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

The civilisation of ancient Egypt developed one of the most enduring and coherent cultural 
identities of the ancient world. For more than three millennia, Egyptians articulated a distinctive 
understanding of themselves that combined geography, religion, kingship, and social order. Their self-
definition was constructed both positively: through concepts such as maat (cosmic order, justice, and 
harmony) and the idea of Egypt as a divinely structured land, and negatively, in contrast to neighbouring 
peoples often characterised as chaotic, uncivilised, or threatening. Yet this sense of difference did not 
entail isolation. Egypt’s relationship with the wider world was dynamic, encompassing trade, diplomacy, 
warfare, cultural exchange, and ideological boundary-making. The Egyptians perceived themselves as the 
centre of a divinely ordered cosmos, but they were also deeply engaged with their environment and with 
foreign societies. This essay argues that ancient Egyptian identity emerged from an interplay between 
geography, religion, and political ideology, through which Egyptians positioned themselves as the 
embodiment of order in contrast to external disorder, while simultaneously maintaining complex 
economic and cultural relationships with surrounding regions. 

 

The physical environment of Egypt played a foundational role in shaping Egyptian self-
understanding. The Nile Valley provided a narrow corridor of fertile land bordered by deserts that 
functioned both as barriers and symbolic boundaries. This distinctive geography fostered a perception of 
Egypt as a self-contained, ordered world. Egyptians referred to their land as Kemet, meaning “the Black 
Land”, in reference to the fertile soil deposited by the Nile’s annual inundation (Shaw, 2000). In contrast, 
the surrounding deserts were known as Deshret, the “Red Land”, associated with barrenness and danger. 
This geographical dichotomy informed a broader cultural opposition between order and chaos. 

The Nile itself was central to Egyptian identity. Its predictable flooding enabled agricultural 
stability and contributed to the perception that Egypt was uniquely favoured by divine forces. Egyptian 
texts emphasise the Nile’s life-giving role, describing it as that “which gives life to all that it touches” 
(Wilkinson, 2003, p.58). Such language reinforced the idea that Egypt was a specially ordered 
environment distinct from surrounding regions. 

Geography also shaped perceptions of foreigners. Peoples living beyond Egypt’s natural 
boundaries were often described in Egyptian texts as inhabiting marginal, chaotic environments. As 
Assmann observes, Egypt conceived of itself as “the ordered centre of the cosmos surrounded by zones of 
disorder” (Assmann, 2001, p.24). This spatial thinking contributed to a conceptual map in which Egypt 
represented civilisation itself, while external regions existed in varying degrees of distance from order. 

 

At the heart of Egyptian self-definition lay the concept of maat. This term encompassed truth, 
justice, balance, and cosmic order. Egyptians understood their society as the earthly manifestation of a 
universal order established at creation. As Assmann explains, maat represented “the structure of the world 
as it ought to be” (Assmann, 2001, p.7). Maintaining maat was both a moral obligation and a political 
imperative, embodied above all in the institution of kingship. 

Egyptian texts present maat as the principle distinguishing Egypt from foreign lands. While 
Egypt represented stability and divine harmony, neighbouring regions were often depicted as spaces 
where maat was absent or threatened. The king, or Pharaoh, functioned as the guarantor of maat. Through 



ritual actions, governance, and military campaigns, he was believed to maintain cosmic balance. Royal 
ideology frequently represented the king as the one who “puts maat in place of chaos” (Shaw, 2000, 
p.112). 

Scenes on temple walls frequently depict the pharaoh defeating foreign enemies, symbolising not 
merely political victory but the triumph of order over disorder. Such imagery expressed a worldview in 
which Egypt’s internal harmony required the containment or subjugation of external forces perceived as 
chaotic. 

Importantly, maat was not only a theological concept but also a social one. It structured everyday 
ethics, administrative practice, and legal norms. Egyptians believed that proper conduct: fairness, honesty, 
and respect for hierarchy, reflected the cosmic order itself. Thus, identity was embedded in a moral 
framework linking individual behaviour to universal harmony. 

