power Hu, authoritative utterance, informed by Sia is creative and life-giving in 
Kemetic thought. Therefore in chapter 17 of Coming Forth, one says, "I live on 
truth. I exist through it. I live by what I say." 

Finally, the control of speech is seen as a central means of self-mastery. In 
fact, control of speech (gr) can be translated as self-mastery as discussed above. 
Certainly, one of the main thrusts in Maatian ethics as evidenced by both the 
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Declarations of Innocence and the Declarations of Virtues is to achieve self- 
mastery. Zahan (1979, 110) has observed that in terms of ethics, "the African 
valorizes above all the mastery of self, making it, in fact, the foundation of his 
conduct." He goes on to say that "this 'virtue' possesses an essential preliminary 
which is also the basis of Afiican thought and philosophy." This preliminary is self- 
knowledge. For "it is through the knowledge of self that the human being arrives at 
mastery of self; self-knowledge is, as it were, the motive force behind the mastery 
of self, this is the foundation of ethics." Moreover, key to this self-mastery is the 
self-mastery of speech. As Zahan (1979, 112) argues, "among all the reflexes 
capable of undermining the mastery of self, there is one towards which the Afiican 
is particularly sensitized, and that is speech." In fact, he says, "the African places 
the true basis for the human being's dominion over his acts and conduct in the 
power and control over his speech." 

Thus, Zahan asserts that silence becomes a central moral virtue, "constituting 
at once (the) beginning and end" of other moral values. He maintains, "It is the 
supreme virtue, as it subsumes integrity, courage, the power of the soul, prudence, 
modesty and temperance." This is evidenced in Bambara culture in which silence is 
a cardinal virtue. In homage to silence and the benefits it brings they say, 

If speech constructs the town, silence builds the world. Silence adorned the world, 
speech made it hum. Speech dispersed the world, silence reassembles it. Speech 
destroys the town, silence makes its foundation. Silence hides man's manner of 
being from man, speech unveils it. One does not know what the silent man thinks, 
but one knows the thought of the chatterer. The secret belongs to him who keeps 
quiet. Silence marked the boundaries of the paths, speech confused them. Silence 
pondered. Speech did not want to think. Silence soothes the dya (a person's 
spiritual double similar to the ka in ancient Egyptian anthropology), speech 
frightens it. Silence gave birth to the serious: speech to diversion. Any serious 
thing is made in silence, but any useless thing is made in turmoil. Marriage is 
made in silence, '5ee' love is amusement in noise. If speech burned your mouth, 
silence will heal you. Silence is the antidote for all, speech opens the door to all 
evil (Zahan 1979, 117-1 18). 

Here then as in Kemetic culture and other African cultures, useless talk is highly 
disdained. For it is what the Dogon call "Speech without path and without seeds" 
(Griaule 1965, 374). 

Closely related to the virtue of silence is the virtue of patience (wjh-ib, w3h). It 
is rooted in requirements for both self-mastery and other-regardfulness, especially 
in listening to others. Ptahhotep (264-276) gives a lengthy discourse on the virtue 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



332 Maat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

of patience in listening to the petitioner, showing him or her due regard. He 
concludes saying "not all that one petitions for can be granted but a good hearing 
soothes the heart" (275-76). Amenomope reaffirms the importance of patience is 
listening, especially to the needful and vulnerably saying in his consideration of the 
widow who is found gleaning fi-om the fields, "Do not judge a widow when you 
find her in the fields, nor fail to be patient (w3h) with her in her reply" (XXVI, 9- 
10). 

Finally, Khunanpu notes that patience is a fundamental means by which one 
learns and practices Maat. He says, "Be patient that you may learn Maat. Discipline 
your choosing for the good of one who enters disciplined. No one who is 
impetuous achieves excellence and no one who is impatient (h3h-ib) is relied on" 
(2 10-2 13). 

8.4 Social Justice and the Vulnerable 

The DO1 also stress social justice as a core moral concern and claim. This 
includes prohibitions against stealing (B 2), especially food (B 15) and property in 
general (B 2), encroaching on other's fields (A 24), lessening the acre ( 23), 
discrimination (B 40), tampering with the scales (A 25 and 26), being fkaudulent (B 
7), coveting others property (B 41) and turning a blind eye to (winking at) injustice 
(B26). There is inherent in Maatian ethics a call for shared social wealth both in 
terms of just dealing, neighborly generosity and special obligations to the most 
vulnerable. This call for justice is a constant theme in the DOI, the DOV and the 
Sebait. The locus classicus for this, as noted above, is in the oldest social justice 
text in the world, the Book of Khunanpu. Here, Khunanpu interprets Maat as 
speaking truth and doing justice and reminds his readers that justice is "a principle 
established by the word of God" and that ''justice is mighty, great and endures. Its 
worth has been found and it leads one to worthiness" (309-310, 320-322). The 
treatise is especially a plea for justice for the poor and vulnerable in which 
Khunanpu says to the High Steward Rensi, "Do not rob a poor person of his goods, 
one whom you know is weak. For the breath of the poor is his property and he who 
seizes them stops up his nose" (B 23 1-235). 

But although Khunanpu clearly argues for the poor and vulnerable, it is an 
argument within a larger defense of justice itself. For he contends not only that a 
poor person's property is breath to him, but most important is that "doing justice 
(itself) is breath to the nose" (Bl,  146). Moreover, he states "the true balancing of 
the earth lies in doing justice" (B1,158-159). And he asserts it must be a justice 
based on seeing and hearing, i.e., moral sensitivity to the needy. Thus, he says to 
Rensi, that to be just he must "let the eyes see and the headmind take notice" 
(B1,213). It is this moral sensitivity expressed in recognizing and responding 
adequately to situations of need that is emphasized in the DO1 by the moral claims 
of having "not winked at injustice" (B 26) and having "not been deaf to truth" (B 
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24). Seeing clearly, then, and hearing in the sense of listening to and responding to 
the demands of justice are at the heart of Maatian moral practice. And this is made 
even more urgent in relationship to the most vulnerable among us. 

In the context of concern for the demands of social justice, one encounters 
discourse on the sharing of wealth. This, in turn, is discussed in terms of both 
general neighborly generosity and specific material assistance to the vulnerable. As 
might be anticipated, all assistance to the vulnerable is not economic, but the 
sharing of wealth is certainly a principal means by which one shows appropriate 
concern for the vulnerable. 

Generosity to neighbors as an expression of social justice through wealth- 
sharing is treated as fundamental throughout Kemetic history. It is a conception 
which evolves as a Maatian value fi-om both the moral understanding of the 
requirements of moral community and obligations attached to the divine gift of 
wealth. This conception of wealth as a divine gift is encountered in the Sebait of 
Ptahhotep which says, "sustain your fi-iends with what you have. For it comes to be 
by the blessings of God" (339-340). Moreover, Ptahhotep counsels the avoidance 
of selfishness, noting that it is in helping others that one insures help for oneself. 
Therefore, he says, 

Be generous as long as you live. What goes in the storehouse does not retum. It is 
food which is to be shared, which is longed for. One whose stomach is empty 
becomes an accuser and he who is deprived becomes an opponent. Do not make 
such a one your neighbor. Kindness is the memorial of a man . . . (48 1-487). 

Likewise, greed is condemned as "a severe and incurable sickness" (301). It is 
the source of family disputes and division, "a collection of all kinds of evil and a 
bag of all kinds of hatelid things" (298-3 11). It is here that Ptahhotep concludes 
with the classic statement advising that "Established is the person whose standard is 
Maat, who walks according to its ways. He will make a will by it. But the greedy 
will not have (even) a grave" (312-315). This same advice is repeated in the next 
lines which counsel against greediness toward family members. It says, "do not be 
greedy in the division (of wealth). Do not covet more than your share" (3 16-3 17). 
For sharing cultivates amity while greed undermines family and community. 

The New Kingdom text of Ani reaffms this emphasis on generosity as a 
virtue which builds and sustains community. Ani teaches that generosity is above 
all a reciprocal good. He says "small things given return greater and what is 
(replaced) brings abundance" (V, 12). And in a long passage he provides one of the 
most important statements on generosity as a neighborly obligation and a basis of 
reciprocal support. He states, 
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Do not eat bread while another stands by without extending your hand to him. As 
for food it will always be here. It is the person who does not endure. One person 
may be rich and another poor, but food remains for one (who shares it). As for 
one who was rich last year, he may be a vagrant this year. Therefore. do not be 
greedy to fill your belly (without regard for others). For you do not know what 
your end will be like. If you become needy, another may do good to you. The 
watercourse of last year has passed away, (but) another course is here this year. 
Great lakes have become dry land, and sand banks turn into deep places. Thus, no 
person develops in a single way. It is a lesson of the Lord of Life (VIII, 4-10). 

Thus, Ani stresses constant consideration of and sharing with others. He poses this 
practice as a contribution to building a moral community which is a bulwark 
against the vicissitudes of life, a security of sustenance and support which the 
ephemerality of wealth cannot provide. 

In the Late Period, the Sebait of Pahebhor and Ankhsheshonqi continue this 
emphasis on generosity as a community-constituting and community-sustaining 
moral practice. Pahebhor reaffms Ptahhotep's early conception of wealth as a gift 
of God to be used to do good for others. He says, "God allows one to acquire 
wealth in order to do good with it" (16,12). Moreover, he states that "wealth goes 
to those who give food to others by means of it" (15,22). Therefore, "if you acquire 
property, give a portion to God, for that is the portion of the poor" (16,4). Finally, 
he says, "Those who love their neighbors will find a family around them (16.8). 
And Ankhsheshonqi teaches, "let your good deed reach one who needs it. Do not 
be greedy, for wealth is no real security" (12,17-18). In fact, he says "there is no 
good deed, except the good done for one who needs it" (15,6). Finally, he says "Do 
not say 'I have this wealth and thus I will not serve God nor will I serve people.' For 
wealth passes away. It is serving God that causes it to come into being" (18,16-17). 
Thus, generosity is posed as a key Maatian virtue which builds and sustains 
community, reaffms the value of reciprocity and honors the obligation to do good 
with wealth which is conceived as essentially a gift of God, given for this very 
purpose. 

This doing of good as Ankhsheshonqi maintained, must be done above all for 
those who needed it. Thus, even though one shares wealth with one's family and 
neighbors often of similar means, it is clearly the most vulnerable members of 
society with whom one is most obligated to share. It is within this understanding 
that Pahebhor says that a gift to the poor is in fact a gift to God. The paradigmatic 
expression of concern for the vulnerable is the moral claim of having "given food 
to the hungry, water to the thirsty, clothes to the naked and a boat to those without 
one." This is found in the affrmation of Maat-doing in the paragraph following the 
actual Declarations of Innocence in Chapter 125 of Coming Forth. Both this 
emphasis on care and responsibility toward the vulnerable and this classic 
expression of it is well attested beginning in the Old Kingdom and lasting 
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throughout the Late Period of Kemetic history as the texts cited in Chapters I11 and 
IV show. Categories of vulnerable persons deserving special care and responsibility 
are numerous and indicative of constantly developing moral concerns for the 
vulnerable and increasingly different ways to express them. 

The DO1 cite several categories of vulnerable persons, the orphan (A 8); the 
servant (as a less powerful person) (A 10); and children (A 27). These are 
augmented, as noted above, by the declarations of virtues which follows the DO1 
and which includes the hungry, the thirsty, the naked and the boatless. Both of 
these lists in no way exhaust the categories of vulnerability in Maatian literature 
and thus, are meant to focus on the condition of vulnerability as a central moral 
concern rather than be exhaustive. The Sebait and DOV clearly extend this list 
producing an expansive area of concern for the vulnerable. Certainly, the have-nots 
represented by the poor and the widow and orphan and the weak or less-powerful 
are early and consistent concerns in Maatian literature. 

In Edel's (198 1, 77ff) reconstruction of a standard text in his Hieroglyphische 
Inschriften des Alten Reiches, we fmd an excellent expression of these moral 
concerns during this period. In the text, Neferseshem Ptah at Saqqara lists as the 
good he has done for the people that he," . . . saved the weak from one stronger 
than he as best I could . . . gave bread to the hungry, clothes to the naked and 
landed one who was stranded, buried him who lacked a son . . . made a boat for the 
boatless and supported the orphan." These moral themes are reaffmed and 
expanded in the First Intermediate Period. Khety says in addition to giving food 
and clothes to the needy that he "listened to the plea of the widow and gave a home 
to the orphan" (Edel 1984,96ff). 

In addition to widows as categories of vulnerable people deserving special 
moral concern, in this period, women as potential victims in vulnerable situations 
are also cited. Thus, Henku says that he did not take advantage of his position and 
seize peoples' daughters for sexual purposes (Urk I, 77.4-5). And Iti r e a f f i s  the 
importance of this moral discipline in the context of famine suggesting that he did 
not use this situation of vulnerability to "seize a person's daughter" or his property 
(Schenkel 1988, no.57.5). This moral claim is repeated by Ameni in the Middle 
Kingdom who says "nn s:t n rids shbt.n.i-There was no daughter of a citizen 
whom I misused" (Urk VII, 16.1). Although we have cited the moral responsibility 
to bury the aged, we fmd an assertion of the need to be "a son to the aged" 
indicating a wider range of responsibility to the aged in the moral presentation of 
Djehuti-nakht-ankh (Anthes 1928, 29.1 1-12). In addition, he says he is "a protector 
of the poor in every place." 

In the Middle Kingdom, the moral concern for the vulnerable continues to be 
r e a f f i e d  and expanded. Intef, son of Sent, defmes his concern for the vulnerable 
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essentially in terms of being "one who calms the weeper with good words . . ." and 
caring for the poor and have-not. He describes himself as one who is "open- 
handed, an owner of food who does not hide his face . . . a &end of the poor, one 
well-disposed to the have-not; . . . one who feeds the hungry in need and who is 
open-handed to the pauper" (HT 11, pl. 23.12ff). Ameni is more expansive saying, 

There was no citizen's daughter whom I misused. There was no widow whom I 
oppressed. There was no peasant whom I drove back. There was no herdsman 
whom I repelled, there was no overseer or workers whose people I seized for taxes 
and there was no hungry in my time . . . . I gave to the widow like to her who had 
a husband. I did not distinguish the great from the small in all that I gave" (Urk 
VII, 16.1-6, 12-13). 

And the Hatnub texts reaffirm concern for the weak, widow and orphan and while 
also stressing, as did Ameni, the need to do justice to the humble and the great 
without distinction. Thus, the prince Djehuti-Nakht and the nomarch Kay both say 
they sustained their cities and citizens without distinguishing between the humble 
and the great (Anthes 1928, 52.23,5-6; 54.24,9-10). 

The New Kingdom moral texts are even more expansive in their stress on care 
and responsibility for the vulnerable. Defmitive of this emphasis is the moral claims 
posed by Intef, quoted above, who in defming his moral personality and deeds says 
that he was "a servant of the needy, father of the poor, guide to the orphan, mother 
of the timid, shelter for the battered, helper of the sick, husband of the widow, 
refuge for the orphan and a place of peace for the weeping" (Urk IV, 970-972). In 
addition to the additional categories of care and responsibility here, the poetic way 
of expressing them is also notable. The Sebait of Amenomope reaffirms concern 
for the poor, instructing that one should "not covet a poor person's goods nor 
hunger for his bread" (XIV, 5-6). Moreover, he says, "if you fmd a large debt 
against a poor person, divide it into three parts, forgive two and let one stand. You 
will fmd it as a path of life. And after spending the night sleeping, when you wake 
in the morning, you will fmd it against like good news" (XVI, 5-10). For he 
concludes, "Better is praise with the love of people than wealth in the storehouse" 
(XVI, 11). Also, Amenomope is concerned with giving justice to "one in rags" and 
"the weak," and not showing preference to the rich and powerfbl saying, "Now the 
strength of one who is like God, saves the oppressed from his oppressor" (XXI, 1- 

8). 
Amenomope also voices concern for the widow instructing that one should 

not attack the widow when you fmd her gleaning leftovers in the fields, or deny the 
stranger aid. For he concludes, "God prefers one who respects the poor more than 
one who reveres the rich" (XXVI, 9-14). Finally, Amenomope adds to the 
categories of vulnerability, the elder and the physically and mentally 
disadvantaged. Thus, he says in one passage, "beware of robbing the wretched or 
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attacking the disabled. And do not reach out your hand to strike an elderly person 
. . ." (IV, 4-6). And in another passage, he extends the area of moral concern for the 
vulnerable by adding the blind, the dwarf, the lame and the mentally disadvantaged. 
He says, then, 

Do not laugh at the blind nor mock a dwarf, 
nor interfere with the plans of the lame. 

Do not harass one who is in the hands of God 
nor be angry with him if he errs (XXIV, 8-12). 

The phrase "one who is in the hands of God" refers here to the mentally 
disadvantaged person and reveals an early empathy and concern for such a person. 
The attention to the aged in Amenomope is one of both respect for status and moral 
concern for vulnerability. The above cited references point to other instructions on 
proper deference to the aged because of both age and status as well as age and 
infmity. This latter concern is the vulnerability addressed in Djehuti-Nakht- 
Ankh's assertion "I was a son to the aged" (Anthes 1928, 29.12,11) and in 
Rekhmira's statement, "I made the old man secure, giving (him my staff) and 
causing the old woman to say 'It is a good deed' " (Urk IV. 1078.1 1-13). 

These moral claims and concerns are continued in the Late Period in both 
standard and expansive ways. This is evident in the moral self-presentation of the 
priest Hanva who defines himself as, "a refuge for the poor; a raft for the drowning; 
a ladder for one who is (trapped) in the pit; one who speaks for the wretched; who 
assists the unfortunate and who helps the oppressed by his good deeds" (Gum 
1934, pl.B, 8-1 1). He goes on to say also that he was "one who gave bread to the 
hungry, clothes to the naked, who put an end to pain and erased wrongdoing, who 
buried the blessed, supported the aged, satisfied the needs of the have-nots" and 
was "a shelter for the child, a helper for the widow and one who gave status even to 
an infant" (pl.C, 6-8). Hanva ends his declaration of virtues towards the vulnerable 
by stating that he is one who is "kind and gentle to the great and the small, who 
turns his face towards the timid in trouble when witnesses stand up to accuse, one 
open-handed who nourished all, and one who provided the have not with what he 
lacked" (pl.D, 1-3). Thus, Hanva's moral self-presentation in its inclusiveness and 
beauty represents the culmination of the development of the Maatian concern for 
the vulnerable. 

Social justice, then, stands at the heart of what it means to follow Maat and 
create a Maatian moral community. And social justice begins with respecting the 
human person, and sharing social wealth with neighbors and especially with the 
most vulnerable. However, the ultimate ethical challenge of Maat, as is posed now 
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in contemporary Maatian philosophy is not simply to give to the poor, but to end 
poverty itselJ: Therefore, active moral sensitivity to the poor and vulnerable and an 
obligation to aid them are beginning steps, and this is what the ancient texts teach. 
Maatian ethics, then, stands on the side of the poor and vulnerable and implicit in 
this stand is the concept that the quality of life and justice in any society is 
measured by how it treats its most vulnerable members. 

8.5 The Moral Considerability of the Stranger 

Certainly, another important category of persons for whom one is instructed to 
care in Maatian ethics is the stranger. The stranger, as a foreigner or simply as one 
unknown, becomes a special focus of care because helshe lacks the relational 
advantages of those familiar and thus does not have the moral considerability one 
intuitively senses is due to family, kiends and neighbors. Often because of 
relational disadvantages, the stranger may be poor, suspect, subject to hostility, 
lack adequate support or suffer related vulnerabilities. Thus, the need evolves for 
moral instruction concerning them which is not covered under concerns for 
familiars, i.e., family, friends and neighbors. In Kemetic texts, the view of strangers 
is both complex and varied. There are at least three basic ways one can examine 
this view, 1) the Kemetic theo-political self-conception in relation to the Divine and 
their resultant conception of other nations based on this; 2) the Kemetic cultural 
conception of individual strangers as distinct kom stranger nations; and 3) the 
general Kemetic moral conception of strangers as fellow humans and as subjects of 
care and responsibility. 

The Kemetic self-conception and their resultant view of foreign nations is 
clearly tied to their conception of Maat and to the role of Kemet's ruler and people 
in upholding it in the world. Texts pose Egypt and its ruler as special in the sight of 
God. Like Israel's later concept of "chosen people," Kemet considers itself divinely 
established, cared for and unique. Kemet and its ruler are also bound to God by 
mutual commitment rooted in the concept and practice of Maat. They are to do 
Maat and God will protect, exalt and cause them to flourish as the texts below of 
Merenptah and Ramesses assert. Thus, Merenptah's Triumphant Praise Poem says, 

As for Kemet, it is said that since the time of the divinities, she is the 
unique daughter of Ra. And his son is on the throne of Shu (i.e., of 
Egypt) None who attacks her will succeed. The eye of every divinity is 
after her (Kemet's) attacker and it will put an end to all her enemies 
(Spiegelberg 1896,4.12-13). 

Actually, the phrase "srit wrt p3 Rr," i.e., "the unique Daughter of Ra" can also 
mean "the only Daughter of Ra." But in any and all of its meanings--only, unique, 
single, one-wr here is used to define ancient Egypt as having a special and 
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singular status in relation to God in distinction fiom all the other nations of the 
earth. Kemet, then, is posed in other texts as the navel of the world, the primordial 
mound (k3) fiom which the Creator creates the world. It is in this context that the 
Kemetic temple "was regarded as an image of this primeval mound and thus, as the 
centre and nucleus of the earth" (Morenz 1984, 43). Moreover, as Morenz (1984, 
45) also notes, later Greek writers r ea f fm this conception of Kemet's centeredness 
and specialness in the world by referring to it as "the centre of the [inhabited] 
earth," " 'the very holy land' located at the centre of the earth" and fmally, as "the 
temple of the entire world." 

Likewise, the king and queen, as discussed above, are the son and daughter of 
God who do his will, Maat, who speak truth, do justice and hold back and suppress 
the forces of isfet in the world. They uphold Maat in society and the world and 
therefore are special, unique and indeed the chosen of God-stp in Rr, as the 
names of Queen Tawesret (19th Dynasty) and some other rulers of the 19th, 20th 
and 21st dynasties r ea f fm (James, 1979, 271). Acting within this chosen status of 
Kemet and its ruler, Ramesses I11 prays to Amen Ra saying 

May you cause it to be known in every low country and high country that you are 
the power of the king (of Egypt), your son, against every low country and every 
high country. You grant victory to the land of Kemet, your special land (t? wCp) 
without the hand of a soldier or any man (being needed), only your great strength 
which ensures salvation . . . (Helck 1958, pl. 111, 11.10-1 I).  

The parallel view of Kemet as the holy land and as a chosen land with a 
chosen ruler who does Maat is that other countries are represented in many texts as 
the un-Maatian world, the unordered and are thus posed as a threat to Kemet and in 
contradiction to Maat (Loprieno 1988, 22-34). It is in this context that Hatshepsut 
asserts that the Hyksos "ruled without Ra" (Urk IV, 390.9) and Ramesses I1 
describes his Hittite enemies at the Battle of Kadesh as "wretches ignorant of God" 
(KRI 11, 35.97). Also as noted above, the Greeks are called "dogs" and Alexander 
"the big dog" in the Demotic Chronicle (VI, 2 1) suggesting the Kemetic conception 
of them as an expression of Seth, a force of isfet--evil and disorder, who appears 
to be portrayed as a member of the canine family (Griffiths, 1991,283). Moreover, 
the Nubians, Asiatics and Libyans are repeatedly called "bsy" which may mean 
"miserable," "wretched," "vile" or simply "defeated," as Lorton (1973) argues. In 
any case, the term is clearly pejorative and represents a hostile posture toward those 
considered enemies of Kemet and Maat. 

Loprieno (1988) has usehlly divided the Kemetic view of the foreign stranger 
(Auslander) into concepts of Topos and Mimesis. The Auslander-Topos refers to an 
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idealized portrait of the world which serves rhetorical and ideological ends as 
distinct fi-om literal ones. In this view, presented above, strangers are stereotyped 
and placed in the context of the un-Maatian world as distinct fi-om the Maatian one. 
On the other hand, the Auslander-Mimesis is a more realistic conception which 
though still rooted in cultural conceptions, allows for treatment of foreigners as 
individuals and recognition of their humanity and ability to act in positive ways, 
especially if they are acculturated in Kemetic culture. In this regard, it is important 
to note that, as Tefnin (1986) and O'Connor (1982, 194ff) contend, this attitude 
was always a cultural one, never a racial one. Thus as Loprieno (1988, 23) states, 
we are dealing here with the concepts of "Unkultur" and "Kultur," with isfet and 
Maat being defming characteristics of each respectively. Likewise, other 
distinctions between peoples were in national terms not racial ones in spite of early 
Egyptological assumptions that they had discovered racial discourse in this or that 
text (Tefnin 1986,47). 

