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MA’AT IN PHARAONIC EGYPT 
Specialised Encyclopaedia – Ancient Egyptian Religion, Philosophy and Ethics.
Introduction
This encyclopaedia will provide a general but in- depth exploration of Ma’at in pharaonic Egypt. It will highlight her position as an ancient Egyptian goddess who embodies a number of important principles, deemed as essential and fundamental qualities and cosmic powers. It will also offer a comprehension into her influence and significance within various aspects of Pharaonic Egyptian life.
Definition 
“Maat” (can also be seen as “Ma’at”) means order and balance as well as the opposite of Chaos, (Isfet) evil and lies. Ma’at plays a dual and central role within pharaonic Egypt. She is a goddess who possesses these principles and a personification of the cosmic order within the ancient Egyptian underworld known as Duat. This order includes principles such as justice, truth, balance, harmony, law, and morality.  It was an integral part of demonstrating how Egyptians should conduct themselves by displaying both ethical and moral behaviours, the ideal state of the world as well as a template for conducting human actions within society in accordance to the divine law.
The concept of Ma’at and its Origins
Between the Old kingdom period and the early dynastic period approximately (c.2686-2181 and c. 3100 BCE), during the early dynastic period, when upper and lower Egypt became one, the concept of Ma’at arose. “Ma’at” is the word used by ancient Egyptians to refer to cosmic order. According to the creation myths, Ma’at was created when Re arose from the waters of Nun – this is the name for chaos which was banished by creation. 
Although, pharaohs were deemed as earthly stewards of Ma’at, and were responsible for ensuring that order and justice was maintained throughout this period, the concept of Ma’at was lost for a period of time during the reign of pharaoh Akhenaten who challenged the existence of other gods, (American Research Center in Egypt, n.d) and only acknowledged and worshipped one god named Aten. This transformative law was viewed as disruptive for Egypt. 
Ma’at as a goddess
After the death of Akhenaten, the concept of Ma’at was restored and both men and gods worshipped the goddess. In fact, the king gifted the gods a statuette of Ma’at, something which is considered one of the most significant gifts from the King. Temples throughout Egypt often contain shrines dedicated to Ma’at alongside other impactful ancient Egyptian figures such as gods and kings often for their roles in upholding the divine law.
Ma’at as the light for the God of the sun – Ra
She is described as the daughter of the sun God named Re, and often accompanied him on his daily journey across the sky in the solar barque into the underworld. Here, Ma’at played a vital role in Ra’s daily journey (Cooney, 2018) as she would bring light and order to the world. Without the presence of Ma’at, Ra’s journeys would be filled with darkness and chaos causing an interrupted and unbalanced order. 
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(Image. 1. A depiction of Ma’at as a goddess, with the feather of truth on her head surrounded by ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs) https://www.meisterdrucke.uk/fine-art-prints/Egyptian-19th-Dynasty/1067622/Tomb-of-Sethi-I:-Maat,-Goddess-of-Truth-and-Justice-and-Hieroglyphs.html 
Iconography of Ma’at
Ma’at is often depicted as a woman wearing an ostrich feather on her head or sometimes a crown, or with outstretched wings. She is also shown either seated or standing, and dressed in a white linen dress with jewellery. Her presentation is a direct reflection of her personified qualities, e.g. The outstretched wings represent her encompassing nature, that her essence covers a range of qualities and values within ancient Egyptian life.
Symbols of the Ma’at
[image: Navratri Notes: Maat, The Goddess of Cosmic Order, Breath Of Life, And  Justice]Ostrich feather – The most recognisable symbol of the ma ’at (other than herself). This is used during the weighing of the heart ceremony is the standard symbol against the righteousness of an individual. Representation of truth.
Ma’at with showing outstretched wings.   https://swarajyamag.com/culture/navratri-notes-maat-the-goddess-of-cosmic-order-breath-of-life-and-justice 
[image: The Scale of Ma'at — Dejvid]Scales – An important symbol and tool which is used to balance the heart against the ostrich feather. 