 

Egyptian texts and artistic representations reveal a complex attitude toward neighbouring peoples. 
Foreigners were often categorised into broad groups, such as Nubians to the south, Asians to the north-
east, and Libyans to the west. These groups were frequently depicted in Egyptian art with distinctive 
physical features and clothing, emphasising their difference (Baines, 2007). 

Such representations did not merely document ethnographic variation; they served ideological 
purposes. Foreign peoples were commonly portrayed as chaotic, rebellious, or inferior. Wilkinson notes 
that royal imagery consistently presents foreign enemies as “embodiments of disorder subdued by royal 
power” (Wilkinson, 2003, p.89). Scenes of the pharaoh smiting enemies became a standard iconographic 
motif, reinforcing the idea that Egypt existed in opposition to external disorder. 

However, this discourse of difference was not static or uniformly hostile. Egyptian attitudes 
toward foreigners varied according to political circumstances. During periods of military expansion, 
foreign peoples were depicted as conquered enemies. During times of trade and diplomacy, they could be 
portrayed as partners or tribute bearers. Thus, otherness was a flexible category shaped by Egypt’s 
evolving relationship with the outside world. 

The notion of cultural superiority also informed Egyptian identity. Egyptian language and 
customs were seen as markers of civilisation. Foreign languages were often represented as unintelligible 
or chaotic, reinforcing a hierarchy of cultural value. Yet archaeological evidence demonstrates that 
Egyptians adopted foreign technologies, artistic styles, and even deities, revealing a more complex reality 
than official ideology suggested. As Baines argues, Egyptian culture was “distinctive yet permeable” 
(Baines, 2007, p.64). 

 

Despite ideological emphasis on distinction, Egypt was deeply connected to neighbouring regions 
through trade networks. From the earliest periods, Egyptians imported resources unavailable in the Nile 
Valley, including timber from the Levant, gold from Nubia, incense from Punt, and copper from Sinai 
(Wilkinson, 2003). 

Trade expeditions were often depicted as state-sponsored enterprises that demonstrated Egypt’s 
power and reach. Yet these exchanges also reveal Egypt’s dependence on external resources. The need for 
foreign materials complicates the notion of Egypt as a self-sufficient world and highlights its integration 
into broader regional systems. 



Interactions with Nubia provide a particularly instructive example. Egypt maintained complex 
relationships with Nubian societies, encompassing trade, warfare, and cultural exchange. Nubia supplied 
gold and other valuable resources, while Egyptian cultural influence spread southward through 
colonisation and administration (Shaw, 2000). At the same time, Nubian rulers later adopted Egyptian 
cultural forms when they ruled Egypt during the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty, demonstrating the bidirectional 
nature of cultural interaction. 

Similarly, Egypt’s engagement with the Near East involved both conflict and diplomacy. 
Diplomatic correspondence from the Late Bronze Age reveals a network of international relations in 
which Egypt participated as one of several great powers. These interactions show that Egypt’s identity as 
a distinct civilisation coexisted with its participation in a shared political and economic world. 

 

Military activity played a significant role in articulating Egypt’s relationship with its neighbours. 
Egyptian kings frequently presented warfare as a necessary means of preserving maat. Campaigns against 
foreign territories were framed not simply as acts of conquest but as defensive measures to protect cosmic 
order. Assmann notes that royal warfare was understood as “the restoration of cosmic balance through the 
defeat of disorder” (Assmann, 2001, p.46). 

Royal inscriptions often depict foreign enemies as aggressors threatening Egypt’s stability. By 
defeating them, the king restores harmony to the world. This ideological framing transformed military 
conflict into a moral and cosmic struggle. Yet warfare also facilitated cultural exchange. Military 
campaigns brought Egyptians into contact with foreign technologies, artistic motifs, and administrative 
practices. The expansion of Egyptian influence into Nubia and the Levant created zones of interaction 
where cultural boundaries became permeable. Thus, even as warfare reinforced ideological distinctions, it 
also contributed to Egypt’s integration into regional networks. 

