How did the ancient Egyptians define themselves in contrast to their neighbours? What was their relationship to the world around them?

Egypt’s cultural identity was as much about their own sense of self as it was about contrasting that with their neighbours. The Egyptian understanding of themselves as superior came from the cultural and religious aspect of Ma’at and Isfet (H. Smith,1994) which helped depict what was Egyptian and what was the ‘other’. Anyone who did not follow Ma’at and allowed Isfet, or chaos, to reign was not considered a ‘true Egyptian’.  This understanding, expanded upon the Egyptian understanding of pairs. This can be seen with there triads of gods often including two gods with a child. It can also be seen with their acknowledgement of there is only Nile, then Desert, also seen with the understanding of order and chaos. This all accumulated into what was u considered Egyptian and not Egyptian. Furthermore, the depiction of foreigners in art allowed Egypt to expand upon its own understanding of their identity.  This can be seen through several means but the most obvious is how they were coloured in art. Egyptians were red, Libyans and Asiatics were yellow and Nubians black (Patch and Allon, 2016). In addition to this further art was added for physical differences such as hair and cultural iconography images. This demonstrates and understanding of ethnic identity. They used the natural geography of their environments to separate themselves from their neighbours the most notable of this being the cataracts of the Nile. That is however not to say that there was no cultural crossover; there are numerous instances of cultural assimilation: from mixed iconography in their art and architecture, foreign Pharaohs from Libya and Persia, including the Kushite kings, and even the introduction of the horse and chariot (Schneider, 2003) in the early 17th Century BC. This introduction demonstrates the complexity of the Egyptians relationship with the world around them and how cultural assimilation was practiced and accepted despite the concept of Isfet and Ma’at acting as a cultural barrier. 
  
The concept of two most commonly depicted via the concept of Ma’at and Isfet is crucial for understanding Egyptian cultural identity. The characterisation of ‘Egyptian’ and ‘other’ inevitably results in an understanding of differences (Taylor, 2014) which can be seen by the characterisation of other cultures within Egyptian art. The people depicted in Egyptian art is most easily characterised by colour. The Egyptian understanding of colour was unique to how we understand it today (Shiyanthi Thavapalan and Warburton, 2019) and is largely reliant upon geography-based understanding of language. In addition to colour there are others such as facial features, hair differences, tattoos and clothing. Despite the Egyptians perpetuating negative ethnic stereotypes, the reality of interaction had largely more positive interethnic connection (Smith, 2018) widely irrespective of its imperialism nature especially in the later periods. The actuality of Egyptian interaction with the wider world was largely peaceful, however it is still important to not the imperialistic nature and attempted conquest of their neighbours. With this point one questions how conquered neighbours would dissimilate into Egyptian culture. Or how more peaceful assimilation from immigration was handled. Ma’at, in case we must remember what makes an Egyptian is Ma’at, therefore if one where to accept and live within the [image: ]concept of Ma’at they became Egyptian. Often, they changed names, this can be seen from soldiers to princesses that came to Egypt through diplomatic ties. Often this resulted in loosing track of these peoples through texts once they changed names.  The process of assimilation can be seen via figure 1, which depicts a man drinking beer the Assyrian way and has both Egyptian and Assyrian iconography which further demonstrates the assimilation of cultures within Egypt. Figure 1: Image of man with Assyrian and Egyptian iconography (J. Liepe, et al. 2012)


The Nile served as a vital internal trade route from the North to the Mediterranean to the south to Nubia. The red sea enabled trade to Assyria. Egypt served as a crossing between the Levant and Africa. Therefore, despite the Egyptian dislike of foreigners, it stands to reason that they saw many travellers and traders. As a result, the aggression towards foreigners, as suggested with the nine bows, was likely more an ideal rather than actuality.  The nine bows were a term used by the Egyptians to describe the adversaries of Egypt which included the people of Nubia and the Levant and numerous other, but also interestingly upper and lower Egypt were included. Whilst the idea of the nine bows seems quite specific however the Egyptians had different understandings then us. Zein describes this as ‘For the ancient Egyptians, three was used for ‘plural’, and nine was therefore the ‘plural of plurals’ which expresses the meaning of totality.’ (Zein, 2021). This explanation means that it was not necessarily nine enemies but the totality of enemies and the battle between Ma’at and Isfet. This relates back to how Egyptians perceive the world around them and the relationship between them and their neighbours. This concept of the enemies and Isfet can be seen in certain artefacts such as Tutankhamun’s sandals where there is iconography of the ‘enemies’ presented on them. The visual impact of him stepping on them every time he walks is instrumental to the continuation of the ideology the Pharaoh smiting the foreigners and Egyptian superiority due to the idea of Ma’at and Isfet. 
The Libyans inhabited the Western desert however they did not have a written language to conceptualise their own identity, so archaeologists are left to conceptualise with Egyptian information. The Egyptians interactions were often classified as negative especially in context of war. They destroyed and burnt pots and figurines with the Libyans names upon them, believing this destroyed the threat the Libyans posed (Woodcock, 2014).  This demonstrates the cultural and religious aspect of differentiation between cultures and the rest of the world. However not all interactions where negative; along the western desert border there was often trade of cattle and manufactured goods (Expedition Magazine, 2026) despite the contest of various Libyan tribes and Egyptians.
Egypt had a unique geopolitical relationship with the Asiatics, joined by a land bridge from Asia to Africa but the Sinai desert made direct contact difficult. This geographical difficulty meant that the Asiatics became essential for trade (Elat, 1978) and eventually formed a ‘brotherhood’ between Egypt and Asiatic nations. However, there were not always positive trade relations as there was often conflict between control of trade centres.  During periods of peace the ‘brotherhood’ of interconnected rulers was key for diplomacy with goods being traded and gifted around. Daughters of rulers were often sent for international marriages however as previously mentioned they often lost their original names and adopted Egyptian names. 
 Located to the south of Egypt was Nubia, there were periods of heavy colonisation which created a cultural assimilation.  This can be seen with sudden decrease in indigenous material culture in the New Kingdom era (Pelt, 2013). Reider 1910, as cited by Pelt 2013 suggests that the assimilation was forced not only by military might but also by immigration from Egyptian families. Whilst his other opinions are questionable in today’s society and moral values the idea of assimilation due to close contact with other cultural technologies, art and culture is likely.  However, it is important to consider that the differentiation of Egyptian and the ‘other’ was more based on the following of Ma’at then cultural or visual differences. That is not to say that these differences were fully ignored but that the departing from Isfet or chaos was more culturally significant. 
Overall, an important factor in how the Egyptians understand the world around them and how they contrasted themselves with other peoples was heavily reliant upon the idea of Ma’at and their cultural values. Egyptian connections were defined by diplomatic trade and conquest. Ma’at and the continuation of order among chaos was vital to Egyptian culture and heavily influenced how they interacted with people who they believed to live in Isfet or chaos. 
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