It is however, the moral conception of the stranger that stands as an important 
contribution to the Maatian ideal in its most universalistic conception which 
evolves in the New Kingdom. In the Amarna period, in the Great Hymn to God of 
Akhenaton, God is "Lord of all Lands," who sets a person in his or her place and 
supplies his or her needs (Sandman 1938, 93-96). And although the texts note God 
gives them different languages, characters and skin colors, this diversity is 
described without claims of Kemetic superiority. Moreover, the texts reaffin this 
humanistic view by stating that God has made the Nile on earth for Kemet, but a 
Nile in heaven, i.e., the rains, for all lands. This does not mark the end of 
conceptions of specialness as 19th Dynasty texts of Merenptah and Ramesses, cited 
above, a f f i .  But it does show a parallel conception establishing itself and giving 
expansiveness to concepts of the human person. As Daumas (1 962, 18 1) states, in 
this and related texts, "it is clear that ancient Egypt arrived at a conception of 
universal humanity." For "all men whatever their language, or skin color are 
creatures of the same benevolent God who provides them the means to live." He is 
correct to conclude that "these conceptions imply that humans have duties toward 
one another." And it is in this context that not only the familiar but also the stranger 
deserves moral consideration. 

It is this equal moral consideration of the familiar and the stranger that first 
appears as a Maatian ideal in the First Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom, in 
the expression of having done good to "one known and unknown without 
distinction." Thus, Djehuti-Nakht-Ankh of the Middle Kingdom says, "ir.n(.i) hsst 
n rm_t nb rhw mi hmw n sin.i-I did what was praiseworthy for all the people, 
known and unknown without distinction" (Anthes 1928,28.12,7-8), Neferyu, in the 
First Intermediate Period, had assumed this same moral posture saying, "I gave 
things to one I knew like one I did not know" (Hayes 1990 I, fig.82). And this 
claim is repeated by Rediu Khnum in the Middle Kingdom who says, "I nourished 
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one I did not know like one I did know so that my name might be good in the 
mouth of those on earth" (Lange-Schafer 1908 11, 166.15-1 6). 

In the New Kingdom, the king, in his Instructions to the Prime Minister, tells 
the prime minister that justice must be dispensed without distinction of person. 
Thus, he says, "You shall regard one you know like one you don't know" in 
administering justice (Urk IV, 1095.5). Also in his Sebait, Amenomope teaches 
against denying strangers assistance in order to give extra to your family members. 
He says, "Do not refuse your oil jar to a stranger (&&) in order to double it for 
your relatives. God loves one who honors the poor more than one who reveres the 
rich" (XXVI, 1 1-14). The stranger is posed here as one needy and the importance 
of answering his or her need is reaffmed by stressing God's implicit preference for 
the poor and his explicit preference for those who honor them. Its importance is 
also made clear by insisting on a balance on what one gives familiars so that one 
won't deprive the stranger in the process. 

Finally, in the Late Period, Wennofer lists as one of his good deeds for the 
needy that he welcomed the stranger. He says, "I was a good shelter for the needy, 
one on whom everyone could lean. I was one (who welcomed) the stranger and was 
useful advisor and an excellent guide" (Brugsch 1883-91 IV, 741.2). I am 
following Lichtheim (AEL 111, 55) in translating the phrase "rk h:" as "welcomed." 
The Worterbuch does not list the word h3 with the "way" determinative used here. 
But surely the sense here is that Wennofer is claiming a positive act toward the 
stranger. And "rk h:" thus seems to be an idiomatic way of making the moral claim 
that he "welcomed" the stranger. This rendering is bolstered by the fact that it is 
preceded by the claim of being "one on whom all could lean" and the following 
claim that he was "a useful advisor and an excellent guide." Thus, the passages 
taken together speak to a receptive and helpful approach to strangers as well as 
persons in general. 

In the Late Period Sebait of Ankhsheshonqi moral concern for the stranger is 
also addressed. In Ankhsheshonqi, the instruction is that one should not hide from 
the stranger, for one does not know what good he will bring. He says, "Do not hide 
from a stranger who comes fi-om outside. If there is nothing in your hand there may 
be something in his" (16.19-20). Thus, the stranger is not to be shunned as the 
potential bringer of the negative, but rather received as the potential bringer of 
good. 

This parallels the discourse in the Ifa tradition on the moral considerability of 
the stranger. Odu Ifa (2:3) says, 

Ifa says a stranger is coming 
And that we should take are of her (him) 
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Lest her (his) kindness (oore) and goodness (ire) pass us by 
For there is value (anfaani) in the presence of a stranger 
(Karenga 1999, 25.2; 3). 

As I have noted elsewhere, "like many Afiican languages, Yoruba uses the same 
word 'alej6' for both stranger and guest. For example in Swahili, Zulu and ancient 
Egyptian, the words 'mgeni,' 'isihambi,' and 'kri' may mean visitor or stranger" (Ibid, 
26). What this tends to suggest is a preference for a positive approach to the 
stranger rather than a xenophobic one. In this Odu verse and in Ankhsheshonqi, the 
moral assumption is made that in the moral calculus of right and wrong, of the 
worthy and unworthy, the stranger brings something of good and value and we risk 
losing it by not welcoming and taking good care of him or her. 

Pahebhor does not address the moral concern for the stranger and instead 
speaks to what he considers the problems of abandoning one's town and becoming 
a stranger in another. In fact, he cites the vulnerabilities of a stranger which other 
moral texts seek to address. Here the point is stressed that being a member of one's 
own community is preferable to being a stranger in another. But it in no way 
undermines the long history of teachings which stress care and service for those 
"known and unknown without distinction." This becomes an extremely important 
principle in contemporary contexts where issues ofjustice, peace, and shared goods 
dominate and define the moral terrain. 

8.6 The Moral Status of Women 

The Declarations of Innocence, as a central moral document mentions women 
explicitly as a category only in the disavowal of adultery (B19) found in 
declarations by men. Likewise, men as a category are mentioned explicitly only in 
the same declaration by women. This is due to the fact that there is in the Maatian 
tradition no separate moral obligations or spiritual paths for men and women. And 
thus the DO1 changes language for women or men only in the one stipulation where 
gender or rather sexual difference requires a different wording. Still, the question of 
women's moral status within the Maatian tradition is an important one, both in 
terms of its ancient uniqueness and its value as a model and meaningful focus of 
discussion in modem discourse around womanist and feminist concerns for moral 
and spiritual traditions which give a balanced, meaninghl and rightful place to 
women's experience, insight and contributions (Williams 1993; Hudson-Weems 
1993; Fiorenza 1992; Grant 1989; Cannon 1988; Thiam 1986). Thus, critical 
examination of this question here is both proper and compelling. 

The general status of women in ancient societies, especially European and 
Western Asian, has become in recent years a major focus of ongoing research 
(Archer, 1994; Lesko 1989; Clark 1989; Cameron and Kuhrt 1983; Pomeroy 
1975). Within this general thrust, an important body of literature on women in 
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ancient Egypt has emerged also (Van Sertima 1985; Ward 1986; Lesko 1978; 
Fischer 1989; Watterson 199 1 ; Desroches Noblecourt 1993; Robins 1993; 
Tyldesley 1996; Hawass 2000). Even in the earliest research in this area, it has 
been a general agreement that the overall status of Kemetic women was higher than 
women of contemporary neighboring European and Western Asian cultures. 
Neither Babylonia (Driver and Miles 1952- 1955) nor Greece (Tichner 1922; 
Taubenschlag 1938, 1955; Pomeroy 1975, 1990) nor Rome (Gardiner 1986; 
Lefkowitz and Fant 1982; Balsdon 1962) nor even ancient Israel (Meyers 1988; 
Brenner 1985, Otwell 1977) can compare to the rights granted to and status held by 
the women of ancient Egypt. 

Although the literature has not dealt directly with the moral status of ancient 
Egyptian women, its treatment of issues of rights, equality and the quality of social 
relations carry within it indicators of the moral considerability of women and thus, 
it is useful. For I mean here by the term moral status the level of considerability 
given persons within a system of concepts and standards of right and wrong 
(Goodpaster 1978; Kleinig 1991, 14-18). This status in its affmative sense would 
mean for persons an entitlement to have others recognize and respect them as 
persons in deliberations and actions related to them. Likewise, a negative sense of 
moral status would lack such recognition and respect in deliberation and action. 
Thus, in determining the moral status of women of ancient Egypt, we will want to 
look for evidence of recognition and respect for them in critical areas of Kemetic 
thought and practice. This will include religious and moral conceptions of them, 
legal conceptions and rights and social relations which a f f m  that they are taken 
seriously and their interests are appropriately weighed and respected. 

The point of departure for determining both the source and character of 
women's moral status in ancient Egypt is its religion or in other words, its theology 
and ethics. For as argued above, "the cardinal features of (Kemetic) culture and 
society were determined by the existence and power of its all pervading religious 
beliefs" (Morenz 1984, 6). The question then becomes what is the religious or 
rather Maatian conception of women? Moreover, is it substantively different than 
the conception of man? And are sexual differences translated into social- 
constructed gender differences which make women's personhood derivative rather 
than inherent and original? The answer to these and related questions will, of 
necessity, reveal the level of considerability given women and therefore, undergird 
or undermine her moral status. 

One of the essential ways of understanding the moral status and considerability 
of women in ancient Egypt, then, is to examine its theology and to see if the very 
concept of God a f f m s  or denies the equal moral status of women. For our sense of 
God affects our sense of the order and rightness of things and in Kemet, as 
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elsewhere, religious symbolism becomes models for human thought and practice 
and the social order constructed out of this. Thus, the exclusive maleness of God 
would tend to privilege maleness as Jewish and Christian feminists have noted 
(Williams 1993; Isasi-Diaz 1993; Chung 1990; Plaskow 1990; Grant 1989; Isasi- 
Diaz and Tarango 1988; Russell 1985; Fiorenza 1992; Ruether 1974; Daly 1973). 
And a balanced image of God which contains both female and male principles and 
yet is transcendent of both would tend to support more equal conceptions of and 
relations between male and female. 

In fact, Kemetic theology contains such conceptions which, in an important 
way, are contributive to the more equal conceptions of and relations between male 
and female. This balanced imagery and conceptualization appear most definitively 
in the theology of creation. In this theology, the Creator in his name of Atum 
contains both female and male principles as an expression of his name and 
essence-completeness. It is merely convention to say "he" when speaking of the 
Creator, for in reality s h e  is neither male nor female, neither dual nor androgynous. 
Rather s h e  is an expression of "the fullness and completeness in which the 
masculine and the feminine principles (are) combined into one unity in order to 
express the singleness and wholeness of the creative force" (Tobin 1989, 41). It is 
this conception of singleness which contains both male and female principles and 
yet is not either and of completeness which is, of necessity, defined by constitutive 
elements of male and female that offers the theological ground of equality and the 
necessity of male and female principle in the realms of the divine, natural and 
social (Obenga 1992, 166-170). It is this central ideal which expresses itself in 
concepts of malelfemale complementarity throughout the literature, a 
complementarity of equality and shared responsibility in society and the world. 

This requirement of both male and female for wholeness and completeness is 
reaffirmed both in the process of creation and the description of the Creator as both 
mother and father who gives birth (msi) and begets (WE) at the same time. Thus, the 
Creator, in his begetting as a male function and her giving birth as a female 
hnction, reproduces at the very beginning both the divine male and female 
principles, Shu and Tehut. In this regard, the Creator says in CT 132 (11, 153- 154), 
"I am he who made (ir) Shu and gave birth (msi) to Tehut." And then slhe repeats 
the pattern making himself, herself into millions. Therefore, the divine female and 
male principles of Nut and Geb, Isis and Osiris, Nephthys and Seth are created 
equally and at the same time. In this understanding, Amen Ra is called "one who 
gave birth to all that exists, the father of fathers, the mother of mothers (it itw mwt 
mwwt)" (pLeiden I, 350, V.2-4). Reaffming this inclusive singleness and 
completeness, the Creator says, "I am this masculine one (pn) and this feminine one 
(tn) (CT 136, 11, 161). 

Similar conceptions of the Creator as male and female occur with Menhyt and 
Neith, who contain both female and male principles, and hnction as the Creator in 
her other names (Sauneron 1968, 135ff.no. 152 and 252; El-Sayed 1982). Likewise, 
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definitive of the interchangeability and fluidity of defining male and female 
features of the Divine is the evolution of the attributes and functions of Isis. In a 
collection of hymns to her at her temple at Philae, Isis demonstrates clearly the 
centrality and equality of the female principle in Kemetic theology (iabkar 1988). 
She assumes a variety of roles considered in other traditions strictly male or female, 
but in Kemetic theology are simply an expression of the inclusiveness and 
completeness of the Divine. 

She is defined as mother of the divinities and of humanity, protector and 
resurrector of Osiris, mother and protector of the king and warrior "who is more 
effective than a million soldiers" (iabkar 1988, 61). But most striking and 
instructive is her definition as the Creator, herself. And although similar 
conceptions of the Creator as female exist in other Aeican cultures (Mbiti 1970), 
this is clearly not the case in Judaism, Islam and Christianity. The text defines Isis 
in the following terms: 

nts nb(t)pt, t3, dw3t 
hu skpr sn n &13(t) n ibs 
rn ir(.t.n) ?wy.s 

She is mistress of Heaven. earth and the otherworld. 
Having brought them into being by what her heartlmind conceived 
And her hands created 
(iabkar 1988, 51 .no.IV). 

There are several instructive aspects of this text. First, this description of the 
Creator, in her name of Isis, draws on a standard description of Creator as 
expressed in the attributes assigned to the Creator in his name, Ptah. This 
description is found in the Shabaka Text (Junker 1940) and the Berlin Hymn of 
Ptah (Wolf 1929). It is in essence a conceptual portrait of creation through creative 
intelligence as distinct from modalities of "begetting" and "giving birth" which can 
be identified as male and female modalities of creation respectively. That Isis is 
described as Creator in these terms, reaffms the lack of gender boundaries in 
Kemetic theology which would conceptually prevent the female principle of 
divinity from expressing itself in ways which are thought in other traditions to be 
exclusively or essentially male. It is, in fact, this same Isis of whom it is said in her 
Great Hymn, "You make the power of women equal to that of men" 
(poxyrhynchus 1380, I1 2 14-2 16). 

Finally, it is important to repeat that what one has here is not an androgynous 
portrait of God. Rather, it is a concept of inclusiveness and completeness rooted in 
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and reflective of male and female principles and yet transcendent of them both. In 
such a concept, completeness is impossible and inconceivable without female and 
male, so that even in the expression of one, the other is there and constitutive of the 
singularity. Thus, one can call God "he" without denying the value and presence of 
the feminine, and one can call God "she" without denying the value or presence of 
the masculine. It is human choice to say "he" or "she," but God, in Kemetic 
theology, is both each and more than both. And in his or her many names God 
appears as each while embodying both. 

A second central question in this theological analysis of the moral status of 
women is the status of women in the creation process and in Maatian anthropology. 
That is to say, are women in any way derivative, secondary or less in the image of 
God? In other words, is Maatian anthropology divided into two spheres-male and 
female--or is it a single anthropology for both? Again, there is no division between 
female and male in Maatian anthropology. Unlike in Genesis, 2.33, there is no 
separate and derivative origin of woman, no "rib theory" which marks an initial 
marginalized conception and resultant status for women as the subordinate other 
(Plaskow 1990; Heschel 1983; Berkovits 1978). 

The snn nir (imago dei) concept in the Sebait of Kheti for Merikara clearly 
includes woman and man as evidenced by the use of the male and female 
determinatives for rmf (human) (Kheti, 131). It is also reaffmed in the related 
reference to humans as God's msw,f (his children), a category which also uses the 
male and female determinatives to express inclusiveness (Kheti, 132). Moreover, 
the same is true of the Djedi narrative which I discussed above as a central source 
of the concept of human dignity (pBerlin 3033, 8.16-17). Here Djedi speaks 
against taking human life and experiments on humans and in defense of human life 
and human dignity, also using the word rmf (human being) with male and female 
determinatives. Finally, in the Sebait of h i ,  Khonsuhotep describes the morally 
sensitive and knowing person as the image or similar (snnw) of God, using the male 
and female determinative. 

The word snnw may mean the second, fellow, equal or like or image (Lesko, 
1982, 59) and is, in any case, used here to suggest a Godlikeness, Gottahnlichkeit. 
Thus, men and women are defined as the images of God, and again here, this image 
is one of moral sensitivity or responsiveness and intellectual capacity that yield 
spiritual similarity (Ockinga, 1984, 87-88). This contrasts with a tendency in 
Judaism, as described by Adler (1978, 351) and others, to "identify women with 
gashmiut (physicality) and men with ruchniut (spirituality). Likewise, it contrasts 
with the pseudo-intellectual arguments of female inferior otherness such as those in 
Plato's Republic and Aristotle's Metaphysics, as well as the so-called Pythagorean 
Table of Opposites which informed Plato's and Aristotle's mismeasurement of 
woman (Lovibund 1994). 

As there is no religious doctrinal division between man and woman, such as 
the spiritual and the physical with corresponding conceptions of worth and status, 
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there is no exemption from the obligations to do Maat and abstain from isfet for 
man or woman. Thus, the Declarations of Innocence are obligations to abstain from 
isfet and do Maat for both women and men. And although there is a male-specific 
declaration of innocence (B 19) in the BCF texts of males, the same holds true for 
the Book of Coming Forth texts of females. The declaration for men is "I have not 
copulated with (another's) wife (hmt-t3y or hmt) and the declaration for women, as 
expressed in the Papyrus of Anhai, is "I have not copulated with (another's) 
husband (gy) (Rossiter 1979, 106). Therefore, adultery is not unequally defined as 
sleeping with another man's wife only, as in the Bible, but also as not sleeping with 
another woman's husband. 

Again, not only are both man and woman obligated to disavow, abstain from, 
and resist isfet or evil, they must also do Maat in the positive sense. Woman and 
man must speak truth, do justice and walk in the way of rightness. In their 
autobiographies and autobiographical references, women from the Old Kingdom 
throughout Kemetic history make the same claims of Maat-doing as men. Although 
women's autobiographies are less numerous than men's and in earlier periods 
shorter, there is no significant difference in the positive duties which they felt 
morally obligated to perform. Thus, in her autobiographical text written during the 
late Old Kingdom, the king's acquaintance, Hemi defmes herself as a person of 
virtue, one who is morally and socially worthy (imGzyt) (Fischer, 1989, fig.17). She 
says, "I am an excellent spirit. I have not done evil to them (the people). I have 
given food to the hungry and clothes to the naked. I am one praised by her 
husband. I have traveled on the good ways of God's domain as a worthy one of the 
Great God." She, therefore, is concerned with worthiness before God and 
community and lists not doing evil and showing concern and care for the 
vulnerable as a defining moral practice which is standard in Maatian declarations of 
virtues. 

The texts of Naga-ed-Der of the First Intermediate Period yield a sample of 
women's self-expression in community during this time (Dunham, 1937). They 
identify themselves often as priestesses and prophetesses of Hathor, as one honored 
before the Great God, unique royal jewel, praised and beloved by their parents and 
siblings and express wishes to reach the afterlife worthy before God. Thus, the 
prophetess Intites says of herself, 

May she join the earth and cross the heavens 
May she be led by the Great God to (his) pure places 
(For she is) one worthy before (the Great God) 
One praised of her father, and beloved of her mother 
One whom her brothers and sisters love (Dunham 1937, 38). 
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Again, these wishes for the afterlife and a declaration of worthiness are standard 
texts and mark no women conceptions different fiom the general morality and 
spiritual tenets and practices of society. 

Although it is in the Late Period that women's autobiographies flourish, there 
are in the Middle Kingdom and New Kingdom examples of longer and more varied 
declarations of virtues. Certainly, Lady Taniy of the 12th Dynasty offers such a 
declaration, as cited above in chapter 111. Likewise, those of the Ladies Tahabet, 
Ta-Aset, Ta-Sheryet-en-Aset and Taimhotep of the Late Period, all cited above in 
Chapter 111, offer rich and varied moral portraits. Taimhotep's long 
autobiographical statement contains within it a moral self-presentation which again 
reaffrms that women drew fiom the moral conceptions of worthiness and value, 
which were standard in society. She describes herself as, 

Great of value and greatly praised 
A possessor of graciousness, beautiful of character 
Much loved by everyone 
Highly praised by her friends 
A young woman of value 
Skilled in speech 
One whose words please 
And whose counsel is useful 
Tairnhotep, justified 
(Brugsch 1884,919.6-920.1). 

Here, Taimhotep's expressed sense of moral and social worthiness, of being of 
value to her community as evidenced by their love and praise, of being in 
possession of useful abilities of speech and counsel and of having a beautiful and 
gracious character, all fit well within the standard conception of a Maatian person. 

Given that Maatian moral obligations are incumbent on both women and men 
without distinction, it is rightfully expected that belief concerning and access to the 
afterlife were applied equally to women and men. Also, the texts and practices 
associated with the funerary process, as well as the ultimate state of the risen and 
immortal transfigured spirit (akh) were likewise equally applicable to woman and 
man. Fischer (1989, 13) concedes this and then, for some unexplained reason adds 
"but survival in the next world ultimately entailed identification with the male god 
Osiris . . . ." Actually, immortality in the next world depends not on identification 
with Osiris or any other male or female identity, but on doing Maat. If one were 
going to make the argument that identification with a certain divinity insures 
immortality, it would have to be Maat, a female divinity. For the ultimate moral 
and spiritual achievement is to be and become the embodiment of Maat. In fact, 
one can only become an Osiris by being a Maatian person. 
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But the reference to gender or sexuality here is a contrived issue, for the 
central and sole requirement in the quest for immortality is the moral quality of 
one's life on earth. Moreover, the function of Osiris in this process is essentially to 
stand as a symbol and witness of both the possibility and promise of resurrection 
and eternal life through righteousness, i.e., Maat. Furthermore, the assumption of 
the title Osiris by those who are justified in the balance by the Maat they have done 
is not an identification of sex or gender, but a sign and reaffmation of their risen, 
justified and transfigured status. Thus becoming an Osiris has no more to do with 
Osiris' maleness than the requirement to do and embody Maat has to do with the 
femaleness of the divinity Maat. And attempts to identify and uncover maleness 
here represents more of an effort to discover gender as a ritual of scholarship rather 
than as a result of open-textured and critical research. If one is looking for lessons 
in gender relations here, they are not to be found in mistaken assumptions of male 
identification in the process but in recognition of its irrelevance in this particular 
process. 

Robins (1993, 175), perhaps following Fischer, makes similar mistakes both in 
stating that men identified with Osiris" in order to gain eternal life" and in giving 
undue meaning to Osiris' maleness. She states in regard to "identifying" with Osiris 
that "women could also do the same, even though Osiris was a male deity, because 
there was no true female equivalent." She goes on to say that "This seems to 
epitomize the position of women in relation to death." This is so, she says, because 
of the absence of funerary texts, symbols, rituals and forms "that developed 
specifically for women without male equivalents." She does, however, allow that 
"all this notwithstanding, it is clear that men and women were assumed to enjoy the 
same afterlife and require the same necessities." It is, of course, this last sentence 
which seems most relevant. The other contentions are problematic at best, tending 
to pursue patriarchy at the expense of other lines of analysis which might prove 
more fruitful. 

It is, perhaps, important at this point to note that neither ancient Egypt nor any 
ancient or modem society, with the possible exception of extremely small 
communal societies, is fiee of gender inequalities. The project of human liberation, 
equality and justice is an historical and ongoing one. And certainly, the forms in 
which we pose these in modem times were not and could not have been realized in 
ancient times, given their self-understanding and social organization. I do not want 
to put too much emphasis on so-called pre-modern conditions, but it seems clear 
that one cannot mechanically superimpose our current assumptions about gender 
on ancient societies. Nor it is helpful to misapply concepts of patriarchy which has 
its own varied definitions and problematic aspects as a useful analytic tool (Meyers 
1988). 
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In this case, Robins not only sees patriarchy where there is none, but misses 
the communal character and sense of shared heritage of Kemetic society. Useful 
here is the womanist analysis which stresses relationality even in independence and 
shared communal culture even while struggling to reshape it in ever more moral 
and meaningful ways (Williams 1993). Womanist insistence on the communal 
character of human selfhood challenges the individualistic understanding of women 
and men which stands as a dominant voice in European culture. Within this 
fi-amework one can see that there is no evidence that ancient Egyptian women saw 
their ethics and theology as a male product rather than a communal treasure to 
which all had contributed. For Maatian theology and ethics are, indeed, communal 
creations and center on goodfor, in and through community. 

