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The Next Life: Comparative Study of Death Ideology in Ancient China and Egypt

Death is inevitable, yet its meaning can be vastly interpreted across cultures as a
reflection of their values and beliefs. The varying perspectives on the inevitable end contribute
largely to broader realms, including societal, philosophical, and religious thoughts within culture.
For ancient civilizations such as China and Egypt, death was not just the end of physical life but
a profound change that influenced their daily routines, traditions, and views of the world. The
ideologies of death in ancient China and Egypt, while both rooted in their civilization’s rich
cultural, philosophical, and religious traditions, reveal contrasting yet extraordinary influences
on modern thought: China's evolving into the distinct sects of Buddhism, Taoism, and
Confucianism, and Egypt maintaining a more cohesive and unified approach to mortality through
its centralized religious system.

To understand the ideologies of death in ancient China and Egypt, it is crucial to first
examine the foundational characteristics that defined each civilization and shaped their
perspectives on mortality. Early China flourished from the Xia Dynasty (2070-1600 BCE) to the
conclusion of the Han Dynasty (221 BCE) due to its refined agricultural practices, and an
effective political structure. Distinguished by their dynastic history, intricate systems of writing,
and technological innovations, the Chinese civilization exerted a profound influence in shaping
the narrative of human history. Likewise, the Egyptian civilization played a key role in the
development of modern-day society. Regarding the time period of roughly 3100 BCE to 332
BCE, ancient Egypt was cultivated through its monumental architectural achievements,

centralized political and religious views, and artistic expressions. Their elaborate mythology
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exemplified through eccentric burial practices, construction of divine pyramid structures, and
hieroglyphic records are evident characteristics of ancient Egypt. In an article titled “Comparing
the Civilizations of Ancient Egypt and Early China,” Stevens writes, “We see the impressive
bounty that can be harvested by methodically comparing apples to oranges.” Suggesting that,
despite the distinctive characteristics of the two civilizations, each has evolved in ways that have
significantly influenced contemporary ideology.

On the contrary, both civilizations possess many similarities that have influenced
modern-day functionality, including centralized political structures surrounding a divine, living
figure of authority, the creation of monumental architecture, record-keeping, and a strong
religious and philosophical foundation. These fundamental similarities not only demonstrate the
highly established cultures of ancient Egypt and China, but also offer a prism through which one
can examine their distinct, deeply held approaches to death. It is important to gain a greater
understanding of how these civilizations' principles and customs have influenced ideas about life,
death, and the afterlife by comparison with how they dealt with mortality. Their capacity to
tackle universal human issues like government, spirituality, and cultural preservation in ways that
are still relevant now is reflected in these shared traits. Though they approached the subject in
divergence, their perspectives on death rank among their most significant contributions,
revealing not only their ethical frameworks but also timeless ideas of existence, the afterlife, and
human legacy that have influenced current religious and philosophical thinking.

For centuries, Chinese civilization’s intellectual and philosophical fabric has been molded
by the Three Teachings: Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. All three sects have “influenced

society alongside each other, changed each other, and at times blended together” (National
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Geographic Society). Despite having differing areas of emphasis, these ideologies have
coexisted, shaping and merging to address various facets of human existence. Confucianism
concentrates on social order, relationships, ethics, and governance. Conversely, Taoism
encourages people to align with life's natural flow by promoting spontaneity and harmony with
nature. Buddhism gives Chinese ideas a metaphysical depth by offering the path to spiritual
enlightenment and freedom from suffering. The interaction of these doctrines all throughout the
Tang and Song Dynasties gave rise to Neo-Confucianism, which combined Buddhist and Taoist
metaphysical concepts with Confucian moral precepts. When taken as a whole, these lessons
offer a comprehensive framework surrounding questions of existence and the afterlife.

Confucius, born in what is now Shandong Province during the late Spring and Autumn
Period, is renowned for founding the philosophical tradition known as Confucianism. His
emergence during the Spring and Autumn Period (c. 770476 BCE), a time marked by the
disintegration of the Zhou Dynasty into rival feudal states and the erosion of centralized
authority, underscores the profound impact of his ideas in addressing societal discord. As
political structures faltered and social cohesion weakened, Confucius’ philosophies provided a
framework for restoring order and promoting ethical governance.

Early in life, Confucius faced hardships, including poverty, following the tragic loss of
his father at just the age of three. In spite of these obstacles, his mother instilled in him the
principles of knowledge and self-improvement that shaped his growth and subsequent lectures.
He excelled in the "six arts" of the Zhou Dynasty—calligraphy, mathematics, archery, music,
charioteering, and the rites; disciplines that deeply influenced his philosophy. His teachings,

which had an origin in practical morality, focused on developing one's character and fostering
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relationships with others while clearly defining social norms for behavior. The Five Constant
Virtues (7% are the cornerstone of his philosophy: 1~ (Rén, kindness), X (yi, righteousness),
P2 (Ii, propriety), £ (zhi, wisdom), and {5 (xin, faithfulness). The virtues are ranked according
to their significance, yet work together to represent a code of conduct that starts with compassion
and ends with trustworthiness, offering timeless guidance to establishing a just and tranquil
society.

