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INTRODUCTION: ANCIENT EGYPT, A CIVILIZATION FOCUSED ON JUSTICE
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The archeological remains of Egyptian civilization clearly prove that justice was essential to this people. Insofar as ancient Egypt was much more interested in justice than in law, it was a world very unlike ours. Egypt did not leave us a legal system as the ancient Romans did but rather an idea of justice that our modern mentalities can hardly understand. Purely legal Egyptian archeological remains are very rare: Only a few texts from the Late Period have been found. One of them, considered by Egyptologists to be the first international treaty, has reached us.​[1] But the topic of justice can be found in the very acts of daily life. Almost all the texts and inscriptions discovered speak of justice. 

Egyptian justice deals not only with earthly life but also with the afterlife. Despite the title of his book La notion du droit d'après les Anciens Egyptiens (the idea of law according to the Ancient Egyptians), Joseph Sarraf is also obliged to stress how essential the concept of justice was for this civilization and to highlight the scarcity of purely legal texts.​[2] All the texts of wisdom teach that one has to conform to Maat, an unclear concept that Egyptologists have translated into the expression "Goddess of Truth and Justice." Through the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, we know that justice is the measure by which the dead​[3] will be judged when passing on and coming before the balance of Maat. This passing through the scales is shown in the illustrations called "vignettes" accompanying many funerary texts. 

As the passing through the balance of Maat appears to be a compulsory step before reaching the afterlife, it is easy to understand to what extent justice was an essential component of this ancient civilization that was so concerned about the afterlife. Therefore, the omnipresence of Maat, the Goddess of Truth and Justice, is not surprising. She appears in almost every text that Egyptologists have translated, such as texts of wisdom, funerary papyri, or hieroglyphic inscriptions carved on temple walls. Information on Maat was collected not only from the translation of texts but also from pictures. Maat is the goddess with the white feather, the one who also holds an Ankh cross (symbol of life) in her hands.

Through the remains of Egyptian civilization, we can easily understand that an Egyptian’s whole life was governed by Maat. In such a world there is no difference between divine and human justice. The just man on Earth is also just in the afterlife. He is rewarded with an abundance of energy for life and with prosperity in his earthly life as well as in his afterlife. Egypt, as a "gift from the Nile," is marked by material prosperity that nevertheless did not stop it from striving for a high ideal of justice. But its concept of justice is so different from ours that the Egyptologists and the historians of religions find it extremely hard to define it properly. As for modern legal researchers, amongst them there is very little interest in researching the Egyptian concept of justice, which is generally completely ignored.

After having shown to what extent ancient Egypt was a civilization focused on justice, we shall present the works of Egyptology and history of religions on Maat (Chapter 1). In Chapter 2 we shall see why the understanding of symbolic images is the best key to accessing this world. In Chapter 3 we shall present how the specialists have taken poor advantage of the image of the scene of justice in the Book of the Dead and propose an in-depth interpretation of this symbolic image. This interpretation will allow us to actually understand this difficult concept. In Chapter 4 we shall present excerpts from Egyptian literature that confirm the symbolic meaning of the scene of justice from the Books of the Dead and our interpretation of Maat.
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CHAPTER 1: MAAT THROUGH EGYPTOLOGY AND HISTORY OF RELIGIONS 
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1. Maat​[4]: the Egyptian Goddess of Justice

On the basis of the information on the offering of Maat found in temples, many experts portray Maat as the daughter of the sun god Ra,​[5] as his mother,​[6] and also as his food and the food of all the gods. In his book entitled Maât et Pharaon ou le destin de l’Egypte antique (Maat, Pharaoh and the destiny of Ancient Egypt), Jean-Claude Goyon depicts her as the daughter and the life of Ra.​[7]  Egyptologists as well as historians of religions unanimously stress how essential Maat is to the Egyptian thinking. Indeed, the offering of Maat is the most important ritual of exchange between the Pharaoh and the sun. This ritual consists of raising up Maat to her father the sun-god—i.e., to return to the sun the light he gives. Doing so will allow solar energy to circulate forever. This rite of exchange between the Pharaoh and the sun has recently been studied in detail by Emily Teeter​[8] in a book entitled The Presentation Of Maat, Ritual And Legitimacy In Ancient Egypt. The author closely observed carvings and pictures about the offering of Maat by the pharaoh or the king. She notices that Maat appears to be the food of the sun​[9] and also the food of all the other gods. She writes:

The royal presentation of Maat could be thought of as an archetypal offering, a supreme offering into which all other offerings are subsumed... This equation of Maat with other offerings is echoed in the epithet of Maat as 'food of the gods' and that the 'gods live on Maat.' She was considered to be the basic sustenance of the gods.