Furthermore, that men have written most of the texts, as in this and all 
societies, does not diminish the value and beauty of the message of Maat-doing as 
the ground of human flourishing and eternal life. Nor should it cause one to deny or 
minimize the fact that ancient Egyptian women embraced Maatian theology and 
ethics as their own, as a shared communal heritage. For indeed they saw it and used 
it as a rich communal resource fi-om which they drew texts and imagery to define 
themselves morally and socially, to bear witness to truth, to do and defend justice 
and to leave a testament calling others to the knowledge and practice of Maat, 
saying, "Come let me lead you on the way of life, the good way of those who 
follow God" (Tahabet, 13). 

In such a context, an individualistic feminist call to or search for independent 
female forms of Maat-doing and Maat-expressions does not correspond to 
communal conceptions and realities. For it requires not only that ancient Egyptian 
women not draw fiom the communal heritage of moral and theological knowledge 
and practice, but also that they see themselves as impoverished and outside or at 
least on the margins of the society they participated in creating. And a critical 
examination of Kemetic society does not support such a conclusion. Moreover, 
Robins' search and desire for female equivalents at every turn is unnecessary and 
unproductive. It could be asked where is the female equivalent of Moses in 
Judaism, Buddha in Buddhism, Jesus in Christianity or Muhammad in Islam? But 
is this an important question in studying these traditions? Or is it more fi-uitful to 
ask and pursue the question of the moral quality and social meaning of the 
doctrines and practices within the traditions? In Maatian theology there are, as 
noted above, most often male and female divine principles which are paired or 
equivalent. But sometimes there is no equivalent and none seems necessary. One 
might rightfully ask if the conception of the Creator is inclusive of male and female 
as was done above, given the singular importance of the Creator? But surely there 
is no value in asking where is the female equivalent of Osiris and even less, where 
is the male equivalent of Maat? For even though Maat is the defining category of 
the tradition, it is not its femaleness which makes it so, but its meaning of rightness. 
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And it is a rightness which not only woman and man embrace without distinction, 
but also the Creator. 

Another question of importance concerning the Maatian tradition is the 
accessibility of the priesthood and ritual practices to women? The evidence shows 
that there were no injunctions against women's participation in cultural or religious 
activities including religious rites. As early as the Fourth Dynasty there is evidence 
of women participating in the priesthood. Given the role that religion played in 
Egyptian life, this was both a central and very honorable professional. Although 
they were more frequently represented in the priesthood of Hathor and Neith, they 
also served in other priesthoods like those of Min and Ptah (Fischer 1989, 12-13). 
Likewise, they served as hmt-k3 or ka priests and had supervisory roles (Fischer 
1976, 70). Also, they served as musicians of the sacred (shemayt) performing 
music for appropriate rituals (Brovarski, Doll and Freed 1982, 256). Their 
participation in temple ritual is enhanced and expanded with the evolution of the 
18th Dynasty introduction of the ofice of Divine Wife which was also associated 
with the titles God's Adorer and God's Hand (Sander-Hansen 1940; Gitton 1984; 
Gitton and Leclant 1977). Attached to royalty, the office was a source of 
tremendous power and wealth and was much respected under such women as 
Ameniridis I of the 25th Dynasty and Nitiqret of the 26th Dynasty. It ended with 
the Persian conquest in 525 B.C.E. and during the tenure of Ankhnesneferibra who 
also held the title, First Prophet (High Priest of Amun), and who had reigned for 
over sixty years (BAR IV, 504.988B). Also she left a magnificent legacy of art and 
literature in her beautifully carved sarcophagus which was inscribed with a lengthy 
set of texts from the Book of Coming Forth By Day (Sander-Hansen 1957; Budge 
1885). 

Having discussed the moral status of the women of ancient Egypt as expressed 
in Maatian theology, I turn now to the ethical teaching found principally in the 
Sebait, but with reference to other relevant moral texts where appropriate, such as 
the autobiographies. One should expect consistency here with the theology and will 
fmd it, as is indicated by my use above of Sebaitic verses, to r ea f fm a theological 
point. I have established above that the Sebait, as expressed in Merikara and h i ,  
do not show a bifurcated or dual anthropology for men and women. The concept of 
the human person is defmed in female and male terms without distinction 
(Merikare, 132-133; h i ,  X,8-9). This equal respect for the human dignity of 
women is also evidenced in the designation of man and woman as the people 
before whom one wishes and strives for worthiness. Using the male and female 
determination in the word rm_t (people) a f f m s  the desire for moral approbation by 
woman and man. This is attested to in countless declarations of virtues in which 
one says one did Maat in order to stand worthy before God and people (Urk I, 
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201.7, 204.10) or so that one's name might be good before God and people (Urk I, 
198.18; Urk I, 203.3) or that one did what people loved and the divinities praised 
(Urk IV, 62.3) or that one never did evil or injury to any person (Urk I, 40.4, Urk I, 
47.5). This single anthropology and moral considerability of both man and woman 
is often obscured by somewhat meaningless contentions that women were divided 
in the Sebait and other moral literature into "good" and "bad" women (Troy 1984). 
It is a line reasoning which draws heavily on feminist criticism of Judaism and 
Christianity and does not apply in any meaningful way to Kemetic concepts of 
women. 

An example of this reasoning and the obscurity it creates is Robins' (1993) and 
Depla's (1994) discussions of "the dual nature of women concept" which they 
believe existed in ancient Egypt. This is a theme which appears in other works on 
Kemetic women and has become, in many cases, a standard assertion which seeks 
to demonstrate inequality of men and women in Kemetic thought and practice 
through its alleged division of women into good and bad women following Troy 
(1984). Robins discusses the "dual nature" proposition in the context of discussing 
female divinities. She (1993, 18) says, 

The duality manifested in goddesses was also reflected in the Egyptian view of 
human nature, where women were seen as incorporating a good and bad side. 
They were honourable if they met the standards of society, but there was always 
danger that they would break the rules. in which case they were dishonourable 
and condemned. 

She concedes that "men, too, had to conform." However, she adds that "for them 
the rules were different. For since society was male-dominated, the norms were set 
by men for the benefit of men." She cites an alleged non-reciprocal requirement of 
fidelity for the women but not the man. 

First of all she offers no real evidence of different norms for man and woman. 
And the one example she cites as evidence is not so, as my discussion of DO1 
(B19) demonstrates. For it explicitly prohibits adultery by man and woman. In fact, 
I made a point of its reciprocally binding character as distinct fiom the biblical 
stress on not lying with your neighbor's wife (Plaskow 1990, 172- 173; Lev. 20, 10). 
Secondly, if Robins is referring to polygamy, she must say so and counter the 
criticism of expressing a Judeo-Christian bias rather than objective critical 
scholarship. Thirdly, her concession that men and women had to conform to 
societal moral norms to be honorable is a mere truism which in itself has no 
profound import. But if she wants to pursue her "dual nature" contention as an 
evidence of male devaluing of women, then, she becomes conceptually imprisoned 
and argues without evidence. 

Depla (1984, 33) believes that she also has discovered the "good" and "bad" 
woman and the dual natures phenomenon. Citing Troy (1984), she states that there 
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was a "dualistic nature of women acknowledged in society, what might be termed, 
the conflict between the 'good' and the 'bad' woman." Also, she argues that the good 
one was conformist and that the bad one was not. Moreover, she attempts to link 
this to goddess imagery as did Robins (1993, 78), saying that the tension between 
male natures is "personified as Horns and Seth (good and evil), and in women, the 
conflict is represented as being between Sakhmet and Bast." Sekhmet, she tells us, 
"represented the violent and unpredictable" and Bast "was a goddess of pleasure, 
music, dance and healing." 

The problem with this characterization is that there is little or no textual 
evidence for such claims. Seth is, as argued above in chapter V, the symbol of evil 
(isfet) in general and his "opposite," in this case, is Maat not Horns. Horns is a 
royal image of kingship and filial piety not the symbol of good nature or good. 
Again, the defmitive symbol of good and right is Maat, a female principle. 
Likewise, Sekhmet is not simply violent and certainly not unpredictable. She is 
most defmitively the protector of king and Kemet, an assignment which can hardly 
be accomplished through unpredictability. Depla refers here to a passage fiom 
Ptahhotep in her reference to Sekhmet. But this interpretation is open to debate, 
since the line "her eye is a storm-wind when she looks" (333) does not mention 
Sekhmet and the storm-wind can be righteous anger against violence or 
mistreatment as I read it and discuss it below. 

In conclusion, then, there is no textual evidence that women in Kemetic ethical 
thought are viewed anthropologically different than men. Discourse on women's 
"dual natures," especially when it suggests negative evaluation of women is 
problematic and misleading. What one can say with less problem is that the ancient 
Egyptian did, in fact, recognize the human capacity for doing good and evil. 
However this recognition applies to women and men and is rooted in and reflective 
of the concept of the fiee will of humans, not women's alleged unpredictability and 
good and bad natures. 

Again, the Sebait offer no portrait of women that suggests a different moral 
anthropology for them. The Sebait are ordinarily addressed directly to a young 
man, preparing him for public andlor professional service. This may be to a son or 
apprentice. Sometimes the teaching is to a person's children as a group as in the 
Sebait of Kagemni (Gardiner 1946), Sehetepibra (Posener, 1976) and the High 
Priest Amenemhet (Gardiner 19 10). The Sebait of Amenomope is directed to all as 
"a teaching for life and well-being (or flourishing)" (Grumach 1972; Budge, 1924). 
Moreover, although the Sebait may be addressed directly to a person, in a larger 
sense, it is always at the same time directed to society as a whole. For the Sebait 
informed and reflected the ethical standards of society and thus the moral claims of 
the autobiographies. 
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The Sebait address issues of correct treatment of and relations with women in 
several passages, although none is directed to women as a category. In the Old 
Kingdom Sebait of Hardjedef which is fragmented and brief, the counsel is that "if 
you are a person of worth, you should many a woman who is mistress of her 
heart/mindl' (Posener 1952, 11). Even though the phrase nbt ib is open to various 
interpretations, it seems to suggest that a man should choose a wife who is self- 
controlled in the mental and emotional sense. This is a fundamental value in 
Maatian ethics and is, as noted in chapter 111, best expressed in the model of the 
geru maa (the self-controlled, self-mastered person) and the cool person discussed 
in the Sebait of Amenomope. The Sebait of Kagemni is short and fragmented like 
that of Hardjedef and carries no specific instruction toward women. As noted 
above, females are mentioned along with males as the children to whom Kagemni 
directed his Instructions (II,4). 

The Sebait of Ptahhotep is the longest Sebait in the Old Kingdom and 
addresses treatment of and relations with women in several passages. In passages 
52-59, he advises against class and gender arrogance because of one's knowledge, 
saying that no one has learned an entire craft or field and that "wisdom is rarer than 
emeralds and yet it is found among the maid servants at the grindstone." Moreover, 
he cautions against improperly approaching women in any house one enters and 
speaks to the illusionary and destructive nature of lust and illicit sex. He concludes 
saying, "As for one who goes wrong through lust . . . none of his plans will 
prosper" (277-297). In another passage, Ptahhotep instructs against the vice of 
greed which "alienates mothers and the brothers of mothers and separates wife and 
husband (198-303). 

In a passage which is both difficult and obscure, he seems to be advising 
against divorcing one's wife for frivolous reasons. And fmally, in his longest and 
most defmitive passage on maleifemale, husbandlwife relations, he says, 

If you are worthy and establish your house, 
Love your wife passionately and rightfully. 
Give her food and clothe her. 
Oil is the prescription for her body. 
Make her happy as long as you live. 
For she is a valuable field for her lord. 
Do not judge her. 
Deliver her from violence, suppress it. 
For her eye is a storm-wind when she sees (it). 
Soothe her heart with what you have gained. 
Thus will you cause her to remain in your house 
(Ptahhotep 325-335). 
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Here a man is advised to love his wife passionately and rightfdly, to provide for 
her, and make her happy. He is told that she is a "valuable field" to him, which is a 
metaphor from an agricultural society suggesting both a valuable partner for 
building a family in both a spousal and friendship way. The latter interpretation 
which focuses on friendship is informed by another passage in which he says, 
"Don't be mean to your friends. They are one's watered field and more important to 
one than one's wealth" (Ptahhotep, 491). 

It is the Sebait of Kheti, as I have noted above, which is the most important 
Sebait in regard to the Maatian conception of women and men. For it is in this First 
Intermediate Period text that yields the snn nfr (imago dei) concept of human 
beings which is clearly inclusive of women (131, 133). It thus is not only the 
earliest explicit source of the concept of human dignity, but also and at the same 
time a reaffmation of the human equality of man and woman through its including 
both in the snn n_tr concept. Also, Kheti specifically mentions women in his 
teaching that one should strive to be justified before God by the people (male and 
female) (30), and sustain the people (male and female) (38) and not oppress the 
widow (47). 

In the New Kingdom Sebait of Ani, a man is instructed, as in Hardjedef to 
marry a wife and build a family. He says, "it is proper to make a family. Happy is 
the man whose family is numerous. He is greeted because of his children (Ani 111, I - 
3). The passage literally says, "it is proper to make people," but it is idiomatic here 
for family and again carries the male and female determinatives. Ani also instructs 
a person to provide for his mother as an act of reciprocity for what she has given 
him, to use her care for him as a model for rearing his own children and not cause 
her to raise her hand to God concerning him (Ani VII,17-VII,3). Moreover, he 
advises against woman-chasing and dealing with unknown women (IX,6-7; III,13- 
16). 

In what on f ~ s t  sight might look like a challenge to a woman's sense of 
personal worthiness, Ani says, "a woman is asked about her husband, a man asked 
about his rank." But as Depla (1994, 44) notes, "it is unlikely these lines suggest a 
wife's individuality was subsumed under her husband's. Rather it reflects the career 
structure and promotion possibilities of Egyptian society." For a woman's rank was 
often tied to the rank of her husband (VI,14-15). Finally, h i ' s  longest passage on 
maleifemale, husbandlwife relations says, 

Do not supervise your wife in her house when you know she is excellent. 
Do not say to her 'where is it?' or 'bring it to us' when she has put it in the 

proper place. 
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Let your eyes observe and keep silent and you will come to perceive 
her superior practice. 

There is happiness when you support her. 
There are many men who do not know this. 
But if a man refrains from provoking strife at home, he will not 

experience its inception. 
Every man who wishes to establish a house must discipline the 

unrestrained heart and mind (Ani IX, 3-6). 

This speaks to the responsibility of the husband to recognize and respect his wife's 
excellence, avoid being domineering, be supportive, refiain from strife and be self- 
controlled in thought, emotion, speech and conduct. 

In the Sebait of Amenomope, concern is shown for the widow whom he 
mentions twice, saying, "Do not encroach on the boundaries of the widow" 
(VI1,lS) and "Do not expose a widow when you find her in the fields or fail to be 
patient with her reply" (XXV,9-10). Here Amenomope is reaffvming the 
consideration due the widow as a category of vulnerable persons. This is, of course, 
directed toward the widow who is poor, for not all widows were poor as many 
often had wealth and inherited also from their husbands by law (Eye  1984; 
Pestman 1961,88). 

The Late Period yields the Sebait of Ankhsheshonqi and Pahebhor, but by now 
the tone of the Sebait toward women have become ambivalent and no longer reflect 
the essentially positive evaluation of women. Tyldesly (1994, 34) rightly sees this 
as a result of foreign influence, most notably Greek and Roman which stressed the 
inferiority of women. And although Ankhsheshonqi and Pahebhor still show 
respect for the good woman and good wife, there is a sense in these writings that 
they have made a significant rupture with prior Sebait in their negative assumptions 
and assertions about woman. Thus, Watterson (1991, 14) is incorrect in saying that 
Pahebhor's devaluing discourse on women "merely confirms the impression given 
by other Wisdom Texts, that the writers of these documents take a largely negative 
attitude toward women viewing them as irrational, dangerous and needing to be 
dominated." Certainly, a collective reading of the texts quoted above does not 
support such a conclusion. Again, the tendency here seems to be one of searching 
for isfet rather than Maat, i.e., truth, and for patriarchy rather than real patterns of 
relations. In fact, although Watterson refers to "other wisdom texts" or Sebait, she 
only quotes Ankhsheshonqi and Pahebhor to make her point in this section. And as 
I have argued, these two texts represent, for the most part, rupture rather than 
continuity in Maatian concepts of woman. Thus, one cannot use them as defmitive 
examples of the Kemetic view if they are compared to other Sebaitic references to 
women. 

Also, a discussion of the social and legal status of the women of ancient Egypt 
is in order (Allam 1989a, 1985, 1984; Ward 1986; Fischer 1989). For in a real 
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sense laws are both bearers and reinforcement of a society's morality. Thus, the 
moral status of ancient Egyptian women is both revealed and conditioned by legal 
arrangements. The legal scholar, Theodorides (1 975,280) discussing the moral and 
legal status of the ancient Egyptian woman, states that "she was a 'person' in every 
sense of the word; a holder of rights, an owner of goods, a subject of respect, aware 
of having authority over her property, conscious of her surrounding . . . ." Pirenne 
(1965, 44-45) also an authority in ancient Egyptian law, asserts that Kemet gave 
the women "a legal status absolutely equal to that of the man." 

Although Tyldesley (1994, 34) seems to accept this, she modifies it, saying 
that "in theory at least, the men and women within each social class stood as equals 
in the eyes of the law." The addition here is the assertion that the law was class 
conditioned in theory. But where this may be true in practice, in the theory of law, 
as reflected in texts, i.e., the Instruction to the Prime Minister, the Sebait and 
Declarations of Virtues, this is not so. Watterson (1991, 27) makes the same 
mistake, asserting that "the de jure rights of an ancient Egyptian women depended 
upon her class and not on her sex." But then she goes on to contradict herself, 
saying that "in theory everyone in Egypt, male and female, noble and peasant was 
equal under the law." In fact, then, there is no class legislation in ancient Egypt as 
there was in ancient Babylon, and equality under the law was a basic legal 
principle. For Kemetic law recognized both men and women as persons, regardless 
of class, and denied special legal advantages based on family, class, gender or 
status. 

Pirenne (1965, 44) argues that the texts express a "sentiment of justice based 
on the conception of deep-seated equality." For him, "this equality of humans is not 
a gratuitous affirmation nor an expression of theoretical morality." Rather, it is a 
self-conscious and committed practice. I allow for less correspondence of theory 
and practice than Pirenne, but the texts support his contention of a deep-seated 
conception of human equality and it is this, as I have argued above, that grounded 
and motivated the high moral status of women in ancient Egypt. Moreover, as 
Ward (1986, 59) has observed, "since the evidence on which this principle is based 
stretches from the Third Dynasty to the end of the Pharaonic period, it may be 
taken as fairly-well established that legal equality between men and women was a 
constant feature of Egyptian society. And only with the introduction of Greek and 
Roman law in the post-Pharaonic period is this status altered and eventually 
supplanted (Wenig 1969, 1 1). 

The legal capacity of women of ancient Egypt was expressed in their right to 
initiate court cases, to offer testimony equal in value to men, to witness and sign 
legal documents. An example of the exercise of these rights is the case in 1786 
B.C.E. of a daughter who sued her own father, seeking restitution of her property 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



358 Maat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

when he had given it to his second wife (Hayes 1955, 114ff). Another example is 
the long-term case recorded in the Inscriptions of Mose, scribe of the Treasury of 
the Temple of Ptah, which occurred during the reign of Ramesses I1 (1304-1238 
B.C.E.) (Gaballa 1977). The case involved ownership, transfer and trusteeship of 
land. Several women participated in the case, confirming that women could own 
land, could act as trustees, could initiate court actions and be held to be competent 
in a law court men, "enjoying all aspects of equality under law" (Watterson 1991, 
34). This legal capacity contrasts starkly with the legal status of women in ancient 
Greece who had no legal status or capacity and required a guardian (kyrios) in all 
matters of importance (Tichner 1922; Taubenschlag 1938, 1955). It is this capacity 
and relative keedom of ancient Egyptian women that caused many Greek women 
to come to Kemet and to seek to be under Kemetic law (Pomeroy 1990). The legal 
capacity of ancient Egyptian women was also in marked contrast to women of 
ancient Israel who could not act as witnesses in court or act as guardians or agents 
for others (Archer 1990). Safiai et a1 (1976 1, 505) note that in Jewish law "Rights 
and duties are generally limited to men. However, by way of personification, 
certain rules are applied also to non-human beings." 

Also, women of ancient Egypt had the right to own, inherit, buy and sell 
property and transfer it or will it to heirs, as well as engage in business and 
commerce and also were partners in fmancial and business transactions (Menu 
1989; Allam 1989b). In the earliest autobiography available, the Lady Nebsent of 
the Third Dynasty "made a will to her children" (Urk I, 2.15). This fact "is of major 
significance, as it reveals beyond all doubt a woman with rights in immovables at 
the dawn of Egyptian civilization before the era of the great pyramids" (Allam 
1989b, 125). 

Moreover, women could and did enter various professions (Ward 1989, 1986; 
Fischer 1985, 1989). Among the professional positions they held were, priestess, 
scribe, doctor, judge, treasurer, steward, weaver, mid-wife, wigmaker, mourner, 
musician, and dancer. They were also land owners, renters, farmers and 
businesswomen (Menu 1989). Women also held administrative and supervisory 
positions, more so in the Old Kingdom than in the Middle Kingdom. We have 
records of two women prime ministers, Lady Nebet who was also a judge in the 
Sixth Dynasty and another women of the 26th Dynasty (Fischer 1976, 74). 
Furthermore, we have records of six female pharaohs or ruling queens, Meryt- 
Neith, 1st Dynasty; Nitiqret (Nictoris), 6th Dynasty; Sobekneferu, 12th Dynasty; 
Hatshepsut, 18th Dynasty; Nefertiti, 18th Dynasty; and Tawesret, 19th Dynasty 
(Tyldesley 1994, Chapter 7). Of these, clearly the most active and powerful was 
Hatshepsut to whom we have referred throughout. Her legacy in literature and 
monuments is an extensive one (Urk IV, 2 15-3 13). 

Also, it should be noted that queens like Ahotep 11, Ahmose Nefertari and Tiy, 
all of the 18th Dynasty, wielded considerable power, even without the position of 
pharaoh (Robins 1993, Chapter 2). Here, however, it should be noted that in spite 
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of the legal capacity of women for holding public office and professional and 
administrative positions, there is a clear pattern of overwhelming male presence in 
these positions. Ward (1986, 60) commenting on this, says "that official functions 
were relegated to men seems more a matter of accepted custom than a conscious 
desire to keep women out of politics and government." His sense is that although 
some chose to enter public ofice, many if not most, chose not to. Menu (1989, 
205) in her study of ancient Egyptian women in business comes to a similar 
conclusion. She says, "It seems that women had a full capacity of rights, but that in 
daily life they often left it up to their husbands." This immediately raises the 
question of to what degree "the customary" was restrictive in itself and tended to 
limit access in practice. Still, one can imagine that many women actually chose not 
to go into public office even though both the law and the presence of other women 
in these offices reaffmed that they could in fact do it. And we can also assume that 
our current conception of what a woman should be interested in and what 
constitutes a gender issue, did not have the same meaning or currency for them. 

Finally, it is also of value to look at family relations to see if this area was a 
context which reaffmed or undermined the moral status of ancient Egyptian 
women. Breasted (1934, 121) in discussing ancient Egyptian morality and family 
relations felt sure that ancient Egypt provided "conclusive evidence that moral 
discernment had its roots in the life of the family." It was, of course, the quality of 
relations between male and female and family members which led to this 
conclusion. Some scholars argue that it is the matrilineal focus and emphasis in the 
Kemetic family which supports rights for women and the emergence of strong and 
active women. Also, some link this to Kemet's African heritage. Diop (1979, 214- 
220; 1959, 34ff) has for a long time stressed the African character of Kemetic 
culture and family relations and its "matriarchical" character. Redford (1967, 65, 
69) also talks about a similar matriarchy in the 18th Dynasty. More recently, 
Tyldesley (1994, 40) suggested that "the recognition that descent could pass 
through both the female and male lines, a characteristic of several African cultures, 
must also have been instrumental in protecting the rights of women." 