Confucius's philosophy was based on virtue, but he also showed an understanding of
death, seeing it as a natural end to life that falls into the larger scheme of cosmic and moral order.
Confucianism views death as a natural and inevitable aspect of existence. This counfucianism
perspective is supported within The Testamentary Edict of Emperor Wen from The Anthology of
Chinese Literature, which states, "Death is a part of the abiding order of heaven and earth and
the natural end of all creatures" (Birch and Keene 86). Although this assertion may initially
appear Daoist in tone, it aligns firmly with Confucian principles, emphasizing acceptance of
death as part of the universal moral order. Another example that vividly illustrates confucianism
ideology surrounding death is directly from Wan Ch’ung’s “A Discussion of Death,” where he
states, “When a man dies, the five organs [heart, liver, stomach, lungs, and kidneys] rot away,
and the five [constant] values no longer have any place to reside” (Birch and Keene 90). This
perspective showcases that death was acknowledged as an inevitable and natural phenomenon
within the cycle of life, while also reflecting Confucious’ lack of study into the afterlife.

With a concentration on the harmonious flow of existence and humanity's connection
with the cosmos, the philosophy of Tao, a pillar of ancient Chinese thought, offers a unique

perspective on the cycle of life and death. Taoism, which has its roots in the teachings of Laozi
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and the Tao Te Ching, views death as a normal transition within the never-ending cycle of
transformation that molds all existence rather than as a final end to be feared. The Tao, or "The
Way," the underlying principle that oversees the universe's linking and balance, resides at the
heart of this philosophy. According to this theory, death is life's necessary opposite- neither good
nor bad, but a necessary element of the cosmic cycle.

Living in tune with nature, embracing balance and simplicity, and avoiding an
overemphasis on material possessions or emotional desires are all encouraged by Taoist
philosophy. This point of view additionally encompasses how death is perceived, which is
gracefully and acceptingly handled. Taoism promotes spiritual harmony with the cosmos, which
guarantees the continuous flow of one's energy, or qi, within the greater cosmic cycle instead of
pursuing physical immortality. Taoist classics like the Zhuangzi reinforce the belief that life is
impermanent and continuous, frequently illustrating death as a natural metamorphosis parallel to
the changing seasons.

This naturalistic perspective on death is reflected in Taoist rituals and practices. For
instance, funerals intend to comfort the living while encouraging the deceased's spirit to return to
Tao harmony. Prayers, donations, and chants are often a part of these rituals, designed to
facilitate the spirit’s voyage and restore harmony back into the community. Another aspect of the
tradition, Taoist alchemy, sought to attain immortality through harmony and balance;
nevertheless, these endeavors frequently represented spiritual enlightenment rather than genuine
endless life.

The Taoist approach to death contrasts starkly with the structured and hierarchical

afterlife systems of civilizations like ancient Egypt. Instead of focusing on judgment or a rigid



Hasselius 6

cosmology, Taoism embraces a fluid, cyclical view of mortality. By seeing death as a natural and
essential part of existence, Taoism offers a perspective that continues to resonate in modern
spiritual and ecological thought. Accepting death as part of life’s natural order, Taoism imparts
timeless wisdom on how to live in harmony with the universe, appreciating life’s fleeting nature
with peace and understanding.

The third school of thought, Buddhism, rooted in the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold
Path, offers a framework for understanding suffering (dukkha) and achieving liberation
(nirvana). Its core values have deeply influenced individual and collective practices, particularly
in cultures like China. Buddhism has merged with traditions to create a profound approach to life
and death. The principle of impermanence (anicca) is at the heart of Buddhist teachings,
emphasizing all things’ transient nature. This idea encourages individuals to release attachments
to material possessions and emotions, as clinging to impermanent phenomena leads to suffering.
Accepting impermanence fosters peace and prepares practitioners to face life’s inevitable
changes, including death.

Samsara, the cycle of birth, death, and reincarnation overseen by karma, the law of cause
and effect, is strongly linked with the Buddhist conception of death. Future lives are shaped by
what one does, and nirvana, or freedom from samsara, is the ultimate objective. Buddhists view
death as a movement within this cycle rather than its conclusion. Rituals are essential for a
smooth transition and rebirth, comparable to Tibetan Buddhism. The deceased's journey through
the bardo, the transitional stage between death and rebirth, is guided by the Bardo Thodol

(Tibetan Book of the Dead). In keeping with Buddhism's emphasis on compassion and the idea
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that consciousness persists beyond the physical body, monks conduct chants and rituals to assist
the deceased in navigating this phase..