But what does Maat really mean? Her name is often rendered by the expression "Truth-Justice." What is the meaning of Maat painted on the walls of tombs and also appearing in the vignettes of the papyri as a goddess wearing a white feather on her head? She is also represented simply as a white feather or by a statuette with an Ankh cross (symbol of life) on her lap.​[10] Jean-Claude Goyon, for example, defines Maat as the universal order.​[11] Such a definition is in conformity with the school of thought that abandoned the ethical conception of Maat to consider Maat as a cosmic concept. We are now going to study the cosmic dimension of Maat.

2. From the ethical Maat to the cosmic Maat

WRITINGS, FOUND MOST of the time in tombs and temples, as well as hieroglyphs engraved in stone, were the main references out of which Egyptologists and historians of religions have addressed the ancient Egyptian concept of Maat. They generally translated it into vague expressions like "Truth-Justice," "Order," or "Truth." 

Myriam Lichtheim wrote a book entitled Maat In Egyptian Autobiographies And Related Studies,​[12] in which she grouped references about Maat and made some commentaries. As a central concept of the Egyptian world, Maat was of interest to Egyptologists as well as to historians of religion.​[13] However, as Egyptologists and historians of religion noticed, the many in-depth studies now available could never reach a clear understanding of this concept. They believe indeed that the lack of clarity concerning Maat comes from the difficulties for modern minds to enter ancient minds in order to understand them. 

Thus, if we want to have a sound understanding of the concept of Maat, we have to try to look at the Egyptian world with a neutral mind. We must also stop imposing our modern ideas of ethics or our modern way of reasoning. 

At the beginning, Egyptology did not escape the intellectual atmosphere of the nineteenth century. Hence, it was inevitably influenced by the evolutionary theory and by scientific rationalism, which has been vividly criticized by Henri Frankfort. He advised trying to think in the ancient Egyptians’ way in order to understand their messages and the concept of Maat.​[14] The school of thought, having consisted of imposing on Maat our current conception of justice and in considering it as a purely ethical concept​[15]–as the texts of the negative confessions found in tombs might allow us to believe—is today widely outdated, and Egyptologists as well as historians of religions now consider Maat to be rather a cosmic concept. 

According to the Egyptologists Jan Assmann​[16] and Philippe Derchain, it is to Claas Jouco Bleeker, Dutch historian of religions, that we owe, around the year 1929, the opening of this new horizon to Egyptology and history of religions. By this time scholars accessed a more comprehensive concept of Maat—a cosmic one. To reach such a result, Claas Jouco Bleeker simply changed his viewpoint. We regret that the book he especially dedicated to Maat​[17] is written in Dutch only. We could not find a translation of it in any other language, and we had to work on the basis of quotations made by other writers able to read Dutch. 

Fortunately, Bleeker, in a book written in English and published in 1967,​[18] presents his views on Maat and, above all,  the method that permitted him to reach a better understanding of the ancient Egyptian world. Claas Jouco Bleeker blamed previous and contemporary researchers​[19] for having taken a modern European viewpoint in the study of the ancient Egyptian religion. He criticized these scholars for having tried to find a religious doctrine in the ancient Egyptian literature, while in his opinion such a doctrine could not exist in a world like ancient Egypt. Their people were not familiar with abstractions and dogmas. At the same time, he criticized the excessive and almost exclusive interest manifested by many researchers in Egyptian mythology.​[20] He explained that even the myth of Osiris has never been comprehensively presented by the ancient Egyptians themselves and that we owe the comprehensive presentation of this myth to the Greek author Plutarch.​[21] 

The idea of creating a system logically structured, as well as the use of logical deductions, was very unfamiliar to the ancient Egyptian mind.​[22] One of the main features of the Egyptian mind is its unfamiliarity with our modern rational way of thinking. Another important
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