


Maat and Kemet: Ancient Ideas in Modern Religious Philosophies


Ancient Egypt was home to Ma'at, and the earliest written records of the religion date from before 1800 BCE (Ferguson, R.J., 2016, p. 7). Between 4500 BCE and 500 CE, Kemetism was a restoration of the ancient Egyptian religion (Krogh, M.C., 2004, p. 168). Ma’at is used in modern religious philosophies in different ways, but still shows the principles of order and justice. Kemet is a term that is used in modern discussions for African history.

Ma’at

Ma'at is defined as truth, justice, and order and was used to control disorder in ancient Egypt (Van Blerk, N.J., 2018, p. 70). Law transcends all people and was personified by Goddess Ma'at (Van Blerk, N.J., 2018, p. 70). The law evolved into a "mechanism" to protect Ma'at (Van Blerk, N.J., 2018, p 71). Egyptians viewed foreigners as chaotic (Manzo, A., 2022, p. 48). The idea of Ma'at was so potent to the ancient Egyptians that it was given the form of a goddess (Schroeder, T.K., 2015, p.1). The Goddess Ma'at is a significant character in the Book of the Dead (Schroeder, T.K., 2015, p. 1). Ma’at can be represented in the form of a Goddess or a female figure with a white feather headdress (See Image 1) (Schroeder, T.K, 2015, p. 2). Ma'at is regarded as the Eye of Ra since she is the daughter of the Sun God Ra (Redford, D.B, 2002, p. 190). The cornerstone of ancient Egyptian social and religious life is ma'at (Ferguson, R.J, 2016, p. 2).

[image: Illustration shows a woman with a blue ostrich feather on her head, and green wings which she holds out with her hands, she is wearing a red garment. ]
Image 1: Image of the Goddess Ma’at

Ma'at provides a viewpoint on human justice and the relationship between nature and the environment to modern thinkers (Ferguson, R.J., 2016, p. 6). The ancient Egyptians saw Ma'at as the highest form of the universe and the highest form of human order (Ferguson, R.J., 2016, p. 6). According to Ferguson (2016), there isn't a single idea that connects the natural and human orders in the contemporary era (p. 6). Ferguson (2016) states that Ma'at is the core concept of social justice (p. 7). In the Book of the Dead, Ma'at is symbolised by the ostrich feather that is measured against the heart of the departed, according to Schroeder (Schroeder, T.K, 2015, p. 6). The use of Ma'at's image in tomb art provided the bereaved with comfort that balance was preserved in the hereafter (Schroeder, T.K., 2015, p. 5). Images of the goddess Ma'at were often placed in front of tombs; they often had wings spread, suggesting a protective element if the goddess's function is to shield the deceased from anything that might prevent them from entering the afterlife (Schroeder, T.K, 2015, p. 5).

A "comforting certainty" that order will persist after death was also linked to the Goddess (Schroeder, T.K., 2015, p. 5). Ma’at is seen as being intertwined with the Pharaoh and in practising Ma’at, Egyptians are proving their loyalty and devotion to the Pharaoh (Redford, D.B, 2002, p. 189). However, despite Ma’at’s importance to Ancient Egyptians, there is no trace of her having any temples that predated the New Kingdom construction of the temple to Ma’at Karnak North by Amenhotpe III (Redford, D.B, 2002, p. 190). The significance of Ma’at can be seen in the use of her temple at Karnak, which was used for the crowning of Queen Hatshepsut and perhaps the investiture of some Kings according to textual evidence (Redford, D.B, 2002, p. 190). 

Ma'at was a concept that Nubians were deeply committed to (Karenga, M. 2004, p. 110). This is an illustration of how Ma'at was significant to Egyptian monarchs even in the Middle of time (Karenga, M. 2004, p. 112).

Kemet

According to The Fitzwilliam Museum (2025), the word "ancient Kemet" refers to Egyptians in an African context. The accomplishments of ancient Kemet are frequently invoked by African Americans to support African Agency (Temple, C.N., 2012, p. 130). As part of African history, Kemet is now acknowledged (Temple, C.N., 2012, p. 130). In Kemet, there is evidence of African culture that extends beyond the continent of Africa (The Fitzwilliam Museum, 2025). Kemet is known as the native African civilisation within Egypt and is the term used by Ancient African people within Egypt, which means ‘black lands’ or ‘people of the black lands’ (Hilliard, A.G, 1992, p. 10). The current accepted date for the beginning of Kemet is 3,100 B.C (Hilliard, A.G, 1992, p. 10). 

