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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

Introduction
This essay provides a critical comparison and contrast of two JSTOR papers. The chosen papers are from Nancy M. Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time, and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 29, No. 3  (1987) [hereafter Farriss, Time and Cosmology of the Maya], pp. 566-593, and Denise Martin, ‘Ma’at and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge’, Journal of Black Studies, Vol. 38, No. 6, (2008) [hereafter Martin, Ma’at in African Cosmology], pp. 951-967. In Time and Cosmology of the Maya, Farriss utilized the Mayan conception of time as a framework to illustrate how seemingly paradoxical notions of time can coexist within a culture and which factors may contribute to how notions of time are understood. Alternatively, in Ma’at in African Cosmology, Martin applied a cosmologically broad construct, referred to in ancient Egypt as Ma’at, not only as a way to understand the core cosmological conceptions within ancient Egypt, but also as a potential framework through which the cosmologies of other cultures could be studied. 
This critical comparison will consider how the notions of time and Ma’at as presented by Farriss and Martin may be utilized as frameworks for the study of cultural cosmologies. A compilation of ideas pulled together by Don Handelman in Returning to Cosmology: Thoughts on the Positioning of Belief defined cosmology as a belief and description of what the universe is composed; how it is organized; and how it functions.[footnoteRef:1] Handelman distinguished an ‘organic cosmos’ from a ‘monotheistic cosmos.’ An organic cosmos was defined as self-containing and ‘continuous within itself’, thereby holding itself together; a monotheistic cosmos was characterized by ‘fractures’ between the Divine and man, where there is an ‘exterior cosmos’ (inaccessible to man) and an ‘interior cosmos’ (for which man is a part) held together by God.  [1:  Don Handelman, Returning to Cosmology: Thoughts on the Positioning of Belief (2008), pp. 181-182.] 

The main topics and findings from Time and Cosmology of the Maya and Ma’at in African Cosmology will first be summarized in brief and then followed by an analysis of the ideas laid forward. Handelman’s contrast of organic and monotheistic cosmoi will be considered in relation to the cosmological ideas put forward by Farriss and Martin. 

Time as a framework
In Time and Cosmology of the Maya, Farriss examined how the Mayan conception of time may have informed their cosmology. Two time alternatives were presented: cyclical time—characterized as repeatable, infinite, and synergic with prediction—specifically noted is the katun round a visual representation of cyclical time appearing in a compilation referred to as the Books of Chilam Balam (a colonial transcription of pre-Hispanic hieroglyphic texts); and linear time—typified as irreversible, initiatory, and non-predictive—the extant evidence for the use of linear time by the Maya provided by the author came from the mid-sixteenth and early seventeenth century documentation of the Mayan elites; here, an ordered sequence of migrations, conquests, and shifts of ruling power were documented in a type of calculation referred to as the Long Count.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Nancy Farriss, Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time, and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan (1987) pp. 566, 570-572.] 

Now outmoded literacy models were expressly presented to illustrate that whether a culture would be more or less inclined to one conception of time over the other could not be determined by literacy alone.[footnoteRef:3] It was noted that many societies such as the Chinese, Indian, ancient Egyptian, and Mesoamerican, developed writing systems and maintained an historically cyclical view of time. Farris further highlighted Western civilization as an outlier in that it maintains a high degree of literacy and a predominantly linear conception of time.  [3:  Farriss pp. 567.] 

A teleological model was also considered. Here some key differences in the worldviews between Western and non-Western societies were emphasized: Western societies having developed under the egis of Judeo-Christian philosophy espoused singular and critical turning point events from which there was no return.[footnoteRef:4] The crucifixion of Jesus or Christianity’s impending day of a final judgement can be thought of as examples of events which are singular, permanent, and linear in nature. Martin maintained that a conception of linear time can influence how peoples experience and interpret events; in the case of linear-dominate time, events exact permanent results and affect everything which follows.  [4:  Farriss pp. 568, 573.] 