Earlier, Lesko (1987, 1) had made a similar observation but added an 
emphasis on the role of theology. She states that "the idea that the familial line of 
descent was traced through the women of the family may have been indigenous to 
Egypt's cultural African heritage as anthropologists believe, but it was given a 
theological stamp of approval with regard to the royal family." Lesko, as I have 
argued above, is correct about the central role of both African heritage and Kemetic 
theology in the elevated moral status of women. But she does not realize or argue 
that the theological basis for the principle of maleifemale equality was not simply 
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for the royal household, but for women in general. This is, of course, a point I have 
discussed at length above. 

Although the most numerous marriage contracts are found in the period of 
Greek domination, documents discovered in other periods tend to show, as Ward 
(1986, 59) has stated, a long-term constancy. Pestman (1961) and Liiddeckens 
(1960) have provided an excellent assemblage and study of documents relating to 
marriage and property settlements, models of which extend from the seventh 
century through the Late Period to the period of Greek domination. From these, 
and an abundance of other documents, we encounter a process of women's self- 
assertion and participation which is both unique and instructive (Allam 1981; 
Whale, 1989). Marriage is essentially a social act and arrangement rather than a 
juridical one (Allam 1981, 116). It is established, as Ani and Hardjedef tell us, to 
make a family and strengthen community. As Obenga (1992, 165) states, "women 
were neither under the authority of their husbands nor their eldest sons." They enter 
the marriage "being equal to men in esteem as well as Law." In later periods, they 
make contracts for the benefit of husband or wife containing within them the 
promise of care, fidelity and shared property. In fact, "all property acquired by a 
couple during the marriage was legally regarded as a communal asset" (Tyldesley 
1994, 43). If a spouse died, 113 went to the spouse, 113 to the children and 113 to 
the sisters and brothers. Also, daughters and sons had equal rights of inheritance, 
and Kemetic women, unlike women in ancient Israel and Greece, had the right to 
divorce. 

Kemetic women also had the right to live alone which according to Tyldesley 
(1994, 37) was "a startling innovation at a time when female members of all major 
civilizations were to a greater or lesser extent relegated to subordinate status and 
ranked with dependent children and mentally disturbed as being inferior to men." 
This is a broad stroke and does not really apply to Nubia, but as noted above, does 
apply to neighboring European and Western Asian societies. In this context, 
Ramesses 111, having restored Maat after a chaotic situation, boasts that he had 
"enabled the woman of Egypt to go her way, her journeys being extended where 
she wished without strangers or any person interfering (thl) with her on the road" 
(pHarris I, p1.78. 9). 

Robins (1993, 139) makes the startling assertion in reference to this passage, 
that "As a corollary, one must suppose that women were often in danger of being 
mugged or perhaps, raped if they went out alone, a problem still present in modem 
society." But she leaves out the reference to "strangers" and translates "thl" as 
"assault" instead of "interfere." The reality is that Ramesses is claiming to restore 
Maat to its place after an isfetic situation. For he goes on to talk about bringing 
peace and security to men and women, saying he stationed the infantry and chariots 
at home; their weapons were at ease, and they were happy. "Their wives were with 
them, their children at their side. They did not look behind them, for their hearts 
were content. For I was with them as defense and protection of their persons. I 
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sustained the whole land whether foreigners, the masses, the nobles, the sun-folk, 
male and female" (78.12-13) (emphasis mine). 

Parents were, of course, respected and cared for. One of the most important 
moral claims one could make in a declaration of virtues was "I was beloved of my 
father and beloved of my mother" or a similar assertion, i.e., "beloved of my father 
and praised of my mother." This, in turn, was usually joined to the assertion that "I 
was kind to my brothers and sisters" (Urk I, 47). Although Egyptologists for a long 
time called women attached to the Court and in homes "harem" and "concubines," 
this proved to be incorrect. Ward (1986, Chapter 4) has argued cogently that knr 
means musician and hbswt, a legal wife other than the f ~ s t .  This, of course, means 
that although monogamy appears more widespread, polygamy was practiced 
(Whale 1989). 

In conclusion, then, both written documents and art from tombs give us a 
picture of strong and warm family ties. As Wildung and Schoske (1985, 12) note, 

In ancient Egypt, the relations between man and woman, as demonstrated in 
scenes from the tombs, revealed a fundamental equality of the two sexes. When 
one refers to other ancient civilizations and even to world history in general, it 
appears that the condition of the woman in Egypt was so exceptional that it was 
sometimes used to defend the theses otherwise erroneous, that the structure of 
Pharonic civilization was based on matriarchy." 

I have, above, put the term matriarchy used by Diop and Redford in quotes. For I 
am unaware of any matriarchy in history. Thus, I use the term "matrilineal 
emphasis" which calls attention to lineage and at the same time indicates it has 
strong social implications. The love songs of the New Kingdom also reaffvm this 
lovingness to which Wildung and Schoske refer (Fox 1985; White 1978; Foster 
1974; Gardiner 1931). And as Lesko (1986) notes, they reveal and rea f fm the 
woman as subject who was assertive and self-conscious, and of course, they give us 
another and important source of women's voices. 

In both love poetry and marriage the words senet (sister) and sen (brother) 
became words of endearment for unmarried and married loved ones (Foster 1974). 
This perhaps suggests several things. First, it suggests an emulation of the natural 
relation of kinship with its close bonding and sense of commitment (Franke 1983, 
3 10). It also suggests, "a depth of feeling transcending the physical" (Whale 1989, - 
274). And fmally, it perhaps suggests a more relaxed approach to love in marriage, 
keeping the formal at a distance. In any case, this represents one more aspect of 
mutuality and equality and points again to the family as the source and guardian of 
what Breasted (1934) called "the dawn of conscience." And certainly, the 
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development of this moral consciousness in Kemet is clearly unique in its 
conception and affirmation of the moral status of women. 

8.7 The Relationality-Responsibility Paradigm 

Maatian moral life is lived in the context of community and tradition which 
implies and requires relations and responsibility. In ancient Egypt moral life is 
viewed in terms of a series of interlocking relationships and sets of responsibilities. 
One is defmed and develops morally and socially by the quality of relations one has 
with God, king (state), people of one's district and town, members of one's family, 
kiends and strangers. The ground of these relationships and the aspirations for 
them is, of course, Maat. One does Maat for God and king because they love it, 
will it and desire it. Moreover, it is that by which God and humans live and the 
universe is sustained. To stand worthy (im@w, im3byt) before God, humans and 
nature is a central aim of all Maat-doing. 

The Maatian relationality-responsibility model, then, offers an essential 
kamework in which ethical life is lived and discussed. It both differs from and 
resembles current conceptions of this model (Schrag 1997, Chapter 3; Curran 
1982, 44ff; Niebuhr 1978). An important current conception of this model which 
fmds common ground with Maatian ethics is the ethics of H.R. Niebuhr (1978). At 
the heart of the idea of responsibility is the image of man-the-answerer (homo 
dialogicus), "man engaged in dialog, man acting in response to action upon him" 
(1978, 56). Moral activity is thus defmed in terms of self-understanding and the 
ability and will to respond to others. This model locates responsibility for action 
directly in the agent in an interactional process, an instrument and context of self- 
understanding which poses both possibilities and limitations. 

The four constitutive elements of this process Niebuhr (1978, 61) says, are, 1) 
"responsiveness"-"all action is a response to action on us;" 2) "interpretation1'- 
"such action is only the action of self or a moral action if it is a response to 
interpreted action upon us"-a response to the question "what's going on?;" 3) 
"accountability"-"action undertaken in anticipation of response, consequences by 
others, thus a question of Who or What is my response good for?;" and 4) "social 
solidarityw-"response which reflects and reinforces continuity of self in a 
continuing discourse or interaction among beings forming a continuing society" or 
community. 

Niebuhr's four elements of responsibility provide interesting parallels in 
Maatian ethics. In fact, they are paralleled by Jan Assmann's (1989a) categories for 
analyzing Maatian discourse. Assmann's categories are, 1) active solidarity 
(reciprocity); 2) communicative solidarity (shared moral language); and 3) 
intentional solidarity (prescriptive altruism). In terms of active solidarity through 
reciprocity, Assmann (1989a, 39), using the Book of Khunanpu as a central focus, 
argues that such reciprocity demands 
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a social memory and horizon of motivation which does not reconstitute itself 
newly from day to day according to momentary interests, but establishes itself in 
the past, encompassing 'yesterday' and 'today,' attaching today to yesterday and 
thus linking action to consequences, acting to success and sowing to reaping. 

This is clearly responsible action in the sense of Maat and at the heart of this 
engagement is the imperative as Khunanpu says to "act for one who acts for you" 
(B2,108). And as Assmann (1989a, 40) states, " 'to act one for another' supposes 
'thinking one of the other,' and 'knowing the one which one has known'." Therefore, 
to respond to another is to be, fvst of all, sensitive to another, to seek to know 
another and to understand one's relationship to that other. 

Essentially, "acting for one who acts for you" is an expression of reciprocity, 
one of the cardinal virtues of Maat. Indeed, as noted above, a text of Neferhotep I 
defines Maat as reciprocity, saying, "the reward of one who acts is that one will act 
for him. That is Maat in the heart/mind of God" (Helck 1975,29.40). This does not 
mean that reciprocity is to be equated with Maat or that it is the central moral value 
of Maat. Neither is it to be perceived as a more fundamental moral conception in 
Maatian ethics than justice as Becker (1986, 268) has argued for ethics in general. 
Rather, it is as noted above, a cardinal Maatian virtue, a virtue which is essential, 
even indispensable, to creating and sustaining the Maatian society. 

The texts suggest that reciprocity is both a process in the structure of existence 
and a vital social practice and that both the process and practice are grounded in 
Maat. In the Maatian world order, "to every action there is a response and a blow is 
repaid with its like" (Merikara, 123). Thus, the doer of Maat will be given Maat, 
and the doer of isfet will be given isfet. As the Shabaka Text says, "Maat is given 
to one who does what is loved," the loved here being Maat. And "Isfet is given to 
one who does what is hated," i.e., isfet (57). It is in this context that Unas comes to 
the Afterworld bearing Maat and wants and expects to be justified by the Maat he 
has done on earth (PT 3 16-3 17). Moreover, in Coming Forth, Chapter 17, it says of 
the Divine, "he gives isfet to one who does it and Maat to one who comes bearing 
it." And again, Ptahhotep says "Established (or enduring) is one whose standard is 
Maat, who walks according to its ways. He shall make a will by it. But the greedy 
(isfetic) person will not have even a grave" (331). Here the Maatian person is 
promised groundedness and enduringness which have both this-world and next- 
world implications. And the isfetic person, here the greedy one, rwn-ib, is linked 
with lacking groundedness and endurance as expressed in the metaphor of lacking 
even a grave or tomb, which is the symbol of endurance in the mind and mouth of 
the community. 
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Thus, reciprocity as a moral value and process, is inherent in the Maatian 
world order, or in other words, in the structure of existence through Maat. And it is 
this understanding of its working in the world that informs its conception and 
practice in community in the social sense. For not only does Maat-doing in 
community promise the reward of eternity, it also reinforces and sustains 
community itself. In other words, the principle and practice of reciprocity not only 
increases mutual good in the world and community, it also provides a process by 
which moral agents develop a disposition for reciprocation that is necessary for 
mutually productive exchanges which create and sustain primary human goods 
(Becker 1986, 132-133). 

It is in this context that Lady Ta-Aset states that the good one does for others is 
actually being done for oneself. She says, "truly one who acts (for others) is 
(actually) acting for himself-wnn ir i<f)  n f "  (Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 191, 
Jf). And projecting the benefit of Maat-doing for future generations in community, 
Nakhtelinut says, "iw.i rb.kwi pvw ir :bw wd:t gm s msw hr-s: dw3-I know the 
results of doing what is of value; it is a storehouse which children will find in the 
future (Jansen-Winkeln 1985,456.3-4). Again, the stress here is on building moral 
community both for the present and the future. And it is within this moral 
understanding that King Taharqa says " n f w  is irt n irt kbb is ib n ir(t) n i m  nf- 
How good it is to act for one who acts. At peace is the heart of one who acts for 
one who acted for him" (Macadam 1949 I, p1.18.4). 

Assmann (1990, 66-69) argues that the process of reciprocity is not automatic 
or even guaranteed in a cosmic sense. Instead, he says the guarantee lies rather in 
the solidarity of the group which on one level is essentially "vertical solidarity." 
Finally, he argues that in the Late Period, the Divinity is often the subject to which 
one turns for reward, suggesting again that Maat is assumed to be less operative in 
this period than in the Middle Kingdom by the ancient Egyptians. He cites a 
standard Maatian assertion in this regard-"whoever does Good, God rewards 
them" (Assmann, 1990, 67). As I have argued above, the texts do not support 
assumptions about the disappearance of Maat or the absence of a process of 
reciprocity in the structure of existence. On the contrary, the texts quoted above 
and below attest to the opposite. 

Moreover, reference to the Divinity intervening in the process, as noted above, 
insures its working; the intervention does not cancel or diminish it. After all, it is 
Maat which undergirds and motivates both the actions of the Divinity and the 
process of reciprocity in Maatian theology and ethics. Thus, a conceptual 
separation of the workings of Maat in the world and God who loves, wills, and 
does it, is not only artificial and unnecessary but also un-Egyptian. Either-or 
thlnking in critical analysis is almost always problematic, but in analyzing Kemetic 
thought, it is rarely, if ever, useful. Clearly, there is no evidence that ancient 
Egyptians saw appeals to the Divinity as a substitute for Maat. And as noted above, 
the way of God is in fact the way of Maat. Therefore, the declarations of virtues 
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project a way of God in the Late Period which is clearly similar in form and content 
to the way of Maat earlier. 

In this regard, Somtutehakht's declaration in the Late Period that his "heart 
sought Maat in your temple day and night" (Urk 11, 3) is neither less nor more 
respecthl of the presence and intervening power of the Divinity than the Old 
Kingdom declarations of having spoken and done Maat because God wills it, loves 
and desires it (Urk I, 48.6ff; 57.1 Iff) or those similar in the periods which follow. 
Nor are Otto's (1958) and Jansen-Winkeln's (1981) collections of biographies, with 
their frequent references to divine action or intervention, more indicative of 
Kemetic belief in an intervening God than Ptahhotep's assertion that isfetic acts will 
be punished by God and that one should not rely on violence but live in peace 
(99ff). For "it is not the violence of men which prevails. It is the command of God 
which prevails" (1 15-1 16). In fact, it is this passage on the intervening role of God 
and the one immediately above on the unchanged enduringness, greatness and 
effectiveness of Maat (88-98) that shows the simultaneous existence and 
interrelatedness of these two fundamental conceptions in Maatian theology and 
ethics. 

There are more references to God in Late Period literature, but these are still 
references to a God of Maat, not one with a different love, will or desire than Maat. 
On the contrary, even at the end of Kemetic civilization, one reads in one of the last 
Sebait that God decrees what comes, punishes and shows mercy to the impious 
person, directs the heart and tongue, "gives Maat" and causes the Maatian (pious) 
person to prosper (AEL 111, 209.30,18-32,15). Moreover, one reads in the same 
text, as in Ptahhotep, not only the concept of the intervening God who commands 
fate and future (30,16) but also a constant reiteration of the relationship between 
deed and result as Lichtheim (1983, 138) states. In a word, although God, in this 
text, creates paradoxes of fate and fortune, still the relationship between deed and 
result is not abandoned. Thus, Pahebhor says of God, "He metes out punishment 
for offenses. He gives reward for benefactions (AEL 111, 212.34,19). And he says 
of reciprocity, "the evil man whose heart loves evil will fmd it. He who thlnks of 
the good is one who masters it (AEL 111, 209.30,2-3). This argument is in no way 
offered to dismiss or diminish the dynamic interrelatedness and interactiveness of 
the Divine and Maat. Rather, it is to reaffirm that dynamic and ongoing relationship 
and to argue its presence in the earliest and latest documents (Gamot 1963, 118- 
120; Lichtheim 1992,98-101). 

Certainly, the most extensive discourse on reciprocity and its relationship to 
Maat is found in the Book of Khunanpu (Vogelsang 1964, Parkinson 1991). 
Assmann (1990, 67) believes that the concepts of reciprocity and solidarity he finds 
here and in other Middle Kingdom texts are conceived in their representation of 
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Maat as vertical. For he says, it is not to the "neighbor" one appeals, but the prince, 
king or God for justice. Thus, he says, Maat works from above to below and this 
represents a "vertical solidarity." The problem immediately posed by such an 
interpretation, especially as it relates to God, is that appeals to God in any religion, 
including Judaism and Christianity, are vertical solidarity appeals. For God is 
clearly above. But having said that, I am not sure much more can be conceptually 
extracted fiom this. Its obviousness diminishes its utility and there are clearly more 
complex and h i t f d  ways of interpreting the God-human relationship, as I have 
argued above. 

Moreover, Assmann's contention that Khunanpu's appeal to Rensi or the king 
is essentially an appeal to a reciprocity rooted in vertical solidarity is also 
problematic. For the ground of Khunanpu's appeal and demand for justice lies not 
in Rensi's or the king's high social position or office, but in the principle and 
practice of Maat. And Maat makes no distinction of persons; it requires all to act 
equally. The appeal for justice, then, is not a class or status appeal, but a Maat- 
based appeal. And Khunanpu's self-assertion is a demand for Rensi to "speak Maat 
and do Maat" (B1,320) not a request for royal or class favor. Thus, it is a Maat- 
based appeal for justice informed by concepts of reciprocity and communal 
solidarity in a shared moral tradition. 

Khunanpu's criticism of Rensi's failure to practice the morality of Maat is 
severe and uncompromising. It recognizes neither class, power or status as a basis 
for exemption from Maat-doing. In fact, the severity of his criticism of Rensi 
reflects a confidence in the moral knowledge that the demands of Maat applies 
equally to everyone-king and commoner, judicial administrator and peasant. It is 
this spirit that Khunanpu tells Rensi that he is not afraid of him as evidenced by his 
returning repeatedly to petition and even reproach him. Thus, Khunanpu says, 

No fear of you causes me to petition you. You do not know my headmind. A 
self-controlled one who returns to reproach you is not afraid of him to whom he 
presents a claim (B 1,299). 

Here I follow Lichtheim's (AEL I, 180) translation of "irt {st" as "to reproach" 
rather than Faulkner's (Simpson 1973, 46) reading of it as "make a complaint," 
although both uses are acceptable (Simpson 1973, 46). But the use of "tsi" to 
indicate "reprove" which appears in Merikara (56) and Sinuhe (B,41) among other 
places (see Perry 1986, 500) seems more appropriate. For Khunanpu's constant 
critique of Rensi is evident and central and carries with it an explicit and implicit 
confidence of rightness based on his understanding of the demands of Maat. 

Thus, given his emphasis on Maat and the absence of any hint of his seeking 
judicial favor, Khunanpu is in reality appealing to Rensi only in a procedural sense; 
in the moral sense, the substance and ground of his appeal is Maat. Therefore, his 
appeal is to the shared moral vision of Maat. It is an appeal which could have been 
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made procedurally as well to the neighbor, brother, sister, wife, husband or others 
who injured him, depending upon the circumstances. However, given the 
circumstances in the text of Nemtynakht's injury and refusal of restitution, his 
position as a subordinate of Rensi and the established political protocol of appeal, 
Khunanpu of necessity makes a specific procedural appeal for justice to Rensi. But 
he is appealing within a justice system and moral system based on Maat and thus, 
Maat grounds his appeal and serves as the moral motivation and judicial 
framework for Rensi to act. 

Even when Khunanpu praises Rensi as a model "leader, 6ee from greed, a 
great man free of baseness, a destroyer of falsehood, one who brings Maat into 
being and one who comes at the voice of the caller" (B1,65-68), it is to pose a 
paradigm by which Rensi is to understand himself and his responsibility, the 
urgency and quality of his responsiveness. Moreover, he uses the paradigm also as 
a standard by which he criticizes Rensi. Thus, he says to Rensi, "You are educated, 
skillful and accomplished. But not in order for you to plunder. You should be the 
model for all people, but (instead) your affairs are in disorder" (B1,260-262). 
Again, then, Khunanpu's appeal is more definitively understood as an appeal to the 
Maatian paradigm not the person or even the office. 

Therefore, raising up of Maat as the balance of the land, as a divine norm and 
as a standard of leadership and community solidarity is clearly the point of 
departure and basis for the discussion of reciprocity and the responsiveness this 
requires. Without this putting of Maat at the center, the discourse is deprived of 
both its ground and meaning. And in such a case, the appeal procedure is shaped by 
Assmann's concept of vertical solidarity, which reduces Maat to a class concept and 
justice to a practice of political favor. This, of course, is in contradiction to the 
letter and spirit of Maatian justice which provides the form and content of 
Khunanpu's critique of what he perceives as Rensi's failure to honor the moral and 
judicial demands of the Maatian tradition he obviously assumes they share, a 
tradition of reciprocal responsiveness. 

Appealing, then, to the shared principle of Maat, Khunanpu offers four basic 
forms of reciprocity: recompensatory; anticipatory; restraining and initiatory. The 
fxst form, recompensatory, is doing good for the good received. Thus, he says, "act 
for one who acts for you" (B2,109-110). It is as Becker (1986, 124) notes, 
commitment to the principle that "we ought to be disposed to make fitting and 
proportional returns, not only for the good we solicit, and not only for the good we 
explicitly accept, but for all the good we are aware of having received." This 
awareness and response to it is central in drawing the line between the sekhetic 
person who is deaf to Maat and the sedjemic person who listens and responds to the 
demands of Maat as will be discussed below. 
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Khunanpu introduces an anticipatory form of reciprocity in his assertion that 
"a good deed returns to its place of yesterday" (Bl, 109). Here one encounters again 
the understanding in Maatian ethics that Maat-doing is rewarded with a returned 
good. Thus, in another passage Khunanpu tells Rensi "desire to live long, for it is 
said doing Maat is breath to the nose" (B1,146). The sense here is that, Maat 
produces life and isfet its opposite-in this world and the next. This, as shown 
above, is a constant theme in Maatian literature and again represents an expectation 
of a lawful return of good which is done. Reaffming this theme, Amenemhet says 
of the Maatian person that "wnn m f m n  m mnw n htm.n irt.nfr t3-his name shall 
endure as a monument and what he has done on earth shall not perish" (Mokhtar 
1983, 117. plxxii, 10). And in his classic passage on Maat's value, Khunanpu says 
that one should "speak Maat and do Maat. For it is mighty; it is great, it endures. Its 
value has been proven. It leads one to worthiness" (B1,320-322). Likewise, he 
says, "evil conduct does not achieve its goal, literally landing place, but a person of 
fortitude reaches land" (B 1,325-326). The word used here, "hry s:" literally means 
"possessing a back" in the sense of what we call "having backbone, mettle or 
fortitude." Hence, I have translated it as a person of fortitude with the 
understanding that it is moral fortitude to which Khunanpu is referring as the 
ground of success and flourishing indicated in the metaphor "reaching (dry) land" 
or "landing." 

A third form of reciprocity which Khunanpu inserts in his discourse on Maat is 
restraining reciprocity. It is a reciprocity which requires restraint from and of evil 
conduct by oneself and others. Thus, Khunanpu cautions against repaying good 
with evil saying, "answer not good with evil and put not one thing in the place of 
another" (Bl,  15 1-152). Here one is constrained fiom failing to give the fitting 
response and substituting the negative for the positive. This admonition is repeated 
several times and culminates at the end of the ninth and last petition in which 
Khunanpu again asks for a reciprocity which yields an appropriate response. 
Putting it in the language of restraint he says, "do not be biased in hearing my wish; 
do not hide your face fiom one you know; do not be blind to one you have seen; 
and do not drive away one who appeals to you" (B2,104-106). These four evils, 
bias, ignoring a familiar, intentional blindness to injustice (also in B 1,188) and 
driving away the petitioner are posed as violations of moral community and thus, 
Khunanpu appeals to Rensi to restrain himself from such evils. 

But restraining reciprocity is not simply not doing evil which injures persons 
and undermines community. It is also a practice of resisting evil. This resistance 
takes at least three forms: retributive; restitutive and destructive restraint. All forms 
of this resistance to evil appear in Khunanpu's discourse on Maat. Certainly, 
Khunanpu wants restitution of the goods taken from him. Thus, his appeal to Rensi 
not to let the robbery by Nemtynakht stand is made early and throughout his 
discourse. His proposal to Nemty-nakht that he buy back his seized donkey for the 
value of the wisp of barley the donkey ate suggests a commitment to restitution on 
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his part. And his appeal to Rensi is for restitution on his behalf. Thus, he raises the 
question "will a great lord take a share of that which is (now) ownerless and steal 
on that account alone?" or will he in the interest of Maat, reciprocity and moral 
community retum it (B 1,92-93)? The answer is, of course, not to steal but to return 
the property to its rightful owner. For this is one of the basic principles of justice. 
As the story ends, restitution takes the form not only of the retum of Khunanpu's 
property, but the giving of Nemtynakht's property to Khunanpu as a part of the 
restitution. 

