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Abstract:

One of the ways in which the ancient world referred to refuge and refugees 
in literature was through the motif of the foreigner abroad. The foreigner 
abroad motif can be tied to refuge and refugees as it tells the story of a 
central figure fleeing their local culture to find a new home and ultimately 
success. This paper will be contrasting the Tale of Sinuhe with the Joseph 
novella, two ancient Near Eastern literary works separated by years but 
containing similar subject matter: a man forced to leave his homeland. 
These works have not been compared in such a manner before, and I seek 
to address and explain why they may contain comparable situations. I will 
argue that there were cases where this motif sprang from a real world need 
for communities inhabiting foreign lands to address refuge and identity. It 
will then go on to examine the social and cultural context of both texts, 
revealing a parallel desire to set certain parameters in regard to identity in 
these particular periods and locations. It is this desire that results in similar 
tales of refuge in foreign communities. I will identify these resemblances 
firstly by examining Middle Kingdom Egypt, the context for the Tale of 
Sinuhe. Using archaeological and written evidence of an Egyptian presence 
in the Levant, I will demonstrate the strong presence of Egyptians abroad. 
Secondly, I will follow Donald B. Redford’s proposition that the Joseph 
novella was written by Jews living abroad in Egypt. Thus, these two stories 
of refuge-seeking were prompted by groups of people living in foreign 
communities looking to establish identity via tales of success. The 
comparative study of these texts, regardless of the time between them, 
provides insight into the respective social and cultural contexts of foreign 
communities wishing to create a new identity.
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