An Overview of Maat in Pharaonic Egypt  
 
Maat as a concept  
Maat was a concept in Pharaonic Egypt, which in English can be roughly translated to truth, justice, order and balance. It is important to note that these are only rough translations as it is difficult to accurately covey the concept of Maat into modern day English. In recent times some scholars, such as Maulana Karenga, have suggested that Maat should be understood as moral ideal, because Karenga thinks framing maat in this way will allow the concept to by understood in modern terms while keeping its distinctiveness. (Karenga, M. 2004, Maat, the moral ideal in ancient Egypt: a study in classical African ethics) Moreover, some other scholars, such as NJ Van Blerk, have suggested that we should primarily understand Maat as order, because the Egyptians had an important duality between Maat and Ifret. Maat represents order and Ifret represents Chaos. (Van Blerk, N.J. 2018, "The emergence of law in ancient Egypt: the role of maat") 
 
 
 
The Difficulty of Translating Maat into Modern English 
There are a few reasons why it is difficult to translate the pharaonic Egyptian concept of maat into English. One reason is the holistic nature of maat, as both a moral guideline and cosmic force that maintains harmony in the universe. Another reason is that modern English lacks a direct equivalent to maat that would capture its spiritual, ethical, and legal aspects simultaneously. Another reason maat is difficult to translate into modern English is that ancient Egyptian thought was deeply embedded in religious and social structures, which makes maat inseparable from governance, ritual, and personal conduct. One more reason is that maat was a dynamic concept as it was not static and evolved depending on the context, whether in legal judgements, philosophical discourse, or personal ethics. (Karenga, M. 2004, Maat, the moral ideal in ancient Egypt: a study in classical African ethics) (Van Blerk, N.J. 2018, "The emergence of law in ancient Egypt: the role of maat") (Martin, D. 2008, "Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge") 
 
 
 
 


Maat as Personified in the Goddess 
The pharaonic Egyptians believed in multiple deities, usually with each one representing a central idea to the pharaonic Egyptians. The pharaonic Egyptians personified the concept of maat in the goddess maat. The goddess maat was usually depicted by the pharaonic Egyptians as being responsible for judging people when they die. A feather is normally used to represent maat as maat is usually depicted with a feather on her head and the feather is a central part of how maat judges people. (Redford, D.B. 2002, The ancient gods speak: a guide to Egyptian religion) (Lesko, L. 2005, "Egyptian Religion: An Overview", Enyclopedia of Religion) 
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(Timeless Myths 2024, Maat Image)
 
Maat feather and the weighing of the heart 
Maat uses her feather and a weighing scale to weigh the hearts of people who have die, so that they can be judged as either having maat or not having maat, in simply terms the people get judged as either good or bad. If a person’s heart is lighter than the goddess maat’s feather than they have kept maat and been good, but if a person’s heart is heavier than they have not kept maat and been bad. There is a section in the Egyptian book of the Dead, which tells a story of an individual being judged by Maat, this story is often called the negative confession. Pharaonic Egyptians understand this as a guide for how to secure passage to the afterlife. (Redford, D.B. 2002, The ancient gods speak: a guide to Egyptian religion) (Lesko, L. 2005, "Egyptian Religion: An Overview", Enyclopedia of Religion) 

[image: Maat - Wikipedia][image: After a person passed away, the ancient Egyptians would weigh the persons  heart on a scale against an actual feather (the feather of Maat that  represented the goodness of truth and justice.)]
(Britannica 2024, Maat Feather Image) (Maat Weighing Scale Image)
 
Summary of The Negative Confession 
There is an individual who has died, and they end up facing judgment from the forty-two judges of the underworld. This individual protests their innocence before these judges by making 42 statements, which all started with the phrase ‘I have not’. An example of one of these statements would be “I have not committed stolen”. After the individual said all 42 of their statements Maat then judges this person by weighing her feather against their heart, and it is found to be lighter than the feather. (Lesko, L. 2005, "Egyptian Religion: An Overview", Enyclopedia of Religion) (B. Marczuk 2003, "Book of the Dead", New Catholic Enyclopedia) (Ringgren Helmer 2005, "Judgement of the Dead") 
  
 
 
Maat and the Egyptian Identity  
To the Pharaonic Egyptians practicing Maat is what makes someone Egyptian, as they generally held the view that there were those who are in order which are Egyptians and those who are in chaos which are non-Egyptian. Pharaonic Egyptians believed that anyone is capable of being able to practice maat, but not everyone will achieve maat, thus anyone could become Egyptian regardless of where they originated from. The Eloquent Peasant story composed around 1850 BCE highlights the idea that anyone can practice Maat. (Lesko, L. 2005, "Egyptian Religion: An Overview", Enyclopedia of Religion) (Quirke, S. 2015, Exploring religion in ancient Egypt) 
 
Summary of the Eloquent Peasant 
The peasant Khun-Anup is traveling to the market with his donkeys which are carrying goods to exchange for supplies for his family. Nemtynakt, a vassal of the high steward Rensi, notices the peasant approaching his land and comes up with a plan to steal Khun-Anup's donkeys. Nemtynakt tricks the peasant by placing a cloth on the narrow public path, where one side is bordered by the river and the other side is Nemtynakt’s private land. This forces the peasant to either trample the cloth, step into the water, or take his donkeys over Nemtynakt’s land to continue his journey. While Khun-Anup is appealing to Nemtynakt’s reason one of his donkeys eats some of Nemtynakt’s barley, this causes Nemtynakt to seize Khun-Anup donkeys and goods. Khun-Anup complains that this punishment is unfair, then Nemtynakt proceeds to beat him and threatens the peasant with death if he dares to complain. Khun-Anup does not accept this injustice, so he unsuccessfully appeals to Nemtynakt for 10 days. After this Khun-Anup seeks out the high steward Rensi to present his case. Rensi brings the peasant's case to magistrates, who dismiss the case as merely being a matter of dispute between a peasant and a landowner. Rensi then brings the story of the wronged peasant to pharaoh Nebkaure, telling him how elegantly the peasant speaks. Pharaoh is intrigued, so he instructs Rensi to not respond to the peasant's pleas, so that the peasant would continue to make his elegant speeches to be written down for the pharaoh. This continues for nine days, after Khun-Anup realises why he is being ignored and insults Rensi and is punished with a beating for doing so, but Khun-Anup is then given justice. Rensi after reading Khun-Anup last speech, is impressed and ordered the donkeys and the goods be returned to Khun-Anup and the peasant should be compensated with all the property of Nemtynakt, thus making Nemtynakt as poor as Khun-Anup was. (Mark Joshua 2017, The Eloquent Peasant and Egyptian Justice, World History Encylopedia) 
 
 
Conclusion  
Maat was seen as a key concept to the pharaonic Egyptians as it was what promoted order for them in a world they sought being full of chaos. Achieving Maat was essential to being an Egyptian for pharaonic Egyptians. Maat like many other important concepts to the pharaonic Egyptians was personified in a deity form to serve as a reminder to the Egyptians about the significance of this concept for them. 
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