Retribution as a form of restraining reciprocity is also addressed in Khunanpu. 
Here punishment of offenders, like restitution to the victims, is seen as key to 
restoring community and confidence in it as a context in which justice can be and is 
obtained. Thus, Khunanpu says to Rensi "punish the robber, save the sufferer . . . 
punish him who should be punished . . ." (B 1,143; 147). Moreover, he asks Rensi 
as judge, "if you ignore the violent person who then will punish wrongdoing 
(B 1,167- 168)? Khunanpu therefore poses punishment as a way to not only "save 
the sufferer" and by extension his confidence in the justice system, but also to 
maintain that system of justice itself. For he says: 

One who is patient prolongs friendship, but one who destroys a case, becomes one 
not trusted (literally one whom one does not know what is in (his) heart). If law is 
subverted and the standard of right is destroyed, the poor person cannot survive, 
for he is robbed and Maat ('justice) does not address him, (i.e., does not respond to 
his needs) (B1,272-275). 

Thus, Khunanpu reaffms the need for trust of one's system of justice and its 
administrators. And he suggests that such confidence is only possible when law is 
not subverted and standards of right are not destroyed. In a word, Maat must 
address, i.e., be responsive to, the needs of the poor and weak who cannot survive 
without it and show no preference to the powerfd These conditions, he suggests, 
are not only essential to the Maatian system of justice, but also to the moral 
grounding of community. 

Restraint of others as a form of reciprocity, then, assumes the form of the 
obligation to eliminate or destroy evil. As Becker (1986, 97) notes in his discussion 
of reciprocity, resisting evil is a fundamental expression of reciprocity as a virtue 
which aids justice and community solidarity. As he states, "when confronted with 
the choice, we must opt for efforts to reduce or eliminate evil." Clearly, Khunanpu 
sees the reduction and elimination of evil as a central way "one acts for one who 
acts for him." One of his five descriptions of the Maatian leader is that he is "one 
who destroys falsehood" (B1,66) which is another way of saying one who destroys 
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isfet, for both are opposites of Maat. And his entire discourse on Maat is informed 
by parallel emphases on reducing and eliminating evil and upholding and creating 
Maat. In fact, in his sixth petition to Rensi, Khunanpu links the two practices in a 
mutually implicative and reinforcing way saying, "one who lessens falsehood 
creates Maat, and one who creates good, destroys evil" (B1,242-242). 

A fourth and final form of reciprocity which appears in Khunanpu's discourse 
on Maat is initiating reciprocity. Here, one takes the initiative in doing good in 
order to set an example to be emulated and to create a context of maximum 
mutuality. This form of reciprocity is found in Khunanpu's advice to Rensi when he 
says, "Do to the doer that s h e  may also do. It is thanking one for what one may do, 
blocking a blow before it strikes and entrusting a matter to one which is skillful" 
(B 1,109-1 11). It is this form of reciprocity which seems especially morally produc- 
tive, for it proposes acting in such a way to create Maat or good in the world, to do 
it without being asked but with a profound concern for creating the moral 
community in which one wishes to live. And it is this form of reciprocity which 
Pahebhor suggests when he says, "he who loves his neighbor will find a family 
around him" (16,s). 

This initiating form of reciprocity is also expressed in the concept of acting for 
oneself by acting for others and of realizing that on one level, Maat-doing benefits 
the doer more than the one for who its done. Thus, one text says, "It is more useful 
to one who does it than one for whom it's done (Vernus 1976, 145). And again, 
Lady Ta-Aset says that those who do good for others are actually doing it for 
themselves (Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 189.4). It is within this understanding that 
the High Priest, Hor, says: 

I gave my love on earth. 
And I made numerous my praises in my city. 
For I knew I would find them again afterwards 
(Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 5 17.8-9). 

In such a context, Maat-doing becomes a storehouse of goods fiom which present 
and future generations can draw and by which moral community is sustained and 
expanded. 

A second theme which Assmann (1989a, 42) treats in explaining his concept 
of communicative solidarity is the moral practice and value of hearing "the other." 
He (Ibid., 43) rightfully states that "the art of hearing is the great theme in Egyptian 
anthropology." In fact, he says that the "aim of Egyptian education is the man who 
knows how to listen, homo auditor," one who listens and acts in response to God 
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and others. In Maatian ethics, this is the sdmw, the sedjemic person, the morally 
sensitive and responsive person. Clearly, this resembles Niebuhr's responder who is 
concerned with hearing and responding meaninghlly to the voice of God and 
others. In Khunanpu's discourse on Maat, one immediately encounters his stress on 
hearing and responding. He defmes a Maatian leader as "one who comes at the 
voice of the caller" (B1,67-68). And he says to Rensi in seeking justice, "when I 
speak, may you hear" (B1,68). Later he tells Rensi that in the context of Maatian 
justice, "one addressed should answer" (B1,215) and that one should "not answer 
with the answer of silence"" (B1,3 15). In fact, one of his main criticisms of Rensi is 
"hearer, you do not hear" (B1,180). Thus, he says of Rensi, "his face is blind to 
what he should see, deaf to what he should hear and his heart strays fiom what he 
should remember" (B 1,188). 

Surely, the Sebait of Ptahhotep is the locus classicus of the discourse on 
hearing as the core of moral sensitivity and responsiveness. In fact, Ptahhotep 
teaches that "hearing is better than everything-nfr sdm r ntt nbt" (541). For "it 
creates good will-hpr mnvt nfrt" (542). Moreover, Ptahhotep stresses the value of 
hearing as the ground for moral sensitivity saying "if hearing enters the listener, the 
listener becomes a hearer" (535-536). Both listening and hearing are forms of 
responsiveness but hearing is a more profound form of responding. Thus, 
Ptahhotep says, "it is the heart which causes its owner to hear or not hear, for the 
life, prosperity and health of a man depends on his heart" (550-552). And fmally, 
Ptahhotep says the responsive person always acts. For "he who acts according to 
what is said, is indeed one who loves hearing" (554). 

It is here that one makes a distinction in Maatian literature between the 
sekhetic person who is deaf (s&) to Maat and the sedjemic person who listens to 
and obeys (sdm) Maat. Thus, in the Declarations of Innocence one asserts "I have 
not been deaf to Maat" (B 24), a parallel to the declaration "I have not been blind 
to (winked at) injustice" (B 26). And as noted above, one of Khunanpu's criticisms 
of Rensi is that he is "blind to what he should see." Both deahess to the demands 
of Maat and willful blindness to injustice are metaphors for the morally insensitive 
who are disabled in their humanity by not hearing and seeing others and responding 
according to Maat. Usually, one translates deahess to Maat as deafhess to truth 
which is certainly correct. But in its more expansive sense, it means "deahess to 
Maat" in its most inclusive meaning of "rightness, i.e., especially the rightness of 
relationships informed by and based on-among other things, truth, justice, 
propriety, harmony, balance, reciprocity and order, the Seven Cardinal Virtues of 
Maat. 

Thus, in the positive sense, Intef, son of Sent, defmes himself as a sedjemic 
person as opposed to the sekhetic, saying "ink sdmw sdm mTt sw3w3 is st hr &-I 
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am a listener who listens to Maat and ponders it in his heart" (Budge 1912, p1.23. 
13). He then goes on to speak of the good he has done to his neighbors, friends and 
the needy, thus linking listening to Maat with doing Maat. Mentuweser is even 
more direct in his linking of Maat-hearing to Maat-doing, stating that, "ink sdrnw v 
wn rnjC tm nmr  n nb dbjw-I am a hearer of Maat, one who does not lean toward 
the possessor of bribes" (Sethe, 1928b, 79.18-19). Mentuweser is speaking to his 
role as a judge, literally here a hearer (of cases), stressing that he does not listen to 
or lean toward bribes, but toward what is true, right and justice, i.e., Maat. 
Therefore, hearing Maat is not only listening to and acting on truth, but also 
listening to and responding rightfully to the demands of justice. 

Thirdly, Assmann (1989a, 51) argues that in terms of intentional solidarity, it 
is a question of the internality of human responsiveness. "After having treated 
action and speakinglhearing as modes of communicative integration of the 
individual in society, we are now confronted with the interior man, that is to say, 
that which is related to will and mentality." It is in Maatian ethics a question of the 
heart-mind (ib, h:ty), for again, it requires a moral sensitivity to others. By moral 
sensitivity, I mean, as the category ib, mind-heart, suggests, both cognitive and 
affective sensibility, consciousness and conscience, knowing and feeling the other. 
This, of course, is at the heart of communitarian virtue ethics and represents the 
dual thrust of the cultivation of virtues. As MacIntyre (1981, 140) says, "virtues are 
dispositions not only to act in particular ways, but also to feel in particular ways." 
Thus, "to act virtuously is not, as Kant was to later think, to act against inclination 
but to act from inclination formed by the cultivation of virtues." 

Another point of similarity of conceptual emphasis between the Maatian 
ethical tradition and Niebuhrian responsibility ethics is the concept of "the fitting, 
the appropriate-3h." In Maatian ethics and other African ethics, "the fitting" or 
"propriety" is a key ethical concept. It is one of the Seven Cardinal Virtues of 
Maat, as defmed in contemporary Maatian ethics, i.e., truth, justice, propriety 
(fittingness), harmony, balance, reciprocity and order (Karenga 1986). Although 
"akh" in ancient Egyptian means in one sense fitting, appropriate, it can also be 
translated as Maat as can all the Seven Cardinal Virtues. But if one word can sum 
up these virtues, it is righteousness or rightness-rightness in the divine, social and 
natural spheres. Thus, to exist and act ethically is to respond in a fitting matter to 
others, as well as to the world in which we are located and live. 

Such an embracing ethic and concept of rightness is further defmed by the 
word akh itself and its implications. It means effective, proper, fitting, but also 
agreeable, good, beneficial, excellent, right, glorious and sacred. Several things are 
worth noting here. First, the fitting is at the same time the right and the good. This 
recalls Niebuhr's aspiration to combine in one indicative-imperative concept and 
practice the teleological emphasis on achievement of the good and the 
deontological stress on doing what is right. Thus, in the Book of Kheti (47) 
Merikara is instructed that "righteousness is fitting for a ruler," and Ptahhotep (88 
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L2) says, "Maat is akh, (i.e., fitting, valuable, appropriate). It endures; it is effec- 
tive." Again, righteousness is fitting and fittingness is righteous, effective and 
enduring. 

Secondly, akh's meaning of agreeableness reflects its stress on 
"interrelatedness," "fitting in" and "harmony" which is key to Niebuhr's fittingness. 
Such stress on harmony and order was seen by many early Egyptologists as 
servility, but it can be posed as a classical Aeican value growing out of the 
definition of the person, not as an isolated "individual," but as a person-in- 
community with no identity, relevance or rootedness outside it. Thirdly, akh reaf- 
f m s  its rootedness in an ethic of responsibility, specifically in responsiveness to 
others by its use in the phrase "@ ib n . . . ." This translates as "be serviceably 
minded toward" or literally, "be of good, right and beneficial heart towards," a 
reflection of the stress on the ethic of service as a key mode of human 
responsiveness (Faulkner 1981,4; Urk IV, 890.9). 

Fourthly, akh's translation as sacred and Maat, indicates that fittingness, as 
concept and practice, includes an inextricable bond to the Divine and due concern 
for what it means to be in harmony with the will and way of the Divine. For, as 
indicated above, another way of saying Maat is "the Way of God," the "Divine 
Path," "Way of Life" or the "Good Way." Thus Sishu says, "Serving God is the 
good way," i.e., Maat (Lefebvre 1923, 83.4). Finally, one who has by her or his 
righteousness been given eternal life, is called akh, a glorious spirit, triumphant and 
vindicated. Responsibility or responsiveness as a root-metaphor, then, is a funda- 
mental mode of human moral existence in both Maatian and Niebuhrian ethics and 
serves as an essential analytical tool in delineating and explicating the ethical 
project. 

8.8 Character and the Maatian Person 

As a virtue ethics, Maatian ethics is an ethics concerned with building moral 
character and a moral community which sustains and is sustained by such character 
(Hauenvas 1986, 1985; MacIntyre 1981; Foot, 1978; Geach 1977). The 
Declarations impose obligations of righteous thought, emotion, speech and conduct 
so that the Maatian person is cultivated through the development of character 
which in turn is developed through moral instruction and practice. Thus, in Maatian 
ethics, instruction and learning are above all for a practical end, self-cultivation-in- 
community. As Ankhsheshonqi says, "It is in the development of character that 
instruction succeeds" (6,9). This means one is cultivated to do good and abstain 
fiom evil. In the DO1 one is obligated, not to be arrogant, covetous, greedy, or 
quick-tempered, in order to cultivate the mind and emotions; not to lie, curse, 
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argue, engage in quarrelling or be contentious, gossip, slander or talk overmuch, in 
order to cultivate restraint in speech; and not to demand more than what is due to 
one, mistreat others, kill, bring forth one's name for praise, be deceitful, cheat, 
steal, commit sexually harmful acts, stir-up strife, terrorize, use violence or be 
aggressive, in order to cultivate moral conduct. 

Moreover, one is cultivated to do good by instruction in the Seven Cardinal 
Virtues of Maat, truth, justice, propriety, harmony, balance, reciprocity and order. 
These are cardinal in that all of these categories can be and are translated in the 
sacred texts as Maat. Thus, to speak tmth, do justice, act properly live in harmony, 
be balanced, practice reciprocity and recognize and respect the divine, social and 
natural order are all Maat. The thrust to cultivate the Maatian character, then, is a 
thrust to create a self-enriching process in which the Maatian person and Maatian 
society, in a dynamic reciprocity, reinforce and sustain each other and foster each 
other's expansiveness. 

Drawing on tradition and acting always as a person-in-community, the Maatian 
person seeks to develop character as an expression of and aid to moral agency. 
Thus, one talks of character which raised one high and of being one who made 
hisher character. By character I mean a relatively stable dispositions toward doing 
good which enables one to live a moral life and thus flourish as a human being and 
a member of a particular community. For in Maatian ethics and generally in 
African ethics, as Gyekye (1987) argues, well-being and well-doing are 
inextricably linked. Likewise, vices are those qualities which destroy or diminish 
the capacity for moral practice and the human flourishing it grounds and sustains. 

But it is important to note that character is at once stable and constantly being 
formed and reaffirmed in practice. As Hauenvas (1985, 21) notes, "the idea of 
character involves the assumption that the self can be determined, indeed, the self 
must be determined to act without losing itself through its determinations." Thus, 
when the ancient Egyptians say "ink ir kdLt;" it can mean I am one who made his 
character, i.e., a relatively stable disposition. Or it could also mean I am one who 
makes his character, i.e., I am engaged in a constant determination of my character 
without its losing its Maatian determinations. It is this strong sense of agency which 
informs the Maatian concept of character and assumptions about virtue. 

To cultivate character, virtues are stressed. Lichtheim (1992, 152-153) lists 
several principal virtues in Maatian ethics, including being, true, upright, honest, 
just, fair, patient, steadfast, thoughtful, self-controlled, competent and trustworthy. 
But as noted above, the Cardinal Virtues of Maat are those which most closely 
translate as Maat, i.e., truth, justice, propriety, harmony, balance, reciprocity and 
order. Also, humbleness, service, generosity and wisdom are important as enabling 
virtues in the quest to do and be good. 

The words for character in Maatian ethical literature are numerous (i.e., kd, bit, 
bi:t, sly, iwn) and reflect a well-developed discourse on the subject. This discourse 
on character as a moral focus and concern emerges in ethical literature of the Old 
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Kingdom. And it flourishes in the First Intermediate Period when the Egyptians 
begin to explore and define selfhood in the context of a general thrust toward 
exploration and creativity. In the Old Kingdom, the Sebait of Ptahhotep defines 
character as a thing of value, a monument and moral and social wealth. He says: 

The character of a son of man is valuable (3b) to him (493). 
Good character is a memorial (494). 
A possessor of character is possessor of wealth (167). 

This affirmation of the value of character and its relation to a son of man is 
important. For a son of man is a person of socially noble birth and the text tends to 
suggest that nobility must not be simply a social status, but also a moral 
achievement and status. 

The use of monument as a metaphor for good character reflects not only the 
Kemetic concem for being remembered, but also a developing sense, especially 
after the Old Kingdom, that character, service and love of the people were the most 
important monuments. Moreover, the defmition of character as wealth is again an 
expression of increasing emphasis on ethical and spiritual qualities and values as an 
eternal and incomparable richness. The ethical centrality of character is also 
affirmed in the autobiographies. The prime minister Kagemni poses it as a witness 
against words of detraction. He tells would-be detractors, "do not speak evil against 
me to the king in falsehood. For the sovereign knows my character ( k 4  and 
conduct (sim) (Urk I, 195). Good character thus is a person's true witness and a 
wall against those who would argue otherwise. Also, conduct is offered as both an 
expression and reaffirmation of character. 

In the First Intermediate Period, character continues to be a key moral 
category and concem. Kheti defmes character in his Sebait as a heavenly 
possession, saying, pt pw nt s iwn nfr-good character is a person's heaven 
(Merikara, 3 1). Contributing an expanding number of ways to describe the quality 
of character, the district ruler Kheti I says, "I am one who is upright of character 
((-6 bijt)" (Schenkel 1965, no.57). The priestess of Hathor, Hedjui, describes 
herself as one "excellent of character (rzj? kd)" (Dunham 1937, pl. xvi,l). Also in 
the autobiography of Count Indi, we encounter good character and conduct joined 
with desire and will. He says that he ruled Thinis "with the desire for good 
character and a will to act for the best" (Dunham 1937, pl. xxviii). Here we see a 
reflection of the Maatian emphasis on the interrelatedness of character and will. 
Character and will are posed here as mutually reinforcing with the implicit 
suggestion that the desire to be good requires a moral practice rooted in the "will to 
act for the best." 
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At the end of the First Intermediate Period and the beginning of the Middle 
Kingdom, expanded concepts of personhood and agency emerge in the midst of a 
larger creative thrust. Self-concepts are centered around ideas of mind/ heart (ib) 
and character (kd) as central shaping forces. One regularly defmes oneself as a 
possessor (nb, nbt) of character (M, bit, bi3t). Furthermore, one stresses agency by 
defming oneself as a maker of his or her character. Thus, both the steward Henuu 
(Schenkel 1965, no.375) and the priest Rudjahau (Schenkel 1965, no.495) say of 
themselves: 

ink ir kd$ 
mvnv vm_t m _hrt _hnv nt rC nb 

I am one who made his character. 
One beloved of the people in the course of every day. 

The texts suggest that in addition to being the result of instruction and cultivation, 
as noted above, character is also the fixit of a personal effort to mold and make 
oneself. This again speaks to the Maatian emphasis on human agency. 

Certainly, one of the most defmitive statements on the moral value of character 
is found in this period in the autobiographical text of Mentuhotep, count and 
overseer of the priests during the 1 lth Dynasty reign of Mentuhotep 11, Nebhotepra 
(Goedicke 1962). Mentuhotep says, 

The good character (bit nfu) of a man is worth more to him than a thousand gifts, 
in fact. For the witness of the people lies in that expression in the mouth of the 
people: the good character of a man is his monument. But the one who is evil of 
character (bin bit) is forgotten. (15-16). 

Again, the stress is on character as a possession of great value, a monument and 
praise in the mouth of the people. It recalls the listing of good deeds which express 
good character and then the moral claim that "my whole town is my witness" as 
found in the autobiographical text of Neferyu (Schenkel 1965, no.26). 

In the Middle Kingdom, Lady Taniy (De Meulenaere 1988, 69. Fig.1) begins 
her autobiography by saying, "ink nb(t) bit hnty rhyt," I am a possessor of 
character, one who is at the head of the people." She is, she states, "valuable . . .by 
her Maat." The chief treasurer, Tjetji (Schenkel 1965, 103- 1 O7), defmes himself as 
both a "person of character" and as "one who made his character." And Mentwoser 
says he was sent forth because of his "strength of character-mds biW (Sethe 
1928b, 79.7). Rediu Khnum also defmes himself as a "person of character" and 
links the headmind and character in a mutually interactive and beneficial way. He 
says, "It was my headmind that hrthered my rank. It was my character that kept 
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me in fi-ont-in ib(.i) shnt st(.i) in @(.i) rdi w:h(.i) h3t" (Lange and Schafer 1908, 
166.17). 

Here, the headmind as the central seat of agency is joined with character in 
placing the agent in the foreii-ont. Headmind thus represents reason and moral 
sensitivity, while character is the moral disposition that makes permanent one's 
achievement. In a Ramessid text, one reads that: 

It is the heart which increases character. 
A strong teacher for shaping disposition. 

The heart here, then, directs, enriches and expands character and serves as an 
excellent teacher in its construction and maintenance. Hauenvas (1985, 115) has 
correctly noted that it is "by having reasons and forming our actions accordingly 
that our character is at once formed and revealed." Certainly, this is the role of the 
ib or heart/ mind which not only provides reasons for good as mind, but also 
cultivates moral sensitivity as heart. 

In his autobiography, the priest Mentuhotep (Lichtheim 1988, pl. iv) describes 
himself as one whose "character (shr) replaced his mother at home" and as "father 
who said take note, son." Also, he states that he is "one beautiful of disposition (4 
who was taught by his character (bi3t) like a child grown up with a father." Here the 
character assumes a role of instruction usually assigned to the headmind. This 
again shows the interactive relationships of headmind and character. It also 
suggests that once character, a relatively stable disposition towards doing good, is 
established, the possessor becomes self-directive through it. Note also how 
Mentuhotep uses three words for character, sly, which is usually used for nature 
and conduct, and the two more common words, 9 and bijt, thus demonstrating a 
rich vocabulary for discourse on character. 

Finally, Coffm Text 27 (1.79) reveals character is the source of nobility rather 
than social status, saying, "It is your Maat which creates your power. It is your 
character (sntt) which makes you noble." The word sntt, which literally means 
"foundation," is also a figurative word for "character" and "disposition" as noted 
above (Faulkner 1973 I, 17). The use of sntt not only adds to the list of words for 
character, but also speaks to the expansive nature of the discourse on the subject. 
Moreover, it reaffirms the foundational nature of character to the social and self- 
defmition of the human person. It is at the same time a reflection of character as 
moral strength which Hartman (1 963 11, 287) defmes as the capacity of "the person 
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to speak for himself, to determine beforehand his future conduct not yet under his 
control, therefore, to guarantee himself beyond the present moment." Character in 
this sense speaks to the ethical substance of a person and again is the foundation of 
one's social and self-definition. 

In the New Kingdom, the basic understanding of character remains one of 
ethical foundation and agency. Thus, Paheri (Urk IV, 11 1-123) says, "srr wi lid 
nfr-my good character raised me high," and "I was summoned as one who was 
blameless." Also, Paheri makes a claim which is repeated in other moral self- 
presentations and which denies association with persons who lack character. He 
says, "I did not converse with persons who lacked character-iwty lidw.sn)." And 
the chief sculptor, Userhat, of the Ramessid period reaffms this as an important 
moral claim saying, "n sm3 ib im dw-lid-my heartlmind did not unite with one evil 
of character" (KRI I, 361.6). Also, the priest, Ay, in the Amarna period noted in his 
moral self-presentation that he "was not lacking in character-tm hd. i bit" (Urk IV, 
1997. 16). The stress here is on avoiding those who lack character and being able 
to say, "I do not lack character" or more positively, "I am a person of character." 
Also, the high steward Duauernehehe reaffms the moral and social agency which 
grounds nobility saying, "I am noble by what I have done" (Stewart 1976, pl. 15.8). 

In the Late Period, the emphasis on character as a central moral concern and 
claim continued. Thus, the prime minister, Hor, says, 

iw sw3h.n.i mnw n bit njr 
&n.i 3h n hnty 

I have erected a monument of good character. 
For I knew it would be of value for eternity 
(Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 562.2-3). 

Here again, character is both central to moral self-defmition and a promise of 
reward for eternity. Later, in the period of late Greek or early Roman domination, 
Lady Ta Shery-et-en-Aset says she was "celebrated for a character of the ideal 
pattern of Khnum," i.e., the Creator (Hodjash and Berlev 1982, 205ff). In a word, 
her character has a divine pattern of perfection. Likewise, Lady Ta-Aset says she is 
"wholesome of character (w3d kd)" "and beautiful of disposition (nfv bit)." Her dual 
claim is for emphasis and reaffms the centrality of character to her moral self- 
presentation. 