The Kemet nation was founded by a King from the south who unified the northern or lower part of the land with the southern or upper part of the land (Hilliard, A.G, 1992, p. 10). Twelve Native African dynasties were in power for more than a thousand years in Egypt; however, Kemet civilisation lasted nearly three thousand years (Hilliard, A.G, 1992, p. 10). It was after the time of the Councils at Nicea in the fourth century A.D that knowledge of Ancient Kemet Civilisation was lost to Europeans (Hilliard, A.G, 1992, p. 11). This is because of the persistent, methodical attempts to eradicate the traces of Kemetic cultural forms, which have been and continue to be among the most significant in European culture (Hilliard, A.G., 1992, p. 11). The Kemetic priesthood and professoriate were abolished by the Romans, who also progressively succeeded in closing the Kemet temples and colleges (Hilliard, A.G, 1992, p. 11). The Romans attempted to assert their complete intellectual and spiritual independence from Africa by doing this (Hilliard, A.G., 1992, p. 11).

The revival of widespread European interest in Kemet began with Napoleon Bonaparte’s conquest in 1798 (Hilliard, A.G, 1992, p. 11). Modern Kemetism is the revival of Egyptian religion, and Kemet orthodoxy is often compared to Wicca (Krogh, M.C, 2004, p. 167). The term refers to the Indigenous name of the Nile River region known as Kemet (Krogh, M.C, 2004, p. 168). The contemporary practice of this religion began in Chicago in 1988 by Tamam Siuda, who was seeking initiation as a Wiccan priestess at the age of eighteen (Krogh, M.C, 2004, p. 168). However, Kemetism was only made legal by the government in the state of Illinois in 1993 (Krogh, M.C, 2004, p. 169). Ancient Egyptian religion did not end with the end of the Pharaonic culture, but was thought to continue in Kemet (Harrison, P, 2017, p. 3). The Kemet religion in modern times is a religion which is growing in community (Harrison, P, 2017, p. 3). Some racial scientists bring the idea of the Egyptian race as an attempt to classify the Ancient Egyptians and to bring power to the Caucasian race (Harrison, P, 2017, p. 6). In the same way that Kemetism in modern times enforces the discussion of native ‘black’ African history and Afrocentrism comes in (Harrison, P, 2017, p. 6). 

However, as seen in the understanding of Ma’at, the definition of being Egyptian is not race but rather the practice of Ma’at, and foreigners are Chaos, therefore, the idea of race is not a reason (Manzo, A, 2022, p. 48). This Afrocentric idea of Kemet could be an attempt to change the Western influence on the modern narrative of Ancient Egypt (Harrison, P, 2017, p. 6). As seen by the Nubian rulers over Egypt, the devotion to Ma’at is one of the principles that defined other rulers as being identified as Egyptian (Karenga, M, 2004, Pp. 110-112). Many ‘black respondents’ view Egypt as a lost African capital, and Kemetic Orthodox leaders encourage the Afrocentric view of Egypt (Harrison, P, 2017, p. 10). This idea of Kemet has led to the research of the ethnicity of Egypt (Harrison, P, 2017, p. 10). 

But there is a dilemma because Egypt had its own understanding of what Egypt was, as evidenced by the idea that outsiders were chaos and the meaning of Ma'at (Manzo, A., 2022, p. 48). Moral values in Kemetic society aid in distinguishing between the many "reductive" versions (Karenga, M., 2004, p. 3). According to Karenga (2004), Ma'at reflects the same principles found in other religions, such as the Confucian concept of jen, the Buddhist concept of nirvana, the Hindu concept of dharma, the Jewish concept of tzedek, the Christian concept of agape, the core Islamic concept of Ifa, which is justice, and the Confucian concept of nirvana. (Karenga, M. 2004, p. 4) The ideal is modelled after the Judeo-Christian concept of Ma'at. According to Karenga (2004), p. 6, Ma'at was essential in ancient Egypt and is also a major component of the Kemetic worldview. In addition to being the guiding principle and objective of the divine world order, Ma'at is sometimes referred to as the "grundlage" of existence (Karenga, M. 2004, no. 6).

Conclusion

In ancient Egypt, Ma'at represented justice and order and symbolised concepts that are used all over the world, but it has never been consolidated into a single principle as much as a goddess in Egypt. Kemet is the name given to the old Native African culture in Egypt. Evidence of the presence of Ma'at and Kemet in modern religious thinking can be found in the revival of Egyptian and Kemet in Europe. Kemetism is also used to describe the revival of African racial discourse that started in the 1990s. Through Kemetism, Egypt is classified as a single race. However, Ma'at is one of the principles of Egypt that can be utilised to understand Egyptian identity, especially in light of the fact that Egyptians see foreigners as chaos and that being Egyptian entails abiding by Ma'at's laws of justice and order. 
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Appendices

Image one: Ancient Egyptian gods and goddesses | British Museum (no date). Available at: https://www.britishmuseum.org/learn/schools/ages-7-11/ancient-egypt/ancient-egyptian-gods-and-goddesses (Accessed: 17 April 2025). 
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