To solidify the contrast between linear and cyclical time, Farriss noted Mircea Eliade’s work on cyclical perceptions of time existing as a ‘universal mental construct’ from which only Western thought has strayed.[footnoteRef:5] Cyclical conceptions of time were described as including the need to continually reestablish order and balance by negotiation with unseen forces and supported active partnerships with the gods to maintain societal order. Nicholas Campion noted the Maya negotiated with time through rituals to clear debts to the gods, manage a delicate balance with nature, and maintain cosmic order.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Farriss pp. 568, 589.]  [6:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions (NYU Press, 2012), pp. 65.] 

The literacy and teleological models presented in combination with Eliade’s work showed that cyclical conceptions of time have historically been more common and that both cyclical and linear conceptions of time can and do coexist within a single cosmological worldview.[footnoteRef:7] Leopold Howe’s work on Balinese Time was used to support the position that while both concepts of time can coexist within a cultural cosmology, one ‘must be subordinated to or incorporated into the other.’[footnoteRef:8] Specific to the Maya, Farriss concluded that cyclical time became subordinate to linear time for tracking and documenting history, perhaps due to Hispanic influence and a desire to appease the Christian worldview of the Spaniards.[footnoteRef:9] Finally of note was that the Mayan conception of time allowed for a triadic understanding of past, present, and future.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Farriss pp. 568-569.]  [8:  Farriss pp.572, 580.]  [9:  Farriss pp. 572, 589.]  [10:  Farriss pp. 589.] 


Ma’at as a framework
Denise Martin in Ma’at in African Cosmology, presented Ma’at cosmologically as an ordering principle informing the creation of the universe; religiously, as a goddess of order and balance; and philosophically, as a moral and ethical principle and guide for the internal thoughts and external behaviour of the Egyptian people.[footnoteRef:11] Nicholas Campion, in Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, made use of J. Martin Plumley’s article The Cosmology of Ancient Egypt to note that Egyptian cosmology prioritized maintenance and stability as not only beneficial but also as a collaboration with the gods.[footnoteRef:12] Campion goes on to suggest Ma’at as a personification of cosmic order. Martin reported that there are currently no records from ancient Egypt which clearly define Ma’at; however, texts illustrating how Ma’at was conceptually applied can be found in texts such as the Pyramid texts and the Declaration of Virtues.[footnoteRef:13] The author also pointed out that Ma’at functioned in a manner contrary to the Judeo-Christian conception of God in that it existed regardless of the existence of man; whereas, God functioned almost exclusively through man. In other words, Ma’at is not dependent on man to carry out its intentions, but the Judeo-Christian God is.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Denise Martin, Ma’at and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous Knowledge (2008) pp. 951 ]  [12:  Campion, pp. 86.]  [13:  Martin, pp. 953. ]  [14:  Martin, pp. 956-957.] 

According to Jan Assmann, ancient Egyptian culture contained notions of both cyclic (neheh) and linear (djet) time.[footnoteRef:15] In contrast to the 3-fold conception of time presented by Farriss within Mayan cosmology, Assmann describes ancient Egyptian time as dualistic: neheh represented ‘imperfect’ cyclical time which is endless but ‘measurable’ (quantitative) as opposed to djet which represented time that is only accessible by the divine and therefore only ‘evaluative’ (qualitative) in nature. Assmann further clarified cyclical time as a representation of ‘stone’ or earthly matters and non-cyclical time as representative of the ‘stars’ or heavenly matters. It is unclear based on Farriss’ work in Time and Cosmology of the Maya if linear time was also viewed by the Mayans as a form of divine time. [15:  Jan Assmann, http://archiv.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/propylaeumdok/4027/1/Assmann_Time_2013.pdf, [accessed October 2020].] 