Artwork depicting Scales balancing ostrich feather and heart.
https://www.dejvid.net/store/the-scale-of-maat 


Ankh – This is the symbol of life and is sometimes shown being held in the hand of Ma’at. This is also a representation of upholding the harmony within the universe and divine purposes. 
[image: Ma’at with ankh Art Print]
Image of Ma’at holding Ankh
https://www.redbubble.com/i/art-print/Ma-at-with-ankh-by-DotorEaon/54579249.1G4ZT 

Sceptre – Ma’at is also shown holding a sceptre, this is to emphasise her power to enforce the laws of truth and order and is also a symbol of authority.
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Image of Ma’at holding sceptre  
https://Crystalinks.com/maat.html 


 Religious significance and symbolism of Ma’at – Ma’at as a Judge
For many ancient Egyptians, Ma’at symbolised more than just a goddess, she was the representation of balance within the maintenance of the universe. She was the foundation for demonstrating a strong sense of morality and justice something which was a paramount in shaping the concept of the afterlife as well as helping to foster a deeper understanding of how to achieve the 	afterlife.                                                                                                                 She was mainly recognised as being associated within the realm of the hall of judgement, and is a key figure within the process of judging the dead. According to ancient Egyptian mythology and “The book of the dead”, during this process, the heart of the deceased is weighed against the Ma’at’s feather of truth (Moreno Garcia and Pines,2021). This would determine the outcome of the individual’s afterlife, if the person’s heart balanced with the feather, this would mean they have acted in accordance with the Ma’at’s cosmic principles and therefore would continue their journey to the afterlife. If not, the person’s journey would end and they would be annihilated by the demon named Ammit. 
Therefore, the role of the Ma’at as a judge was an exceptionally significant role in influencing the daily actions and lives of the ancient Egyptians, as without Ma’at they would have little to no guidance of morality, law and social order.
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Image 2. The book of the dead, depicting the weighing of the deceased’s heart on a scale against the feather of truth. https://www.britishmuseumshoponline.org/the-book-of-the-dead-of-ani.html 
Ma’at’s principles – A tale of two brothers.
The tale of two brothers is an ancient Egyptian myth. (Cathum, n.d) (van Blerk, 2018). There are 2 brothers Bata and Anpu (Anubis). They both work together farming and raising cattle. Anpu’s wife attempts to seduce Bata (the youngest brother) who rejects her. She then falsely accused Bata of trying to seduce and attack her, leading Anpu to attempt to kill his brother. Bata prays to the father of the deities and pharaohs to save him and a crocodile infested lake is created between the two brothers. This is where Bata is able to share his side of the story to his brother. He is then put through a number of transformations such as becoming a bull. Now knowing, he is being truthful, Anpu kills his wife, finds his brother’s soul on the tree and restores life into him. Bata then becomes the new pharaoh and God gives him immortality. It is an example how powerful and life changing Ma’at’s principles were. Her teachings of truth, and justice standout in this myth as a strong influence on all realms of existence whether that be mortal or divine.
The Long-Lasting impact and Legacy of Ma’at
Ma’at has not only been heavily influential for ancient Egyptians, (Centre of Excellence, n.d.) (Moreno Garcia and Pines, 2021), many philosophical and social and ethical concepts can be attributed to the teachings of Ma’at. It has provided various cultural and religious traditions and thoughts with guidance on conducting life in a balanced, truthful and just way as well as managing to maintain conversations around social harmony for many.
Conclusion
Ma’at as a concept has provided some of the most deeply held values (Brand, 2001) and guiding principles within pharaonic Egypt. As both an idea and a personification in goddess form, ma ‘at was instrumental in laying the foundations for building a moral and ethical social order for ancient Egypt as well as guidance for the responsibilities of rules such as kings and other gods and deities with a code of conduct for everyday Egyptian people. Ma’at has stood the test of time throughout centuries and has influenced rituals, created traditions and shaped the legal frameworks of pharaonic Egypt. It provided balance and cohesion within the everyday lives of Egyptians and promoted resolution as well as a collective collaboration to uphold positive and beneficial behaviours and actions over chaos and conflict.
Ma’at’s role within the afterlife was central to ensuring the justice and truthful fate of each individual who upheld their responsibilities and lived a moral life as emphasised through the weighing of the heart ceremony carried out by Ma’at. This ceremony highlighted that reward should go to those who demonstrate values of integrity, and honesty rather than being dependent upon external factors such as wealth, or power for a good afterlife. 
The collection of texts, artwork, depictions, hieroglyphs, iconography is a testament to the lasting impact of Ma’at. The continued relevance of Ma’at as both an idea and goddess are reflected through the philosophical, moral and legal topics and areas of discussion that still occur in today’s society. Overall, Ma’at has given an insight to a calm and structured society, which although was not exempt from chaos and disruptive events aimed to repurpose and redesign ancient Egypt from a stable, peaceful and prosperous civilisation.
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