
Anthropos 89.1994: 359-377

The Cosmological Belief System of Egyptian Peasants
el-Sayed el-Aswad

Abstract. - The cosmological belief system of Egyptian falla-
hln is dealt with from structural and contextual perspectives.
Dumont’s notion of hierarchy as an analytic construct is ap
plied to Egyptian material. By concentrating on the formal
underlying principles represented in the hierarchical opposition
between az-zahir, the visible, and al-batin or al-ghaib, the in
 visible and other hierarchically ordered sets of oppositions, the
analysis provides evidence of surface differences, but profound
structural homology between the cosmology of Egyptian peas
ants and that of orthodox Islam. [Egypt, Muslims’ worldviews,
Middle Eastern peasantry, symbolic anthropology, cosmology]
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When reviewing the rich and well established
ethnographies of cosmological belief systems and
worldviews of different societies in many parts
of the world (Redfield 1941, 1960, 1968; Kluck
hohn 1949; Tax 1941; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971;
Kieman 1981; Kearney 1984; Goodenough 1986,
among others), it is apparent that no patent study of
Middle Eastern people’s cosmologies, particularly
those of rural Egyptians, has been conducted. Fur
thermore, the relationship between the peasants’
cosmological belief system and their daily actions
and rituals has not been explicated in most Middle
Eastern studies. 1

Based on fieldwork conducted in an Egyptian
village (el-Haddein, Beheira govemorate, Western
Delta),1 2** this research aims to uncover the underly

ing principles of the cosmological belief system of
Egyptian fallâhïn. To put it differently, the objec
tive of this paper is to spell out the basic principles
and values that underlie villagers’ worldviews, be
liefs, and actions. The research concentrates pri
marily on the structure of al-kaun, the universe, as
conceived by the fallâhïn. It explores the relations
between the components of the cosmos, including
the people, their community, and the environment.

People’s concepts and ideas about the universe as
well as about themselves are addressed and viewed

through the values attached to them by the people
themselves.

This paper does not intend to investigate the
private beliefs of each individual; rather, it is con
cerned with common and shared concepts of a kind
of cosmology. I use “cosmological belief system”
as a system of meaning as well as a form of

symbolic construction. As far as the cosmological
belief system is used in the sense of a meaning
system, this study employs Geertz’s definition of
culture as “an historically transmitted pattern of
meanings embodied in symbols, a system of in
herited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms
by means of which men communicate, perpetuate,
and develop their knowledge about and attitudes
toward life” (Geertz 1973: 89).

Cosmology refers to assumptions concerning
the structure of the universe (Rappaport 1979: 118)
whether or not those assumptions are religiously
founded. Durkheim (1965: 21), pointing out the
significance of cosmological beliefs and assump
tions, states that there “is no religion that is not
cosmology at the same time that it is a specula
tion upon divine things.” The relationship between
cosmology and worldview has been emphasized by
anthropologists. Redfield (1968: 88) has stated that
“Ethnology is itself a building of worldviews into
cosmologies.” However, this study does not fol
low Redfield’s distinction between cosmology and
worldview. According to this distinction, world

1 Although studies conducted by Lane (1966), Blackman
(1968), Walker (1934), El-Shamy (1980), and Salih (1971)
describe Egyptian peasants’ beliefs about magic Jinn, c afa-
rit, angels, and ghosts, among other unseen beings and
forces, they are not concerned with peoples’ conceptual
systems of the cosmos or with the fundamental principles
upon which the cosmological and non-cosmological beliefs
are constructed.

2 Initial fieldwork took place between February, 1980, and
September, 1981. Further research was conducted in March
and April, 1987, and January to May, 1990. See also note 8.