 

Egyptian religion further shaped perceptions of the world beyond Egypt. The cosmos was 
conceived as a structured system maintained by divine forces. Egypt occupied a central position within 
this system, often conceptualised as the place where creation first occurred. Assmann describes Egypt as 
“the point at which cosmic order is most fully realised” (Assmann, 2001, p.19). This theological 
geography reinforced the idea that Egypt was uniquely ordered. 

Foreign lands were sometimes associated with dangerous or chaotic divine forces. Deities linked 
to desert regions embodied ambivalence toward spaces beyond the Nile Valley. These associations did not 
imply total rejection of the outside world but rather integrated it into a broader cosmological framework 
in which order and chaos existed in dynamic tension. 

Religious practice also reflected engagement with foreign cultures. Egyptian religion 
incorporated foreign deities and adapted them into the Egyptian pantheon. This process demonstrates that 
Egyptian identity, while ideologically exclusive, was culturally receptive. Religious syncretism allowed 
Egyptians to integrate external influences without abandoning their conceptual framework of order. 

 

Egyptian identity was characterised by remarkable continuity across millennia. Artistic 
conventions, religious beliefs, and political structures remained recognisably Egyptian despite periods of 
foreign rule and internal change. This continuity was not merely historical but ideological. Egyptians 



understood their civilisation as timeless, rooted in divine creation and perpetually renewed through ritual. 
Egyptian tradition presented itself as “unchanging since the time of the gods” (Shaw, 2000, p.5). 

Foreign domination, such as the Hyksos rule during the Second Intermediate Period, challenged 
Egyptian self-perception but ultimately reinforced it. Later Egyptian narratives portrayed such periods as 
disruptions of order that were eventually overcome. The restoration of native rule was framed as the 
reestablishment of maat. This pattern illustrates how Egyptian identity incorporated experiences of 
contact and conflict with neighbours into a narrative of resilience. External challenges did not undermine 
Egyptian self-definition; they reaffirmed it. 

 

Egyptians viewed the world as structured around their own land. Yet their worldview was not one 
of isolation but of hierarchical inclusion. Foreign regions existed within a cosmic order centred on Egypt. 
They could be integrated through trade, diplomacy, or conquest, but they remained conceptually distinct. 

This perspective is evident in artistic representations of the world. Egyptian symbolic imagery 
often depicts Egypt at the centre, surrounded by foreign lands that are both part of the world and 
subordinate to it. Wilkinson summarises this worldview by stating that Egypt was seen as “the model of 
order in a wider landscape of instability” (Wilkinson, 2003, p.102). At the same time, Egypt’s relationship 
with the environment extended beyond human societies. The Nile’s cycles, desert boundaries, and 
celestial patterns were understood as expressions of divine order. Egyptians perceived themselves not 
merely as inhabitants of a land but as participants in a cosmic system linking nature, society, and the 
divine. 

 

Ancient Egyptian identity was constructed through a complex interplay of geography, religion, 
politics, and interaction with neighbouring societies. Egyptians defined themselves as the embodiment of 
maat, a divinely established order manifested in their land, society, and kingship. This self-definition was 
reinforced through contrast with foreign peoples, who were often portrayed as representatives of disorder 
or marginality. 

Yet Egyptian identity did not entail isolation. Egypt maintained extensive economic, diplomatic, 
and cultural relationships with surrounding regions. Trade, warfare, and exchange created a dynamic 
relationship with the wider world, even as ideological discourse emphasised distinction. 

Ultimately, the ancient Egyptians understood themselves as both unique and interconnected. They 
perceived Egypt as the centre of a divinely ordered cosmos, but they recognised that this order existed in 
relation to external forces and societies. Their relationship with the world around them was therefore not 
one of separation but of structured engagement, in which identity was continuously defined through 
interaction. The enduring coherence of Egyptian civilisation reflects the success of this worldview in 
integrating difference while maintaining a powerful sense of cultural unity. 
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