Finally, in the Sebait of Ankhsheshonqi, the centrality of character is 
reaffmed. Ankhsheshonqi equates character with a person's family, destiny and 
one of his limbs and states that it is reflected in his face. He says, "A man's 
character is his family. A man's character is his destiny. A man's character is one of 
his limbs" (1 1, 11-14). Ankhsheshonqi appears to see character as a fundamental 
determinant of human destiny in that it determines capacity for a moral and 
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ineaninghl life. He also poses it as a strong factor of human agency, giving weight 
to it as opposed to fate. That character is a person's family indicates its role as 
companion and advisor. This role seems especially significant in a strange context, 
for Ankhsheshonqi says in another passage that for "a man who has no town, his 
character is his family" (18, 13). This reaffrms the importance of the family and 
communal context for moral development and sustained moral integrity and at the 
same time reemphasizes the significance of character as a substitute and expression 
of those. 

Character, then, stands at the heart of Maatian ethics and evidences a 
continuity in relevance fiom the Old Kingdom through the Late Period. It is a 
testament to the ancient Egyptians belief in human agency and humans' capacity to 
shape their destiny and daily lives, that character played such a central and 
continuing role in their ethics. The t h s t  was to cultivate a Maatian person who 
was both an example and the embodiment of Maat. For as in other virtue or charac- 
ter-focused ethics, "the leading question concerns the best kind of individual life 
and qualities of character exhibited by the man who leads it" (Pincoffs 1986,21). 

In Maatian ethics, a person of character is a person of virtue. And virtue is frst 
of all an ideal as expressed in Maat-doing. Thus one expresses moral self- 
understanding as a "person of Maat" or "a doer of Maat." In this context, Intef, son 
of Sitamun, defines himself as " M I S  iwty wr3, wn-ib r whdw sfnw, s-n-mty r@-ib 
mnh ss'rw-a Maatian person free of evil plotting, sensitive to those in pain and 
suffering, a man of rectitude, upright and virtuous in action" (Simpson 1974, 
p1.10.9; Lichtheim 1992, 34). The prime minister, Mentuhotep, defines himself as 
"sn-MIrt hnt T3wy . . . sirr Mjrt r rh-a man of Maat before Egypt . . . one who 
raises Maat up to the palace" (Lichtheim 1992, 35). 

These self-definitions as a MYty or Maatian person is a clear statement of 
character and reaffirms its centrality in Maatian ethics. Groll (1992, 68) defmes the 
MTty as "one who belongs to truth," given its nisbe form. "Since MIr@ is a nisbe 
form of MFt, truth," she says, "the semantic conceptual meaning of MTty ranges 
fiom truth-telling to truth-dealing. Thus, the minimal unit, Mjrty, presupposes the 
modality of knowing, acting and loving truth by the subject-of-the-doing." 
Although Groll translates Maat here as truth, it obviously can also be translated as 
justice, propriety, harmony, balance, reciprocity and order as well as rightness, 
righteousness and related concepts. Moreover, the category MIr@ presupposes the 
modalities of thought, emotion, speech and conduct. And it is in these areas that the 
DO1 offer guidelines for the Maatian life. 

It is of value to state here that although ancient Egyptian ethics does not stress 
duty but rather virtue and character, they nevertheless saw duty as implied and 
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necessitated by virtue. As Hauenvas (1986, 114) contends, there is a defii te 
interrelationship between duty and virtue in our moral experience. In a word, 

the recognition and performance of duty is made possible because we are 
virtuous, and a person of virtue is dutiful, because not to be so is to be less than 
virtuous. 

Thus, the ancient Egyptian recognizes and performs his or her duty because of the 
demands of character. A person of character (neb ked or nebet ked) does his or her 
duty but does more than that duty because their moral responsibility reaches 
beyond that. This is why the civil servants declare virtues which go beyond the call 
of minimum duty and repeatedly reflect declarations of superogation. It is in this 
context that Intef, son of Sitamun, says he is "one who does more than he is told to 
do (rdi hrw hr ddt nf) (Simpson 1974, pl. 10; Lichtheim 1992, 33). 

Likewise, Maatian ethics are not strictly consequentialist in their reasoning 
although it is clear that there is a concern for consequences in terms of relations 
with God, others and nature. Moreover, Maatian ethics are reflective of act 
consequentialism rather than rule consequentialism. What one witnesses here is a 
moral sensitivity to others and the consequences of one's acts on them, on one's 
relationship with them and ultimately on one's relationship with God. Harkhuf 
explaining his virtuous conduct towards his family and fellow humans notes that 
not only did he want to please them but also he "wanted his name to be good before 
the Great God" (Urk I, 123.2). And similarly Nefer-Seshem-Ra also acted 
virtuously "for he wanted his name to be good with the people by it" (Urk I, 
198.18). In each case above and in countless other Declarations of Virtues, the 
author is concerned not to violate or vitiate his or her relations with significant 
others and fellow humans but also with God who requires Maat. 

This moral sensitivity to the consequences of one's acts on others and the 
resultant effect on one's relationships with them is central. Alan Gardiner (1914, 
56) recognizes this central value but misinterprets it and dismisses it as a desire for 
a good name "naively blended with an intense desire for approval, and the over- 
anxiety to stand well with others." However, he also notes that in spite of the desire 
to stand well with the pharaoh, "it is interesting to note that popular verdict was 
held in high account." For, he says, in spite of the strong centralized government 
under the pharaohs, "the approval of fellow-men and public opinion in general was 
held in high esteem." This, of course, speaks highly of the ancient Egyptian respect 
for hisher fellow citizen and a respect which is key to any serious concept and 
practice of civic virtue. Certainly, there is no more important source of moral 
evaluation, support and development than one's community in Maatian ethics. For 
as noted above, this is the fimdamental context for both moral conception and 
moral practice. 
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WORTHINESS BEFORE NATURE 
!<?E@n- 

9.1 Introduction 

The concept of worthiness before nature evolves out of the concept the 
interrelatedness of moral worthiness in every area of human life. The highest form 
of moral worthiness is always inclusive, that is to say, it enables the possessor to 
claim a Maatian standing in the major areas of moral consideration. Thus, to stand 
worthy before God means and requires worthiness in relation to and before others 
and nature. Here one seeks a unity of a whole life and an excellence (ib) in every 
area of moral concern. The proposition that to be a truly Maatian person, one must 
stand worthy before God, others and nature is not only supported in the texts but is 
also rationally consistent with the meaning of Maat, itself. For Maat is an order of 
interrelated existence, including the divine, the social and the natural (Morenz 198, 
113; Anthes 1954,23; Allen 1989,26). 

For the Maatian person, Maat is the principle, substance and practice which 
binds all things together. And it is an order in which all things are bound together. 
Moreover, humans are embedded in this order with its divine, social and natural 
aspects. In their identity as children and images of God, humans belong to the 
divine; in their identity as social beings, they belong to society, and in their 
identity as living beings they belong to nature. Thus, one must seek after Maat @_hr 
m-s: mYt) in each of these areas and stand justified and worthy through moral 
practice in each of these areas. This requirement is attested to as early as the 
Pyramid Texts in which King Unas claimed worthiness before God by claiming 
Maatian practice and thus, worthiness before both humans and nature-in this case, 
bird and beast. He says in his justification: 

Copyright 2004 by Taylor & Francis Books, Inc



Maat, The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt 

n srhw Cn_h ir Wnis 
n srbw mt ir Wnis 
n srhw st ir Wnis 
n srhw gn ir Wnis 
No one living accuses Unas 
No one dead accuses Unas 
No bird accuses Unas 
No beast accuses Unas (PT 386). 

Note again, how inclusive his claims are including the living and the dead, humans 
and animals. 

The Kemetic concept of nature is clearly evidenced in the prayers and sacred 
praises (hymns) to the Creator. In these texts, the words nty and its feminine form, 
ntt, which means "that which exists" approximate what we term nature (Wb. 11, 
354.1-2; 1,310.4-5). For in its most inclusive sense, the word nature signifies "the 
sum total of all things in time and space, the entire physical universe" (Webster's 
New World Dictionary 1982, 948). This defmition of nature is reflected in the 
description of the Creator as, 

ir nty @3 wnnt 

(1) He who made what is 
And created what exists 
(pHarris I, 350.3,3; Roveri 1967, 11 7.1). 

m rnlf'n hpri ir ntt 

(2) (He) who in his name of Khepri 
created what is 
(Urk IV, 385.6). 

and 

wC ir ntt &n3 wnnt 

(3) Unique one who made what is 
And created what exists 
(Urk IV, 495.4). 

Certainly, then, that which is and exists is another way of saying, all things in time 
and space-in a word, the entire physical universe. 

The use of ntt and wnnt together is a parallelism of emphasis and is similar to 
phrases in English such as "aid and abet" or "cease and desist." The function of this 
repetition of synonymous categories is to emphasize a specific action. These 
categories may also be emphasized by use of the qualifier nb (nbt) which means 
"all" and has both singular and plural forms. Thus, Ra is described as, 
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ir dww sbppr &wt 
ir nty nb wnnt nb 
He who created the mountains and brought the hill countries into being 
He who created all that is and all that exists (KRI V, 406.6). 

Also, the Worterbuch I1 (354.6) offers among its examples of this usage "ir ntt nb" 
(Kairo 4223 1) and "ir nty nb" (Karnak 985), i.e., "one who created all that is" in 
the feminine and masculine forms. 

Although ntt (nty) and wnnt clearly suggest a spiritual as well as physical 
dimension, they nevertheless speak most defmitively to the fact of a physical 
reality, i.e., a physical creation. However, in Kemetic thought, as well as other 
Afi-ican thought, a clear line of demarcation between the spiritual and the physical 
is not drawn (Morenz 1984, 6ff). Thus all that is and exists, of necessity, includes 
the physical and the spiritual. But even recognizing this, these categories contain a 
defmite physical meaning and are clearly used to describe the creation of the 
physical world. Given this, the use of ntt and wnnt to denote nature, i.e., an 
essentially physical world with a spiritual dimension, does not violate the range of 
conceptual possibilities of the terms. 

On the contrary, the physical dimension of the creation is most often stressed 
in the texts describing the creation. The Creator creates divinities and other 
spiritual aspects of existence, but clearly the greatest number of things he creates 
are physical, i.e., people, animals, birds, water, wind, mountains, trees, plants, 
heaven, earth, etc. Thus, we read of the Creator that he is, 

Ra who fashioned the heaven, 
Who created the earth, 
Who created water and the mountains, 
And who brought into being (sbppr) all that exists 
(pBerlin 3049, VIII.2). 

Or again, we read concerning the Creator that he is; 

Lord of Heliopolis who created heaven and earth, 
Who brought forth humanity, 
Who created everything through the speech of his mouth. 
Great One, who created divinities and people, 
Who came into being as  the Unique One, 
Who brought forth himself as millions 
(Assmann 1983, 47-48). 
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This last line refers to the conception of creation as a broadening out of the Creator 
and his creating the creation out of the diversification of himself. And the millions 
he creates are essentially the physical components of the world, i.e., all things in 
time and space. 

In this same vein Ra is lauded as: 

nb nty 
km? ht n rnh 
He who made people and created animals. 
Lord of what is 
He who created the fruit tree (Hassan 1930, 158). 

The meaning of the term "kt n rnh" is ambiguous and it can mean both "the tree of 
life," as it indicates literally, or it can mean " h i t  tree" as I have translated it here 
following Hassan. Gardiner (1905, 39, n.3) suggests that it is "perhaps, a generic 
term for all vegetation on which life depends." As Gardiner notes in a Hymn to 
Amen (Cairo), this term appears twice describing Amen as "Lord of what is, 
creating ht n rn_h" (I, 6-7) and "making grass (smw) for cattle and ht n ?nh for 
humankind" (VI, 3-4). In any case, the point here is that vegetation fits clearly in 
the physical dimension of creation and the passages here and above rea f fm the 
fact that creation is most often posed in physical terms. Thus, netet and wennet can 
be legitimately used to denote nature as the entire physical universe, all things 
which exist in time and space. 

There is, however, a more inclusive term for the creation which is used in 
Kemetic literature. The term is ntt iwtt and literally means "what is and what is not" 
and connotatively means "all" (Wb 11, 354.10; Gardiner, 1982, 153.4). The 
Worterbuch uses the phrase describing the Creator as "nb u dr  . . . inu nit iwtt- 
Lord of the Universe . . . who created what is and what is not." Also, in the Leiden 
Hymn to Amen (1350) he is described as "ms ntt iwtt-giving birth to what is and 
what is not" (5,3). This term, however, is more inclusive than is useful for a 
concept of nature. For it includes "what is not" and thereby indicates an ontological 
and theological concept outside of nature. 

As Hornung (1982, 172ff) notes, the non-existent is the undifferentiated and 
that which is not a part of the ordered world, that is to say, it is beyond the Maat- 
grounded order of things. And because it is beyond the limits of Maatian 
boundaries, the risen one at the judgment after death says, "I do not know what 
does not exist" (DOI, A4). For this is an affirmation "that he is someone who has 
stayed within the boundaries of order and hence the existent and has not 
overstepped the limits that have been laid down" (Hornung 1982, 181). A longer 
discussion of how the Creator created that which is not is beyond the scope of this 
work. But if one sees the whole term "that which is and that which is not" as simply 
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a metaphor for the creation of all things, a significant part of the problem is solved. 
For in this case, it is used to indicate the all-powerfulness and all pervasiveness of 
the Creator and his creativity. But in its ontological meaning as the non-existent, its 
reach is beyond the ordered, Maatian world and thus beyond the concrete and 
conceptual reach of what we understand in Maatian thought as nature. 

The term I am using for nature, again, then, is wnnt or wennet which translates 
as all things in time and space, in a word, the entire physical universe. In its 
inclusiveness it reaffms human embeddedness in nature as opposed to being 
separate from it which a more narrow definition would suggest. In fact, in the 
hymns of praise to the Creator, he is praised as he who created (km?) or gave birth 
to (msy) to all that exists (wnnt or ntt). 

9.2 The Unity of Being 

It is this sense of unity of being that forms the frst ground for a Maatian 
environmental ethics. The natural ethical concerns of Maatian ethics, then, flow 
frst  from the concept of a holistic universe, an inclusive order founded on and 
sustained by Maat. Ancient Egyptians had the highest respect for nature and felt 
and expressed a kinship with it. In fact, in their concept of nature and the working 
of Maat in the world, they linked the human condition with conditions in the 
natural world. Thus, they linked social and political justice with the good harvest, 
the high Nile, and the regularity of time. In a eulogy to King Meneptah in psallier, 
the text says: 

Let all the righteous (Mjrtyw) come and see. Maat has suppressed falsehood. 
Wrongdoers have fallen on their faces. All the greedy are rejected. The waters rise 
and do not subside. The Nile rises high. The days are long. The nights have (their 
proper) hours. The moon comes regularly. The divine powers are satisfied and 
pleased. And one lives in laughter and wonder (Gardiner 1937; 86.8,9-87.9,l). 

To the ancient Egyptian, then, Maat was the unifying principle that bound all 
together, from the star to humans, to the fish in the sea and the chick in the egg, 
fleas, worms, in a word-all that is. Thus, in the Cairo Hymn to Amen Ra 
(pBoulaq XVII) we read, 

0 Ra . . .your love is in the southern sky, 
Your pleasantness is in the northern sky. 
- - - - - - - - 
You are the Unique One who made all that is. 
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The sole and only one who made what exists, 
From whose eyes humans came forth, 
And from whose speech the divine ones came into being. 
The one who creates the herbage that nourishes the animals 
And the fruit trees for humankind. 
Who makes that on which fish in the river live 
And the birds in the sky. 
Who gives breath to those who are in the egg 
And nourishes even the young snake. 
Who makes that on which gnats live 
And likewise worms and fleas. 
Who supplies the needs of mice in their holes 
And nourishes flying things in every tree. 

Honor to you because you created us. 
Thanks to you from all cattle. 
Praises to you from all lands. 
To the height of heaven, to the width of earth and the depths of the sea. 

One who raised the heaven and laid out the earth, 
Who made what exists and created what will be 
(Gebraut 1874, pl. vi, 1-7). 

This praise poem to Ra reflects the monistic ontology discussed in chapter IV and 
with other similar and related texts offer a rich source of materials from which to 
understand the Kemetic conception of the oneness of being. 

Finnestad (1989a, 31) has observed that in this holistic ontology "there 
appears to be no essential ontological separation (there is a conceptual distinction) 
between species - human beings, animals, vegetation, and cosmic constituents." For 
in Maatian ontology the stress is on affmities and connections, as Finnestad argues. 
Moreover, as he contends, this ontology "defmes a human being as an entity of life 
belonging to life total, temporarily manifested as a particular body of being, but in 
essence not separated from other bodies of being." Thus "on this biotic level there 
is a relationship of close connection between man and the world." And unlike 
dominant thought in modem European philosophy, the Egyptians "connect human 
beings and animals, (and) . . . animate phenomena with inanimate phenomena such 
as sun, moon, earth, water, plants." 

This ontology stems from the idea of a God both immanent in and 
transcendent of his creation as expressed in the Shabaka Text (Junker 1940). It also 
is rooted in the conception of creation found in Coffin Text 80 which poses Maat 
as the foundation of existence and in The Book of Knowing the Creations (1 6.2 Iff)  
which conceives of the world as evolving from the Creator who broadened out 
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(wsh), differentiated himself and thus created or rather evolved (hpr) the world 
from himself. This conception offers similarities to a modern scientific concept of 
nature which poses both humans and nature as evolving from similar substance. 
Especially close then are organic beings which are co-evolved and interdependent 
as the praise poems to the Creator suggest. This unity of being concept with its 
stress on nature as a biotic organism, a living web of interconnections and mutual 
effect coincides in a meaningful way with the ecological concept of "biotic 
community." Thus Maatian ethics will, of necessity, direct moral attention to the 
welfare of nature which means respect for and defense of its integrity, diversity and 
stability. 

In such a conception, the question of necessity arises of the place of humans in 
the world. Surely, as noted above in the discussion of human dignity, humans have 
a special status, but it is not a strict hierarchy of being which promotes disharmony 
and domination pursuits by humans. On the contrary, the ethical imperative is for 
humans to live in harmony with nature, respect other modalities of beings and to 
find in them a site and sense of the sacred. As I (1999:51-52) have argued 
elsewhere, Maatian anthropology contains a concept of the naturality ofselfwhich 
is rooted in a monistic or "holistic ontology that places humans in the midst of a 
world which they are part of and in which they share a common origin and 
common substance with all modalities of being." Such a concept of shared essence 
reflects a spirituality which invests all modalities of being with a sacredness and 
thus evokes not only a respect for humans but also for all things created. 

Clearly, ancient Egyptians' relationships with animals (including birds and 
reptiles) reflect an important sense of linkage with and rootedness in nature. As 
Philipe Germond (2001) argues, animals played an essential role in ancient 
Egyptian culture and spirituality, not only as fundamental co-elements of creation, 
but also as "representatives and repositories" of the Divine. Thus, the strict 
Cartesian division and hierarchy and the call for human domination of them are not 
a part of the ancient Egyptian moral imagination. Indeed, the interplay, intermixture 
and mutual transformation of discrete species, allowing for the sacred to be vested 
in and expressed by all, is central to Maatian ethics and spirituality. And this 
conception is not a simplistic pantheism, but rather an expression of a complex 
vision of nature, profoundly spiritual and respectful of all modalities of being. 
Indeed, this ethical and spiritual understanding allows for animals as well as 
humans to represent the Creator and other divine powers as both divine forms and 
expressions of divine character and power, i.e., the Bull of divine mightiness; the 
lion, cobra and vulture as the divine protectors of the king and state; the cow as the 
divine embodiment of love and nursing; the jackal as the divine representation of 
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death; the falcon of divine kingship; and the Ibis or baboon of divine wisdom and 
learning. 

Thus, as Hornung (1967:69) observes, ancient Egyptians did not seek to be 
masters over animals as in the Judeo-Christian Old Testament. Rather the 
boundaries between humans and animals were open and fluid, allowing humans 
through transformation and representation "to expand the range of their possibility 
of being (Seinsmoglichkeit)." Within this range of ontological possibility, humans 
and all living beings become partners with God in creation (Ibid, 70). Such a 
conception which shuns strict separation of species and privileges sites of unity and 
commonality are best expressed in the hymns of creation in which all living beings 
are represented as: 1) created without a defmitive hierarchy; 2) linked in a web of 
interdependence and interaction; and 3) nourished and sustained by the Creator 
with equal care for all HisIHer creation. Therefore, again in the Cairo Hymn to 
Amen Ra, it says that He is "the good God . . . who gives life to every living thing 
. . . who established all things . . . (who) gave light to the world, (and) who clears a 
path for each creature . . . " (Foster 200 1 :58-65). 

Sauneron and Yoyote (1959, 75) have rightly noted that the place of humans 
in creation is at once modest and privileged. Humans "humbly find their place 
among hippopotami and crocodiles in that providential order which extends 
benefactions even to the young of falcons and goes on to give food to mice." And 
"yet, a humanist tendency directing all the work of creation to the profit of our 
species, exists and is developed around the theme of the 'flock of God'." Although 
the claim of "directing all work of creation to the profit of our species" is an 
exaggeration, the special status of humans cannot be denied. Moreover, the concept 
of "the flock or herd of God (rwt n@)," as cited above, is central to the concept of 
human dignity and species specialness, and is found in both Kheti's Sebait for his 
son Merikara and in the Narrative of Djedi. Thus, Kheti says: 

Well-cared for is humankind the flock (literally herd) of God. 
He made heaven and earth for their sakes. 
He subdued the dangers of the water. 
He made breath for their noses to live. 
They are his images and come from his very self. 
He shines in the heavens for their sakes. 
He made plants and cattle for them, 
Fowl and fish to nourish them. 
He makes daylight for their sakes, 
And he sails by to see them. 
He has built a shrine around them, 
And when they weep he hears 
(Merikara, 130-135). 
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Here one sees an explicit and special divine care for humans. They are in his image 
and came fiom his body. Thus, he loves and cares for them, constantly watches 
over them as a Good Shepherd, as discussed above (Miiller 1961), and has built a 
shrine around them. 

Moreover, God has made plants, cattle, fish and fowl for human nourishment. 
And although this seems to be an exclusive gift for humans, it is not. For in other 
texts quoted above, God, at fxst, makes provisions for all he has created and 
brought into being. Therefore, the Great Hymn to Amen Ra says "msyfntt vdf 
rn_h.sn-He created all that exists. He caused them to live" (Gardiner 1905, 31; 
pLeiden IV, 7-8). Or again, He is described as "the one who gives the breath of life 
to those who are in the egg (i.e., humans, birds and reptiles)" and provides for 
humans, animals, fish, birds, reptiles, gnats, mice, worms, fleas and other insects 
(Gebraut 1874). The Creator, thus cares for the whole creation even worms and 
fleas. Moreover, humans are discussed in the general structure of nature as fellow 
members of the biotic community. So, even though humans are clearly special as 
images of God, all creatures indeed all living things, share in Ra's care and concern. 

In the Declarations of Virtues, humans are posed as "at home in the world, 
enjoying its essential goodness as an interrelated order of Maat" (Karenga 1999, 
52). Their authors' verbal and artistic portraits in their tombs of their houses and 
estates with lakes, pools, animals, birds, trees and other plants, as well as their 
gardens are "at once an aesthetic expression and an ontological affirmation of at- 
oneness in and with nature" and the world. Wilkinson's (1998) discussion of the 
significance of gardens in ancient Egyptian funerary practices and beliefs, perhaps, 
misses the profound living meaning of gardens and their place in the Kemetic view 
of nature. The ancient Egyptians, like other Africans, engaged and understood 
nature not as an abstract concept, but as an experienced realify. Their sense of 
oneness with it was heightened by their sense of the sacred which pervades the 
world and embraces animals, plants, mountains, river, wind, rock, flood, sun, moon 
star and other modalities of being. It is of value to note they used this wide range of 
representations of nature to construct a writing system which reflects not only a 
profound and enduring appreciation of the aesthetic richness and resources of 
nature, but also its sacred character (Hery and Enel 1993, Chapter 2). Thus, they 
called their language mdw nfr which literally means "words of God, divine speech 
and sacred writings." 