The coup de grace of Martin’s article was a set of 10 core characteristics or benchmarks of knowledge, applied to the symbology and mythology of Ma’at. The framework demonstrated the extent of Ma’at’s influence and infiltration within the ancient Egyptian worldview, while simultaneously positing a set of generalized criteria by which other researchers could attempt to evaluate the cultural and cosmological significators of other civilizations.[footnoteRef:16] Four example evaluative characteristics established by Martin via the Ma’at framework were defined as deification—a sacred being; as functional—a merger of the sacred and the mundane in order to produce a tangible outcome; as communal—where knowledge is provided for humans as sacred receivers; and finally as polyrhythmic—a complex form of knowledge that encompasses ‘human, familial, communal, earthly, and celestial rhythms.’[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Martin, pp. 951, 955, 957-963.]  [17:  Martin, pp. 957-963.] 

Martin summarized Ma’at as a connector of all facets of ancient Egyptian life and therefore, by extension, as a connector of all classical African knowledge.[footnoteRef:18] The four example evaluative characteristics highlight aspects of Ma’at as a broad-ranging cosmological construct within ancient Egypt and can serve to demonstrate a linkage to the Mayan cosmology described by Farriss—both the ancient Egyptians and Mayans had a belief in the divine; participated as a conduit between divine will and earthly manifestation; were capable of communication with the divine; and maintained a belief in the connectedness of all facets of life—personal, communal, earthly, and heavenly. Ma’at as a cosmological ordering principle was demonstrated to be broadly integrated within the cosmology of classical Africa; but, the potential of the 10-point Ma’at framework in assessing or defining key cosmological principles within other cultures was not shown.   [18:  Martin, pp. 964.] 


Conclusion
In this critical review of two JSTOR papers, two cosmological concepts—time and Ma’at— were examined in relation to the cultural cosmologies of the Maya of Yucatan and the Egyptians of classical Africa. With regard to time, an ontological classification as cyclical, non-cyclical, or dualistic can be considered separately from any epistemological applications of time within a cultural cosmological assessment, as intimated by both Farriss and Assmann. For the Maya, time was believed to function on a hierarchical two-fold scale (cyclical subordinate to non-cyclical) with a triadic understanding of past, present, and future. In contrast, for the ancient Egyptians, time functioned on a continuum of two opposing forces (neheh and djet) with seemingly inherent abilities to balance and support each other without need of subordination or distinctions of past, present, and future. Assmann’s assessment of Egyptian linear time as divine time—perfect, immutable, and made manifest by the stars—may align with Farriss’ characterization of linear time as irreversible, initiatory, and non-predictive among the Maya. Assmann’s subsequent characterization of non-linear time as imperfect, endless but measurable, and corresponding to earthly manifestations, may be compatible with Farriss’ definition of non-linear time as repeatable, infinite, and predictive. The notion of cosmological time within classical African thought was not directly addressed by Martin within the Ma’at epistemological framework. Nevertheless, it is evident that two cultures can have similar ontological views about the structure of time—simultaneously supporting both cyclical and linear views—while also having divergent epistemological applications of those views.
Both Farriss and Martin applied the monotheistic Judeo-Christian western conception of God as a counterpoint to the worldviews of the non-monotheistic, non-western cosmologies of the Maya and the ancient Egyptians. Non-monotheism and cyclical notions of time both aligned with a need for human involvement in the maintenance of cosmic harmony through an active partnership with the divine. Conversely, the Judeo-Christian monotheistic notion of God aligned with notions of linear time and involved clear boundaries between the divine and human where God has sole ownership of maintaining the continuity of the cosmos.
There are points of overlap between how the Maya and ancient Egyptians defined their notions of time (both cyclical and linear) and divinity (non-monotheistic) and the cosmological definitions of organic and monotheistic cosmoi provided by Handelman. The concept of a monotheistic cosmos aligned with Judeo-Christian notions such as perfection, linear time, and a divinely controlled universe—which functions despite a separation of God and man—where order is maintained through the sole will of God. Conversely, an organic cosmos seemed to align with Mayan and Egyptian cosmological notions of cyclical time and a self-containing, self-perpetuating universe that is inclusive and involves a connection to and negotiation with the divine. 
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