By giving preexisting Confucian and Daoist traditions a metaphysical component,
Buddhism's perspectives on death exerted a significant impact on Chinese thought. Buddhism
promoted individual responsibility for one's spiritual destiny and a more comprehensive
understanding of mortality, whilst Confucianism placed a greater emphasis on ancestor worship
and familial responsibilities. Buddhism offers a transforming perspective on life and death by
incorporating impermanence, compassion, and the cycle of reincarnation. This way of thinking
offers solace along with a path to liberation.

Death held a central place in ancient Egyptian philosophy, not as an end but as a passage
to an eternal afterlife. The Egyptians envisioned a dual existence: life on earth and a perfected,
everlasting life beyond death. This belief was deeply woven into their cosmology and moral
framework, making preparation for the afterlife a fundamental aspect of life. At the core of their
philosophy was the concept of Ma’at, symbolizing truth, balance, and cosmic order. Ma’at
governed not only the universe but also human conduct, establishing the moral criteria for entry
into the afterlife. Living in accordance with Ma’at ensured harmony during life and justice after
death, where one’s heart was weighed against the feather of Ma’at to determine their eternal
destiny.

A key component of Egyptian beliefs concerning the afterlife was the judgment of the
dead. In the Hall of Judgment, the deceased encountered the god of the afterlife, Osiris, and their
moral core, portrayed by their heart, was weighed against the feather of Ma'at, which embodies

truth and cosmic balance. An idealized terrestrial life was reflected in the Field of Reeds, a
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paradise wherein a heart lighter than the feather denoted a life of virtue. But a sorrowful heart
condemned the soul to destruction by Ammit, a terrifying monster that was a hybrid of a
hippopotamus, lion, and crocodile. Since moral behavior in this life was necessary to achieve
eternal peace in the next, this rite highlighted the Egyptian emphasis on ethical living as well as
individual accountability.

In preparation of death, the Egyptians created complex funerary customs, many of which
are still recognized as emblems of their culture. They considered the body to be the soul's eternal
vehicle, and mummification was necessary to preserve it. Carefully designed tombs frequently
reflected the riches and social standing of the departed. These tombs, like the pyramids of Giza,
were gigantic constructions for pharaohs, intended to safeguard both their eternal legacy and
their voyage to the afterlife. Despite their inability to pay for such opulence, common Egyptians
frequently depended on family contributions and communal rites to guarantee a smooth
transition. These customs demonstrate how Egyptian burial rites were communal, with the living
actively assisting the deceased in their journey.

Egyptian death philosophy placed a strong emphasis on life's cycles, which were
represented by the trip of the sun god Ra, who went down into the underworld every night and
arose up each morning in an entirely novel form. Funerary habits in which graves were arranged
as hallowed places for the deceased's journey to rebirth, were greatly impacted by this concept.
Food, jewels, and ushabti dolls were included to help with the afterlife, and spells to help with
traversing the underworld were uncovered in the Book of the Dead. This belief system, rested on
the idea of Ma'at, which represents truth and balance, placed a strong emphasis on moral

responsibility and the idea that life continues beyond death. Egyptian ideology emphasizes
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universal themes of transcendence and regeneration, which mirror humanity's never-ending
search for purpose in the face of death.

Despite having different cultural, philosophical, and theological underpinnings, the death
philosophies of ancient Egypt and China have left behind enduring legacies that continue to
influence contemporary mortality practices and beliefs. Emphasis on ancestor worship and moral
obligation in Chinese customs has impacted memorial services and family-centered
commemorations, which are common in Christianity and Islam, as well as other international
customs of honoring the deceased. Similar to contemporary religious traditions including the
creation of wills, funeral ceremonies, and prayers for the departed, Egypt's focus on preparing for
afterlife is seen in its intricate funerary customs and the idea of judgment. oth cultures placed a
strong emphasis on leading a moral life for the purpose to leave their mark on the world. This
value is still present in modern ideas of moral obligation and the persistent faith in eternal peace
prevalent in religions like Islam, which believes in the Day of Reckoning, and Christianity,
which also holds that God will judge people. The beliefs of ancient China and Egypt provide a
model for how people look for significance and transcendence in the face of death by conserving
the deceased via recollection, preparing for the afterlife through acts of faith, and maintaining the
continuation of family and heritage. These civilizations collectively show that death is not just a
conclusion but also a remarkable chance to consider the timeless relationships that exist between

the past, present, and future.
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