One fmds evidence of nature as an experienced and shared reality also in 
Egyptian love poetry where lotus blossoms, cool breezes, reeds, trees, birds in 
flight, flowing waters, sun, moon, stars and other component parts of nature are 
woven into a rich and beautiful fabric of love and longing (Foster 1995). A sense of 
einbeddedness and at oneness with the world is similarly expressed in Ramesses 
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111's description of the gardens in the sanctuary of Amen Ra. He says, "It was 
furnished with vast gardens and places to walk around in, with all kinds of date 
groves bearing their h i t ,  and a sacred avenue radiant with flowers fiom every 
land-isi plants, papyrus and mandrake flowers numerous as grains of sand" 
(pHarris, 8.3-4; BAR IV, 121-122.215). He goes on to describe lakes, more 
gardens and trees, walkways and cattle with which he furnished and made flourish 
this sacred site. 

Clearly, the garden as a site of the sacred-both for this life and the next- 
expresses an experienced reality of nature which does not allow for a sense of 
discontinuity and ontological otherness evident in dominant European 
philosophical and ethical traditions. On the contrary, there is, as noted above, a 
sense of embeddedness in an interrelated order of goodness, which also is source 
of enjoyment and peace in this life and the next. This is reflected in the funerary 
wishes for the scribe Amenemhat which interweaves the good and joy of this life 
and the next. The text says: 

May your heart delight in your monument. 
May you refresh yourself beneath your trees. 
And may your heart be satisfied with the water from the well you have made, 
Forever and ever (Gardiner 1982, 146-47). 

Finally, the ancient Egyptian's experienced understanding and appreciation of 
nature as a site and source of beauty, wonder and the sacred is expressed 
expansively in Raia's description of his country estate. He says: 

Raia has built a beautiful villa opposite the city of Edjo. He built it by the 
side of a river. (It was built) as a work of eternity. It is planted with trees on every 
side. A canal was dug in front of it and sleep is interrupted (only) by the splash of 
waves. One does not become tired at the sight of it. One is happy at its door and 
intoxicated in its halls. Beautiful doorposts of limestone. inscribed and carved. 
Fine doors newly carved and walls inlaid with lapis lazuli. Its granaries are 
supplied with grain and are packed with abundance. Fowl yard and aviary are 
filled with so-geese, barns full of long-homed cattle. There is a breeding marsh for 
geese and horses are in the stable. Barges, ferry-boats and new cattle-boats are 
moored at its wharf. 

Ordinary people, the young and the old alike, have come to live in its 
neighborhood. Your provisions last and there is an abundance for all who come 
to you. You walk around on new islands and lands without limit. Their grain is 
more abundant than the pond water which was there before. Crews have landed at 
its wharf to make festive the granaries with endless piles (of grain) for the Lord of 
Thebes. In the West is a pond for hunting geese of all kind, a haven for hunters 
from the very beginning. One of its ponds has a greater number of fish than a lake. 
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Its a!& birds are like marsh birds. Joy dwells within it and no one says "If only I 
had." 

Many stables are in its neighborhood, pastures for the cattle, numerous goats. 
small goats leaping playfully and the many short-homed cattle are lowing. There 
are cool places with abundant green plants in the summer as well as in winter and 
numerous wedj fish in their irrigation basins, bulti fish, shena fish and djeses fish. 
More numerous are the fish than the grains of sand on the river banks. One cannot 
reach the end of them. 

It is Amen who founded it himself In truth, the lands are his. You sit in their 
shades and eat their fruit. Garlands are made for your from their branches and you 
drink deep of their wines. Sekty-barks are built for you from their pine trees and a 
chariot from their tchaga trees. You flourish and prosper every day. The 
sustenance from Amen is before you. 0 Raia superintendent of the cattle of 
Amen (pLansing, 12,l-13a,7; Gardiner 1937, 1 10-12;; Caminos 1954, 412-13). 

Clearly nature here is experienced personally and profoundly as a part and parcel 
of one's existence and understanding of oneself, the sacred and the world. 

9.3 Filial Guardianship 

A second philosophical ground for a Maatian environmental ethics in the 
general framework of Maatian ethics is the concept ofJilial guardianship. It is a 
concept based frst on humans' shared interests with other beings of creation 
growing out of a web of interconnections and mutual effect rooted in their 
membership in the biotic and larger natural community. As noted, the welfare of 
nature, i.e., the defense of its integrity, diversity and stability logically and morally 
evolves from this conception of the naturality of the human self, its embeddedness 
in and shared interest with all nature. And the constant stress of this linkage and 
interrelatedness in the hymns, prayers and sacred praises reflect both a profound 
and persistent awareness of this relationship and the shared interests and moral 
responsibilities it represents and requires (Foster 2001; Assmann 1975). This is 
also reflected in the rulers' commitment to care for people and the land. 

Again, it is important to note that although humans are given a special status in 
Maatian texts, they are always mentioned in the context of the Creator's concern for 
all living things. And it is this care and concern by the Creator for all living things, 
great and small, which pose a model for the Maatian valuing not only human life; 
but for all life and for feeling a moral obligation to protect and promote it. And this 
responsibility is to be carried out not as a lord or master of creation, but as a filial 
guardian who acts as and for one's Divine Father and Mother. 
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Thus, the varied Maatian ethical texts balance the Kheti text which confers on 
humans a special status, placing them in the midst of nature and discussing them 
along with an inclusive range of other living beings. It is this context of a balanced 
position which places humans in the midst of nature that the Maatian concept of 
guardianship evolves. In this fi-amework, one perceives not only kinship with all 
living things, but also a shared interest with them. Moreover, one feels at home in 
the world in the midst of nature. In such a context, one concentrates not simply on 
the special status of humans, but on the interrelatedness with all that exists, 
especially all living things and humans' special duties and responsibilities which 
derive from this special status. 

Thus, there is no passage in Maatian ethics which approximates the Judaic- 
Christian concept of God's command to humans to "subdue" the earth "and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air and over every living 
thing that moves upon the earth" (Gen. 1, 26-28). It is interesting, however, that in 
both the Kemetic text of Kheti (130-135) and the later Hebrew text of Genesis (1, 
26-27), one fmds both the concept of humans in the image of God and the textual 
basis for guardianship. In the Kemetic text, humans are given the bountifulness of 
the earth and heaven for sustenance. But unlike in the Hebrew text, they are not 
told to have dominion (rada-tread on, tramp down) or subdue (kabas-stamp 
down) nature. 

Maatian guardianship, then, is best understood as filial obligation to care and 
take responsibility for nature, i.e., as a loving son or daughter does for one's 
parents. What is given must be cared for and passed on. The Creator gives life- 
difrnh--and thus in reciprocity, life must be given. Moreover, the Creator cares, 
provides and protects, and humans as offspring (msw) of the Creator are morally 
obligated to reciprocate by acting like the Creator (irt mi Ra). Humans stand in the 
midst of a world which they are a apart of, and in which they share an origin and 
common substance with all modalities of being. For all that exists (wnnt) emanates 
from the Creator who broadens out, invests himself in the construction of existence, 
and brings being into being and then all other beings thereafter (Book of Knowing 
the Creations, 26.21ff). Tu Wei-Ming (1985, 45) has suggested a similar 
conception of nature which contains the hndamental "idea of forming one body 
with the universe." In such a context heaven and earth become our mother and 
father. And "the image of the human that emerges here, far fi-om being the lord of 
creation, is the filial son and daughter of the universe." Within this conceptual 
framework, guardianship is translated as filial piety which "connotes a profound 
feeling and all-pervasive care for the world around us." 

The Kemetic texts clearly contain the theoretical basis for such a conception of 
filial piety and obligation towards nature as outlined in chapter VI, for the Creator, 
the Father and Mother of all that exists (Sandman 1938, 10-15). Ta-Sheryt-en-Mut, 
daughter of the fourth prophet of Amen, Nakhtehut, reaffirms this understanding, 
asking the question "What is God to humans except their father and their mother" 
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(Jansen-Winkeln 1985 11, 458.2)? Within this moral understanding, Hatshepsut 
says that she is the "effective image of the Lord of the Universe . . . whom he chose 
as guardian of Egypt, as protector of (both) the nobles and the masses . . . who Ra 
begot so as to have an effective offspring on earth for the well being of humankind 
(Urk IV, 361.6ff). Here filial obligation and piety are expressly stated. One is to be 
"3h," beneficial, effective, useable, serviceable for the Lord of the Universe. This 
serviceableness to him is explicitly defined as insuring the well-being of 
humankind, but implicitly the well-being of Egypt and humankind involves and 
requires the well-being of nature. 

Moreover, when Amenhotep I11 says of Amen Ra appointed him as shepherd 
of the land, this too carries with it an implicit concern for nature (Urk IV, 1326.13- 
1327.1). As the dutifd son of Amen Ra, Amenhotep 111 defines him as the "creator 
of good," and says that Amen Ra has given him guardianship over all the earth. 
Thus, he says: 

It was my father which commanded me to do it, Amen, creator of Good (kml 
n j h ) .  He appointed me as guardian (mniw, literally shepherd, herdsman) of this 
land because he knew I would administer (hrp) it for him. He has assigned (sip) 
me to that which is under him (brf), that which the eyes of his uraeus encircles, 
all the lowlands, all the highlands, all that the ocean encircles (Urk IV, 1326.15- 
1327.1,4,7) 

Amenhotep's definition of Amen as the creator of good echoes the hymns of 
creation and reaffms the Maatian understanding of creation as a divine and sacred 
good. Moreover, he reaffms his role as appointed guardian of that which is really 
under the authority and ownership of God, Amen. And he uses a series of 
references to establish the inclusiveness of his divine assignment and ends with "all 
that the ocean encircles" which parallels the usual claim of authority or 
guardianship over "all the sun encircles." Clearly, this assignment of filial 
guardianship extends implicitly to a moral concern for nature. 

Again, the well-being of the people is clearly linked to and a part of the well- 
being of nature. Furthermore, in acting like Ra (iut mi R9, one is compelled to 
show a similar concern and care for nature. This would include at a minimum care 
for the environment and for every living thing, a valuing of life in a broad and 
profound way. Indeed, the texts offer us a clear ground for emulation of the Creator 
in caring for the world and all in it. For Amen Ra is described as "possessor of life 
who offers his love, who encompasses the world with his care . . . " (Foster 1995, 
67). Thus, Maatian ethics are a world-encompassing ethics which links humans and 
human behavior to the whole of creation and its welfare and well-being. 
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Within this framework, then, one cares for the earth as a legacy in the Maatian 
sense as a dutiful son or daughter would care for a parent's legacy. The concept that 
one does good for one's parents with a loving heart, as Tjetji records, is indicative 
of this sense of filial obligation (BAR I, 86.184). It is the intimacy of exchange in a 
relational context which distinguishes this from the guardianship which sees nature 
as a alien and distant reality. Here on the contrary is a legacy of one's family to be 
kept and cared for as a dutiful and beneficial (Ih) son or daughter would do for his 
or her parents. Also, this concept of filial obligation is further strengthened by 
Maatian holistic ontology and anthropology which place humans as an integral part 
of the world. Therefore, a person acts towards the environment as a respectful son 
or daughter, organically linked in a web of interconnections and reciprocal effects. 
This obligation to care is expressed especially in relationship to animals. 

In some versions of the DOI, Declaration A2 reads, "I have not mistreated 
beasts (cattle)." The word wndyt for cattle is often mistaken or substituted for 
wndwt, relatives, others, associates. Nevertheless, we do have in the DO1 the need 
to declare one's innocence of mistreating animals. In fact, humane treatment of 
animals has been a long and emphasized ethical obligation of ancient Egyptians. As 
early as the Pyramid Texts, we discover that part of the righteousness the departed 
kings claimed was not having mistreated even animals. As seen in the quote above, 
Unas claims innocence from offense to man, woman, bird or beast (PT 386ab). For 
it is a declaration of moral purity which is necessary to his judgment and justifi- 
cation for eternal life. 

Also Piankhi's Victory Text likewise shows a strong sensitivity to care for 
animals. Upon seeing the mistreated animals in a stable lefi by his fleeing 
opponent, Piankhi declares, 

I swear as Ra loves me and as my nose is refreshed by life that my horses were 
made to hunger, pains me more than any other crime you committed in your 
recklessness [I would teach you to respect your neighbors] (Urk 111, 21.65-22.66- 
67). 

Also, nomarch Kheti I1 lists as one of his virtues in his moral self-presentation that 
he "was kind to the cow . . . " (BAR I, 189.408). Moreover, Henqu says in times of 
famine he not only fed humans, but also, "satisfied the wolves of the mountain and 
the fowls of heaven. . . " with food (BAR I, 126.281). 

The principle here is that humans are interrelated with nature and especially 
other living beings. Therefore, one should do good by them and avoid behavior that 
tends to diminish or damage the humanity of the person hidherself. The stress, 
then is on respect for nature and its various parts-land and water, birds, insects, 
reptiles, and animals, for several reasons. Among these reasons are: 1) it is an 
ethical obligation to preserve the world entrusted to us; 2) damage to it or its parts 
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damages us in some important way; and 3) to damage nature is not only to deprive 
ourselves of a sustainable environment, but also deprive future generations of one. 

Maatian ethics does not in any way offer an animal and nature rights argument 
that equates human rights with animal interests or nature's claims on our respect 
(Menkiti 1984). This is clearly shown in Djedi's willingness to substitute the goose 
for the prisoner in the narrative on human dignity. But it is an ethics which sees a 
vital relationship between nature and humans that requires the respect for both and 
rejects thoughtless, uncaring and irresponsible behavior which threatens both 
human life and the environment. 

9.4 The Shared Heritage 

Another fundamental concept in Maatian environmental ethics is the 
understanding of and approach to the world as a shared heritage. It is a shared 
heritage in two basic senses: 1) as a divine gift given to all humans for shared and 
equal benefit; and 2) it is a divine gift for which we share filial responsibility in its 
protection and preservation as argued above. The concept that nature is a parental 
legacy to be shared for the equal benefit of all is put forth most explicitly in the 
Book of Vindication (Coffm Text 1 130) in the Four Good Deeds of Ra. Of the four 
divine gifts to humans, two represent the shared gift and heritage of nature. The text 
says: 

I made the four winds so that every person 
might breathe therefrom in his time and place 

I made the great floods so that the humble person 
might benefit from it like the great. 

Thus, Ra gives the winds, (the breath of life) and the waters of the Nile 
(sustenance) for all, great and small so that they might benefit £tom them in their 
own time and place . The other Two Good Deeds, as noted above, are: 1) equality 
and £tee will, and 2) religious consciousness. 

This text parallels and supports Kheti's text and reaffirms the world as a shared 
heritage which is for the equal benefit and responsibility of all. It is in this context 
that one is obligated in the Declarations of Innocence to be able to claim an ethics 
of sharing, i.e., that s h e  has, not held back water in its season (A3 I), not damned 
water when it should flow (A32), not put out a fire when it should burn (A33) and 
not waded in water (B36). For all of these acts violate the right of others to the 
shared heritage of nature and represents an individualistic self-centered concern 
rather than a Maatian other-directed and communitarian ethics. 
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As recent literature tells us, the world, as a common ecological environment, is 
currently under several kinds of pressure, including the problems of pollution of 
air, water and soil, and plunder and depletion of other natural resources. The threats 
to the environment of pollution, plunder and depletion not only affect the 
possibilities of future generations, but the very existence of the world as we know it 
(Meredith 1982; Bookchin and Foremon 1991). Clearly, an ethics that links life in 
a holistic framework and makes it morally compelling to respect both the social and 
the natural is needed (Lovelock 1979; Regan 1981). Maatian ethics stresses such a 
holistic approach, positing an indestructible unity of the Divine, social and natural. 
It is, even in its ancient form, committed to a just, good and righteous order in the 
social and natural realm. From this, one can evolve a social and environmental 
ethics which are interrelated and interdependent (Worster 1979). In fact, the 
obligation to preserve the environment for ourselves and future generations derives 
from the same ethics to preserve and promote human life and development. And it 
compels us not to do anything which would deny or diminish the chances for a full 
and fulfilling life for each and every person. 

It is thus unethical in a Maatian sense, to destroy or damage nature, for it 
eliminates or diminishes chances for a full and fulfilling human life. Moreover, it 
violates a trust posed in the concept of responsible trusteeship of the profitable and 
effective son and daughter as well as the ontological principle of unity of being. 
Therefore, when we pollute the seas with waste and oil spillage, destroy wilderness 
areas and rain forests for profit, poison air and water, in Maatian ethical thought, 
we violate a divine and human trust. It violates also the obligation posed in the 
Declarations of Innocence not to be arrogant and assume the earth exists simply for 
human utility for the moment with no thought of what it means to animal and plant 
life or future generations. This is anthropocentrism at its worse, a self-centeredness 
that is not only detrimental to nature, but in the end also to the reckless, destructive 
and uncaring person which it creates (Callicot 1984). 

The need, then, is for an ethical sensibility that in its responsiveness recognizes 
the demands and limits of nature and the obligation to share it responsibly with 
others and refuses to exploit it for superficial wants of consumerism while other 
human beings lack vital necessities. Moreover, such an ethics militates against 
using the earth as if it were private property rather than a truly human heritage to be 
shared through just distribution and responsible use of resources. For as Kheti 
teaches and the Book of Vindication reaffms, the earth is indeed a shared 
heritage, created for the benefit of all humankind. And in the African sense this 
means for those who have passed, those living and those who will come in the 
future. Inherent in the concept of shared heritage, then, is the fundamental notion 
not only of the world as a divine legacy and gift, but also as an ancestral legacy 
which dutiful offspring have a moral obligation to care for and pass on unspoiled to 
future generations. And these future generations are likewise obligated to care for 
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their inherited world and leave it unspoiled for the next generation throughout 
eternity as will be discussed below. 

9.5 Restoration (Serudj Ta) 

Modem Maatian ethics also finds philosophical grounds for an environmental 
ethics in the ancient moral obligation of restoration, snvd (serudj) which was 
discussed above (pp. 274-275). As noted above, restoration, srwd (serudj), was not 
simply a physical act of repairing buildings and other ruined things, but was also in 
its fullest meaning a spiritual and moral act of healing and repairing the world, i.e., 
serudj ta. The phrase snvd t3 appears in King Ramesses 111's enumeration of his 
good deeds (@w) for the divine powers and humankind (pHarris I, 78.8). He says: 
" i 9 . i  snvd t3 &f m mnw hr :&h-I restored the whole land with trees and 
vegetation." Breasted translates swrd here as "planted" (BAR IV, 204.410). This is 
because of the similarity of snvd-restore, make flourish and srd, snvd-make 
grow. But given that Ramesses makes this moral claim in the midst of other 
declarations of restoration of temples, a city, walls, groves, etc., (pHarris I, 57,7; 
58,7; 59,s; 29, 3,4) one can assume that this phrase can be and was used to mean 
"restore" as in make flourish or make grow again. Indeed, Breasted (BAR IV, 
147.271) does translate snvd as "make grow" in two passages (pHarris, 29.3, 4). 
Moreover, although snvd, restore, is written with different determinatives of a 
horizontal finger and a forearm with a hand holding a stick, kzvz most often 
in the text, at least once in the phrase " s d p r  n@" (pHarris I, 49.12), it is written 
the same way with the papyrus roll determinative, li?ZP-> allowing for its 
similar reading in snvd t3 in this text (78.8). Also, the papyrus roll is also used as a 
determinative for snvd, restore, in Faulkner (1976,236). 

Furthermore, Ramesses makes a similar claim in another part of the texts 
saying, "iry spd t3 m bw wnwfJk3w-I restored the land to order where it was laid 
waste." Here Breasted translates spd as "equipped," but I read it as "restored to 
order" which is one meaning Faulkner (1976, 233-224) lists for it (BAR 111, 
105.410). The point here is that restoration as a moral, spiritual and ecological 
practice pervades the text and is reflected in making the land flourish as well as 
rebuilding and repairing structures and restoring order (Maat) in the land. Given 
the Maatian conception of the interrelatedness of the Divine, natural and social, the 
implications of these acts are, of necessity, of world-encompassing significance. 

Modem Maatian ethics, then, drawing fiom and reading into ancient Maatian 
ethical thought, understands serudj ta in its most expansive sense. It is conceived 
and approached as a world-encompassing project which could be also termed and 
is used here synonymously with snvd wnnt--(serudj wennet), repairing and 
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restoring all that exists, i.e., nature, or the cosmos. For in the ancient Egyptian 
moral imagination, humans are co-creators, co-sustainers and co-repairers of the 
world which is constantly being damaged or undone not only by the doing of isfet, 
but also by the failure to do Maat. 

Thus, there is repeated reference to the moral act of restoration in Kemetic 
texts-royal and general, especially in the Declarations of Virtues. Although, snvd 
is used here as the defmitive and most expansive word for the modern Maatian 
concept of restoration, the texts also use other terms, including smnb (restore what 
is damaged), sm:wy (restore as in renew), snfv (restore what is defective) and spd 
(restore to order). In his DOV, Rediu Khnum asserts as one of his key virtues the 
virtue of restoration saying: 

I restored (srwdJ that which I found ruined (wsf); 
I joined ( f s )  that which I found severed Vdk), and 
I replenished (mh) that which I found depleted (i3)" 
(Lange and Schafer 1908 11, 165.13-166.14). 

And as noted above, Hatshepsut says I restored (srwdJ that which was ruined 
(wjsi). I raised up Qsi) that which was destroyed (stp-literally dismembered) (Urk 
IV, 390.5-6). The conceptual thrust, then, of srwd or serudj is to restore, repair, to 
make new again, so that as Hatshepsut says, "there shall never be the destruction of 
what Amen has commanded" (n _hpr hdit wd.n Tmn) (Urk IV, 391.1). And this 
command in the widest sense is the bringing into being and sustaining the 
interrelated order of creation, Maat, which unites the world in its oneness and 
reflects, grounds and requires rightness in the world. 

Again, this principle of restoration, serudj, as a key concept in Maatian ethics 
appears in the autobiography of the prince Khnumhotep. He says, 

m it hmf '  
dr,f' isft 
h C m  tm &.j 
smnh.jgmt.nj'ws_t 
i1it niwt m snwty.s 
di,f'r_h niwt t3S.s r niwt 
smnh w d w m  mipt 
rh mwsn r ntt m sSw 
sip r ntt rn iswt 
n C3t n mrr:fM3rt 

Now his Majesty came 
that he might remove isfet. 
He appeared as Atum, himself 
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He restored that which he found in ruins, 
And that which one city had seized from its neighbor. 
He caused each city to know its boundary to the other. 
He established their landmarks like heaven. 
He distinguished their waters as it was in the writings, 
Assigning (them) as it was in ancient times, 
Because he loved Maat so (Urk VII, 27.8-17). 

Here the moral, social and natural are linked and the concept of restoration is 
central to this process. For Khnumhotep is returning Maat to its place, i.e., 
restoring right and good in the world 

Finally, even in the Late Period, the priest Petosiris reaffirms the ethical 
project of restoration, saying: 

shr(.i) n tygm( . i ) fkh~s t . s  
snj+(.i) nty _hr 3hw r _dr-r 
nn sw hr st.s 

I made magnificent what I found ruined in its place. 
I restored what was damaged long ago. 
And was no longer in its place (Lefebvre 1923 11, 55.45-46). 

It is important to note that Petosiris uses the verb shr, the causative of h r  
which means appear in splendor and magnificence, a term used to describe the 
king's accession to the throne. Thus, shr is used to stress the superlative 
character of Petosiris' work and by extension the superior nature of his moral 
commitment to the project of restoration. His use of snfr in relationship to his 
previous statement suggests a continued stress on the quality of his work and 
commitment. For snfr not only means to restore the deficient and make it 
beautifid and good, but can also be translated to mean "make perfect" in 
correspondence to nfr which is often translated as perfect. 

Again, there are various ways to translate restoration as indicated above, but 
in modem Maatian ethics seruaj is embraced as the most inclusive term for the 
spiritual, moral, natural and social obligation and practice it seeks to inspire and 
sustain. For in its most expansive meaning, as the texts demonstrate, it signifies 
an ongoing ethical obligation and practice: 
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to raise up that which is in ruins; 
to repair that which is damaged; 
to rejoin that which is severed; 
to replenish that which is lacking; 
to strengthen that which is weakened; 
to set right that which is wrong, and 
to make flourish that which is insecure and undeveloped. 

And it is within this philosophical understanding that the concept of serudj ta 
assumes and expresses such a rich and interrelated spiritual, ethical, natural, social, 
and ultimately cosmic meaning. 

