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Response to: “Death and The Afterlife” by Rufus Maychild
The discussion paper presents a thoughtful and personally invested critique of Egyptological interpretations of death and the afterlife, raising important questions about scholarly assumptions, methodological blind spots and the tension between insider and outsider perspectives on ancient religion. Rufus’ position as a practicing Pagan funeral celebrant and ordained priest of the Fellowship of Isis provides a distinctive vantage point from which to interrogate academic narratives that treat Egyptian afterlife beliefs as symbolic, reductive, or psychologically motivated. This standpoint is articulated clearly when Rufus notes that Teeter’s explanation of the “long-term survival of Egyptian cult practices” as deriving from “a tremendous amount of comfort and support” amounts to “a polite assumption of Egyptian mass self-delusion”[footnoteRef:1]. This critique is well-founded: Egyptology has long struggled with the legacy of positivist and secularising frameworks that treat ancient religious experience as fundamentally irrational or naïve.  [1:  Emily Teeter, Religion and Ritual in Ancient Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p198.] 

	A central strength of the paper lies in its interrogation of the phrase “Egyptians believed…”, and the reminder that Egyptian religion lacks a formalised credo. Rufus rightly highlights the methodological problem of inferring belief from textual and material evidence that is fragmentary, elite-produced, and spanning millennia[footnoteRef:2]. This aligns with broader theoretical critiques of how scholars construct ‘belief’ in pre-modern societies, often projecting modern theological categories onto cultures that conceptualised religious practice differently. The Marxist understanding of ideology as socially material rather than psychological adds a productive layer to this critique, challenging the tendency to treat Egyptian religion as a unified mental disposition rather than a diverse, evolving set of practices embedding in social structures.  [2:  Rufus Maychild, Discussion Paper – Death and the Afterlife. Unpublished student paper, HPAH7015: Ancient Egyptian Religion, University of Wales Trinity St David, 2026. ] 

	The paper’s most compelling intervention is its identification of what it terms ‘schizologia’ – the coexistence of incompatible scholarly claims presented without critical reconciliation. The example drawn from Teeter’s assertion that “a person could not exist in the afterlife unless his or her image…was preserved among the living”[footnoteRef:3], followed immediately by the claim that remembrance itself constitutes “a practical and stunningly simple solution to immortality”[footnoteRef:4], effectively demonstrates this inconsistency. Rufus’ logical analysis of its implications – such as the exclusion of most Egyptians from any afterlife – highlights the need for Egyptologists to interrogate the internal coherence of their own interpretive frameworks.  [3:  Teeter, Religion and Ritual, p4. ]  [4:  Ibid] 

	The proposed focus on the Pyramid Texts is a judicious narrowing of scope. Scepticism toward the long-standing assumption that afterlife access was restricted to kings is well supported by cross-cultural comparison and by recent scholarship, such as Hays’ critique of the “democratisation” model[footnoteRef:5]. The engagement with Assmann, Naydler, and Morrow suggests a productive tension between literalist, symbolic, and experiential interpretations of the texts. Rufus’ inclination towards shamanic readings of celestial ascent is clearly articulated, though the paper would benefit from further justification of why this interpretive lens is preferable to Assmann’s more restrictive view[footnoteRef:6].  [5:  Harold M Hays, Death and the Democratisation of the Afterlife, in Old Kingdom: New Perspectives (2011), pp.115-130. ]  [6:  Jan Assmann, The Search for God in Ancient Egypt (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), p.153. ] 

	Overall, the paper offers a rigorous and refreshingly self-aware critique of Egyptological discourse. Its combination of personal religious investment and scholarly scepticism produces a nuanced, critical, and intellectually independent foundation for further research into Egyptian afterlife concepts. 
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