Thus, within the relationship of reciprocity between God and humans, the 
obligation of cooperative creation or co-creative practices emerges as an 
expression of serudj ta. It is a practice directed toward preserving, establishing and 
restoring Maat in the world. It is achieved in both the ritual and ethical practice of 
offering Maat. But it is most defmitively an ethical practice. This Maat-doing is 
made more urgent by its role in preserving and nourishing the world and all the 
beings in it. It is this practice which not only hnks God and humans in a 
relationship of reciprocity, but also in a cooperative project which determines the 
course, character and content of creation. This project emanates from a series of 
assumptions about creation, especially its rootedness in Maat as both a principle 
and practice, a practice which is ongoing and creative. Thus, the ancient Egyptians 
speak of creations rather than the creation, because that which has been created 
must be constantly r e a f f i e d ,  restored and expanded. In a word, it must be 
constantly achieved as it was the First Time (st tpy). 

This First Time refers to the first creation as discussed in chapter V on 
ontology. The essential act of creation is putting Maat in place (Hornung 1988, 
390ff). This act becomes the paradigmatic act of life-spiritual, ethical, social, and 
one is compelled to participate in its repetition. Moral life thus becomes a kind of 
emulation and repetition of the first creation, a perpetual restoration of that which is 
right and good in the fullest sense of the words and in all spheres. It is also a 
constant destruction of evil. Therefore, the righteous ruler as representative of God 
on earth, constantly declares that he has emulated the Creator and put Maat in the 
place of isfet. 

As noted above, the Pyramid Texts (1975b) say, "Heaven is at peace and earth 
is in joy. For they have heard that King N has set Maat (right, order) in the place of 
isfet (disorder)." And it is written in the Restoration Text of Tutankhamun that he 
"drove isfet fiom the Two Lands and Maat is firmly established in its place. He 
made lying (grg) an abomination and the land is as it was at the first time" (Urk IV, 
2026). Moreover, Neferti, the sage, states that in the midst of the chaos which he is 
describing, "a king will come fiom the South, Ameni, the justified, by name. Son of 
a woman of Ta-Seti and child of Upper Egypt" who will suppress the traitors and 
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rebels, and subdue the Asiatics and Libyans. "Then Maat (order) will retum to its 
seat and isfet (chaos) will be driven out" (Neferti, 68-69). 

The point here is that Maat has to be preserved and restored, and that humans 
are morally compelled to participate in the process. As Quirke (1992, 70) states, 
"Only this framework of Right caused to exist and raised to the Creator could 
provide the space in which human beings might in their turn participate in the task 
of preserving the cosmos by saying and doing right." Also, it is significant that it is 
stated that Amenemhet "drove out isfet by appearing as Atum (the Creator) 
himself' (Urk VII, 27). For it reaffrms the moral imperative to act like the Divinity 
in being creative and establishing Maat. It is a point I have developed in Chapter 6 
on Maatian anthropology and other places where I argued that being in God's 
image imposes a responsibility of emulation. 

Both Morenz and Homung see Maat as a personal and collective ethical task. 
Morenz (1 984, 1 14) contends that in ancient Egypt "each individual participated in 
Maat-in other words, that Maat had to be preserved not only by the king for the 
entire community, but also by each individual in the community, even for his own 
sake." This, of course, is the fundamental lessons of the Sebait (Instructions) which 
both pose the task and promise of reward. As Ptahhotep teaches, the Maatian 
person prospers, or in modem language flourishes, by walking in the ways of Maat, 
but those who oppose it are punished. Moreover, Tobin (1987, 113) stressing the 
social function of Maat-doing notes that, 

Justice in earthly affairs does not occur of its own volition. Rather, it must be 
accomplished by the voluntary actions of man who is expected to act in 
accordance with the righteous order laid down and demanded by Maat. 

Thus, Maat is both the righteous order and the moral practice necessary and 
required to maintain and develop it. 

Homung (1988, 390) maintains that it is in the First Intermediate Period that 
this stress on speaking and doing Maat as an act of co-creation emerges. And this 
meant essentially "doing the right and rational thing." He accepts Schmid's (1968, 
5 1) contention that "world order is basically created and realized" and argues that 
this is accomplished through "right behavior and active engagement." Thus, in 
contradiction with Frankfort's (1961, 70) concept of "frictionless integration," he 
maintains that in Egypt what mattered was "not simply to passively join in, follow 
and respect a preordained order, but rather to install and create it anew, to actively 
realize it." This, of course, has a tremendously important moral meaning in terns of 
the promise of Maatian ethics in modem times with regard to personal and 
collective agency and responsibility. 
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Hornung's contention also raises important questions concerning Frankfort's 
concept of "frictionless integration." Immediately one must ask how does one 
£rictionlessly integrate and yet not passively follow the preordained order? It seems 
that perhaps this can be best handled by realizing that both positions have merit in 
the Kemetic worldview. And the key to resolving the tension between the two is to 
use a phrase from Frankfort (1961) to pose them in "a dynamic equilibrium" with 
each playing its role in the Kemetic worldview. Thus, there is no need to dismiss 
one position and choose the other as definitive of the Kemetic worldview. For in 
fact they both are definitive and the existence of these two seemingly contradictory 
positions actually represent a dialectic central to both Maatian discourse and 
practice. 

In conclusion, then, the cooperative project of creation shared by God and 
humans is rooted in the concept and practice of Maat. As Homung (1982, 215fQ 
states, Maat which came fiom God at the time of creation returns to him from 
humans. "It symbolized the partnership of God and man" in the cooperative task of 
maintaining and constantly restoring the world, and also as the texts say, making it 
better and more beautiful than before (irt nfr r dr  _hr-h:t), i.e., serudj (Lefebvre 
1929b, 33.10). 

9.6 Obligation to the Future 

Finally, the Maatian concept of worthiness before nature is also infonned and 
undergirded by the ancient Egyptian profound sense of obligation to the future. In 
its most expansive expression, this moral obligation includes a rightful and 
respectful concern for both fUture generations and the world they will enter. As 
Bilolo (1995-1996, 81) and Blumenthal (1970:142ff) point out, the moral 
articulation of this concern extends from the Old Kingdom through the Late Period. 
It is expressed in commitments to and declarations of 

1) speaking to the future-Ad n m-ht; 
2) acting for the future-ir n m-ht; 
3) looking towards or into the future-m3: n m-kt; 
4) thinking for the b r e l w h a t  is good for the future-k3i m ht /@t n m-ht; and 
5) searching for that which is useful for the future-ACr / hhy 3& n m-ht. 

Moreover, it is important to note that this also is a moral practice directed 
toward emulation of the Creator (irt mi R9. For as the texts state, Amen Ra is 
constantly "seeking out what is good for his creatures" (Foster 1995, 62). 
Ptahhotep, in explaining the purpose of his Maatian teachings, suggests that they 
are not simply to teach the person or persons present, but a transmission of a 
beneficial (%) legacy to future generations. He says, "It is to teach a person to 
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speak to the future, i.e., posterity-sb3 s pw r dd n m-kt" (517). Moreover, he 
concludes, "It is good to speak to posterity-nfr dd n m-kt" (5 19). 

The stress on speaking that which is useful to the future is also found in the 
Declarations of Virtues. In the appeals to the living in the DOV, one not only fmds 
appeals to act on behalf of the departed, but also an appeal to future generations to 
listen to the moral wisdom and ideal moral narrative of the deceased, so that 
posterity might profit from it and learn to walk in the way of Maat. Thus, the chief 
of staff of the Divine Wife Amenirdis, Harwa, in offering his life as a model of 
moral and social excellence says, he is speaking to those "who will come after, new 
ones in a million years" (Gunn 1934, 137.4-5). And the scribe and superintendent 
of the granaries, Khaemhat in his self-presentation and teachings says, "he speaks 
to the people who will come into being, and those (currently) on earth, to the great 
and the small-ddf_hr rm_t kprt.sn hryw t? m t v n v  kttyw" (Urk IV, 1845.8). And 
finally, the High Priest, Sishu calls on those "who are alive on earth, who exist and 
who will come into being" saying "come let me lead you on the way of life-imi 
sim in wi n w3t Cnh" (Lefebvre 1923, 1-3). 

To act or work for the future also plays a central role in the moral 
understanding and articulation of the obligation to the future. In his Sebait for his 
son Merikara, Kheti teaches him that "It is good to work for the future-nfr irt n m- 
kt.' Moreover, he tells him that "one respects the life of the foresighted but the 
(over-) trusting person will come to grief' (39). Kheti's point here is that planning 
or seeking out what is good for the future is respected, but one who trusts in fate or 
luck "will come to grief." Also, stressing the urgency of self-consciously planning 
for the good and pursuing it, Kheti tells Merikara that "One day is a donation to 
eternity and (even) one hour is a contribution to the future-iw hrw wC d i f n  nhh 
wnwt smnks m-kt" (66-67). The range of meaning here of smnk is extensive, 
including advance, enoble, endow, make effective, set in order, make excellent, etc. 
Following my translation of di as "gives" or "donates to," hence "donation," I have 
continued the same emphasis by choosing "endow" and translating this to mean 
"contribution." This also reaffirms Kheti's teaching earlier on the goodness of 
working for (irt n) the future. 

To speak to and work for the future, of necessity, assumes and requires that 
one looks to the future, searching for that which is good for the future so that one 
might speak it and do it. As Kheti stated above, "one respects the farsighted" (39). 
Likewise, Amenomope teaches a similar value when he says "The helmsman who 
sees far ahead will not wreck his boat" on the rocks (26.14-15). And Intef, son of 
Tjefi, in his moral self-presentation, says, he is one "who sees far ahead and plans 
for the bre-m33 w3 kmt hnt" (Lichtheim 1992, 25). This looking to the future 
and planning for it is a repeated claim in the Declarations of Virtues and other 
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literature and thus reveals an explicit and implicit sense of moral concern for and 
obligation to the future. 

This practice of looking to the future is clearly interrelated with thinking of 
that which is good for the future. Thutmose I11 uses hmt, take thought of or plan 
for, as well as kji, thlnk of, to express his moral concern for doing good for the 
future. He says to his priests: "a son does things of benefit for his father, taking 
thought of (hmt) eternity . . . thinking (k3) of things of benefit for the future" (Urk 
IV, 1269.8, 1269.1 1). He goes on to say in his instructions to the priests, "be 
serviceably minded, :hw-ib," i.e., committed in heart and mind to doing the 
beneficial, valuable (Ibid, 1269.12). and he suggests that this moral concern and 
resultant behavior of good-doing is "a way of living to cause you to endure on 
earth" (Ibid, 1270.13). 

Finally, the concept of seeking out or searching for that which is good for the 
future is a clear expression of the moral commitment to plan and do that which will 
benefit future generations and the world in which they enter and live. Summing up 
a long and productive career under several kings the scribe Ineni stresses seeking 
out excellence for the present and the future. He uses both hhy and drr to express 
his quest. Of the two words, drr has a broader field of meaning. Whereas hhy 
means to "seek, search for," the range of meaning of drr includes "search out, 
investigate, seek, probe, plan, and take thought for the future" (Faulkner 1976, 176; 
320). 

Ineni first establishes his commitment to searching after the good and 
beneficial as a principle. He says "I sought out (drr) beneficial things . . . " and "I 
was vigilant in seeking (hhy) that which was beneficial . . . " (Urk IV, 57.6;8). 
Having made this point of commitment to the constant search for that which is 
good and beneficial without reference to time, he turns to the moral consideration 
of the obligation to the future. And he says: 

drr.n.i (3bt) n imyw-kt 
hmwypw n ib.i 
sp.i m rk 
nrd. twn. i tprdnlni  
hs,tw.i hr rh.i m-kt rnpwt 
in ntyw v snt v irt.n.i 

I searched out (what was good) for future generations. 
It was the work of my own heart and mind. 
It was a demonstration of my wisdom. 
I was not given instructions by an elder. 
May I be praised for my wisdom in future years 
By those who will emulate what I have done 
(Urk IV, 57.15-58). 
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Several interrelated concepts are offered in this self-presentation which are 
instructive in understanding the Maatian concern for planning and working for the 
future. 

First, Ineni wants to express the personal dimension of his quest for good for 
the future. It is self-conscious, i.e., "the work of his own heart and mind (ib)." 
Furthermore, it is a display of his own depthful knowledge and skill (rh) and it was 
not done at the urging of or "instruction by an eider." Now it is important to note 
that this last assertion in no way is meant to reject either tradition or an elder's 
wisdom. As was noted in the above section on tradition (pp. 272-274), tradition 
and tradition keepers are greatly honored in ancient Egyptian culture. It is in this 
spirit that Hatshepsut says of her projects of serudj, "I added to what was done 
before" (Urk IV, 350.7). Therefore, the assertion is to emphasize Ineni's agency, 
indeed, an agency rooted in tradition, but which seeks to bring forth a fresh and 
unique expression of it. Ineni himself ends by reaffirming and following tradition, 
saying he seeks praise from those who come after "who will emulate" what he has 
done. 

It is also important to note that the search and probing for that which is good 
for the future is a moral concern and commitment which involves not only officials, 
but also kings and queens and other royal persons. Queen Hatshepsut speaks of her 
serudj projects as deriving from "my divine heart searching for (what is good) for 
the future(ib.i n@(y) hr drr n m-&)I1 (Urk IV, 384.12). Gardiner (1946, 46, n. 10) 
notes concerning this moral claim that "the sense is doubtless the same as in 
(Ineni's claim) drr.n.i n imp-ht '  " which he translates as "I sought good for those 
of the future." Inherent in these and related moral claims of speaking, acting, 
looking and searching for the good for the future are the grounds for an 
environmental ethics that encompasses moral concern not only those of future 
generations, but also the world and all in it-in a word, a world-encompassing 
ethics. 

Within this moral conceptual framework, then, to pollute and poison the earth, 
air and water, to plunder and deplete nonrenewable resources of the planet is to 
erode the quality of human life for the future and therefore violate the rights of 
future generations. Likewise, within such a moral understanding and concern, the 
nuclear, industrial and bio-technology which threaten the earth also threaten future 
generations as well as those living now and violate the Maatian injunction to be 
concerned for the future. Here the virtue of justice is required also for nature, 
ourselves and others, including future generations. For as Warren (1982, 149) 
argues that under what some ethical philosophers call the person-affecting principle 
"whenever we can reasonably predict that our actions will have a significant impact 
upon the interests of others, then we should take due account of that impact." In 
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Maatian ethics the person-affecting principle is unavoidably linked and interrelated 
with the environment-affecting principle. Thus, in Maatian ethical thought it is 
morally unjustifiable to disregard the predictable effects of irresponsible and 
uncaring behavior towards the environment and fbture generations. In fact, Maatian 
ethics argue that the very existence of future generations and the world as we know 
it depends on the ethical character and behavior of persons alive now. It is, thus, 
morally compelling that Maatian persons strive to limit damage to the earth, curtail 
and end wasteful consumerism, and respect the claims of nature-animate and 
inanimate--on humankind. As the ancient Egyptians taught, if we wish to live for 
eternity, we must build for eternity. And, again, as Kheti (66-67) taught, "Everyday 
is a donation to eternity and even one hour is a contribution to the future." 

Linking Maat-doing to the good future of his children, the fourth prophet of 
Amen, Nakhtefinut says in a prayer to Amen to bless and protect his children: 

hnk(.i) n.k M3rt 
bwt,i is$ ---------- 

ink wr m niwtlf' 
fsw n mhwt. f 
dhn n snwfm ndswlf' 
iw.i rh.kwi p m  ir ?bw 
w3dt gm s msw hr-s3 dw3 

I have offered you Maat. 
My hatred is isfet. ---------- 
I was a great one in his city, 
A protector of his family, 
One who humbled himself to his equals, 

as well as to ordinary people. 
For I knew that the result of doing good deeds 
Is a storehouse which children will find aftenvards. 
(Jansen-Winkeln 1985,456.21-22) 

Again, it is reaffmed here that Maat-doing is an eternal good, one that not 
only establishes and maintains moral community for those in the present, but serves 
as a storehouse fi-om which future generations can draw. And the variety of goods 
in this storehouse are of a divine, social and natural character and interlinked in an 
unbreakable bond of mutuality and meaning. This is the meaning of the often 
repeated wish, funerary and future-focused, that one be granted: 

All things good and pure . . . , offerings of all kinds of plants, sweet wind, fresh 
water, cool water . . . (in a word), all that which heaven gives, the earth produces 
and the Nile brings forth from its cavernous depths (Urk IV, 1374). 
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CONCLUSION 

The governing interest of this work has been to present a critical exposition of 
Maat, the moral ideal in ancient Egypt, with the parallel purpose of providing a 
view of ways in which this ancient moral tradition informed the dawn of human 
moral reflection and offers concepts and modes of thought useful for modem moral 
discourse and philosophic reflection. The preceding chapters have thus sought to 
examine the ancient ethical texts of Kemet from a contemporary Maatian 
perspective in order to reconstruct the Maatian tradition and demonstrate its value 
as a fruitful resource for alternative conceptual structures in the critical engagement 
with modem moral problems and issues. Pursuing the project, I have sought to 
delineate the rich and varied ethical meanings of the concept of Maat, using the 
Declarations of Innocence as the central point of departure, while showing 
conceptual precedent, parallel and reaffirmation in other ethical texts. Within this 
dual interpretive focus, Maat is posed as the philosophical ideal and the Declara- 
tions as an ideal conception of the moral practice within this framework. I have 
intentionally used the concept of "moral ideal" to serve the philosophic interest of 
the project, focusing on the paradigm and avoiding the problematic claims about 
actual practice which in existing literature pose problems of deficient evidence and 
cultural distortion. 

Because discipline orthodoxy has usually assigned studies on Egypt to 
Egyptology, I stated at the outset that this work is not a work in Egyptology. On the 
contrary, one of its essential thrusts is to offer alternatives to some common 
Egyptological understandings of ancient Egyptian ethics as well as some of their 
modes of articulation and the unannounced assumptions held by Egyptologists 
which have grounded and shaped their contentions. Moreover, although this work 
deals with the same sources as Egyptology on one hand, it also employs other 
sources and a different methodology and engages a different set of questions. 
Especially does this project differ from Egyptological studies, as noted above, in its 
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thrust to present and discuss the ancient Egyptian moral ideal as a valuable ethical 
tradition capable of engagement in modem moral discourse, and not as an essen- 
tially mythic or cultic project of little ethical value as is often argued in 
Egyptological literature. As a reconstructive project, the work attempts to explore 
the possibilities of genuine philosophic reflection within the renewed Maatian 
tradition on issues central to moral philosophy. In addition, I have clearly written 
from the contemporary Maatian tradition and thus, categories and 
conceptualization reflect this. 

As argued above, Maat in its most expansive sense as rightness in and ofthe 
world is the philosophical locus in which all the critical questions in ancient 
Maatian and modem Maatian thought converge and ground themselves. Maat thus 
insists on a holistic view of the moral ideal, one that gives rightful and adequate 
attention to self, society and the world as component parts of an interrelated order 
of rightness. The ongoing quest, then, is to maintain, renew, repair, and enhance 
this order as self-conscious creators and bringers of the good in the world in a 
process and practice called serudj ta-restoring, repairing and renewing the world. 
Such a world-encompassing concept of moral practice invites us to move beyond 
narrow notions of self-, national and even species interest and understand and 
assert ourselves as members of an interrelated order of existence in the world. At 
this juncture, Maatian discourse offers a contribution to modern moral deliberation 
about human fragmentation and the ongoing quest to return to an integrity and 
wholeness of human life that ends division of the social and natural world, mind 
and body, the past, present and fUture. And what is important here is not the 
assumed validity of the varying positions within these deliberations, but the value 
of the different modes of questioning and how they demonstrate the diversity, 
strength and weakness of ways to engage the issues. 

Also as we saw above, the Maatian ideal provides discourse in four basic 
areas of philosophic reflection: Maatian moral theology, ontology, anthropology 
and social practice under the conceptual rubrics of worthiness before God, 
worthiness before others and worthiness before nature. Maatian moral discourse 
begins with a reaffirmation of the centrality of the sacred (dsr) which, whether it is 
in reference to the Divine, life, the human person or the world as a whole, speaks to 
our need to address and embrace that which is worthy of the highest respect and is 
secured against violation and devaluation. Indeed, it is a sense of the sacred and the 
philosophic insights derived £tom it that represents one of the Maatian tradition's 
most enduring spiritual and ethical legacies and lays the basis for its usefulness in 
modern moral discourse. 

It is from this notion of the sacred that ancient Egypt takes important steps in 
the development of our modem notion of the sacredness of life, humans as an 
image of the Divine, human dignity or inherent worthiness, human agency, and the 
world as a site of the sacred and thus a source of wonder, awe and profound respect 
in our ecological deliberations. The Maatian assumption of the i n h i o n  of the 
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sacred in the world and its insistence on respect for all modalities of beings offers 
an important point of departure for rethinking our relations with nature and other 
humans and thus provides a h i t fu l  alternative to the hierarchical notions of being 
so prevalent in modern discourse. Instead, the Maatian conception invites us to 
move away from the adversarial stance of domination, objectification, manipulation 
and destruction of nature, and engage in creative activity in which we not only 
understand ourselves in more expansive ways, but also assert ourselves in self- 
conscious ways that improve the human condition and enhance the human future. 

Maatian ontology is informed by several fundamental concepts: the 
potentiality and power of being, the orderedness of being, the continuity of being, 
the essential goodness of being, and the eternalness of being. In such a conceptual 
context, a heightened sense of human possibility and at-oneness in the world 
evolve. And again, it offers a h i t fh l  point of departure for pursuing original and 
comparative studies around ontological questions, such as those which undergird 
moral notions of goodness and evilness in and of the world. 

Maatian anthropology invites us to revisit the original notion of humans as 
bearers of dignity and divinity, and extract from it insights into the enduring 
questions of defining self in the most expansive way, enlarging our conceptions of 
our life as social and natural beings without reducing our sense of personal 
uniqueness, specialness and self-possessive dignity (shepes). Moreover, the 
Maatian stress on social practice with its emphasis on community, tradition, 
reciprocity, service, social justice, relationality-responsibility, equality of men and 
women, respect for the stranger, character and filial guardianship of nature, also 
offer a fertile field of useful concepts and modes of thought for the new and 
enduring questions of human life. And certainly, the Maatian moral tradition 
provides a rich source of provocative and promising questions in its concept of 
engaging in social practices which place equal and interrelated emphasis on 
honoring the past, improving the present and seeking out and doing that which is 
good for the future (5ht n m-ht). 

In addition to its primary purpose, this work is also part of an ongoing 
intellectual project of constantly dialoguing with Aj?ican culture. By dialoguing 
with African culture, I mean constantly asking it questions and seeking from it 
answers to the fundamental concerns of humankind. Moreover, it is to continuously 
bring forth fkom this quest the best of what it means to be African and human in the 
fullest sense, speak this special cultural truth to the world, and use it to make a 
unique contribution to the forward flow of human history. In this regard, I have not 
only sought to recover and reconstruct as faithfully as possible the ancient Maatian 
tradition, but have also brought attention to the existence of a modem Maatian 
ethical tradition. This modern ethical project is clearly rooted in the insights of the 
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ancient texts, but is also committed to expanding their original insights in the 
process of engaging modern moral problems and issues. 

I have written this work in that tradition, conceiving the ancient texts as 
tradition texts which, while offering ancient and enduring points of departure for 
philosophic and ethical reflection, do not require one or the same interpretation 
throughout time. On the contrary, I have approached the texts as revealing a 
tradition which is open-textured, requiring constant reinterpretation for vitality and 
ongoing fkuithlness in both philosophic quests and social practice. In fact, a funda- 
mental assumption which informed this project is that an interpreter of a tradition 
text contributes to building the tradition by hisiher very interpretation. In a word, 
the attempt has been both one of transmission and interpretation of the Maatian 
ethical tradition. It is thus, as noted above, a project in which the tradition is not 
simply seen as a process or precondition in which one enters simply as recipient, 
but also as an ongoing project of one's own efforts to understand and participate in 
it. Such has been the underlying assumption of this work and its thrust to offer a 
simultaneous contribution to the reconstruction of an ancient ethical tradition and 
the development of a distinctive contemporary Maatian ethical discourse which 
builds on and expands that tradition. 

In this project of recovery, reconstruction and effective application, I follow 
the ancient Maatian tradition voiced in the teachings of Kheti for Merikara (35-36) 
which says: "Emulate your parents and your ancestors, work for (a similar success) 
through learning. See how their words endure in books, open them and read them 
and follow their wisdom." Of course, the project is an open-textured and open- 
ended one, and we who are involved in this intellectual and practical work can 
only, in the words of the ancestors, wish of the divine guardian spirit of sacred 
writings and teachings: 

That he may grant (us) life, prosperity and health. 
(The) blessings of being on earth, 
Knowledge of Maat like the One who created it, 
And a depthful grasp of all that is to be done 

(Weser-setet, viceroy, Urk IV, 1486.13-1 5). 
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