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Using Childe’s characteristics of complex societies, discuss whether they are relevant when applied to the Persian Empire?

Since the birth of modern Archaeology in the Victorian era, academics and scholars have tried to define what the characteristics of a “civilisation” was so that they could easily define this and say whether what they were excavating could be classed as one. In the 1950s, Gordon Childe was an Australian archaeologist who had been working at Skara Brae and in the Near East (Green S, 1981). After comparing the numerous sites and analysing the cultures, he came up with 10 characteristics that made an Ancient Civilisation. In the 21st Century, we use Childe’s work as a rough guideline to see whether a peoples’ group from any time period should be defined as a civilisation (Childe, 1950). One of the civilisations that Childe looked at when creating his points was Persia, and it is very apparent that all ten characteristics are present in this culture. 

The first point that Childe presents is that a civilisation must “have large urban centres” (Trigger, 2003. P.43). When Childe was conceiving this theory, he already had evidence to show that a number of Ancient civilisations such as the Poleis of Greece and Egypt were centred or were based around a number of cities and large urban centres (Childe, 1950). Archaeological surveys of the area that once covered the Persian Empire and studies of the written tablets and cylinders from the period, have given evidence to show that the Persians did live in large urban communities (Matheson, 1979, p.24). When Darius I became the ruler of the empire, he put in motion the plans to build a new urban centre, Persepolis, even though he already had ruled over many of the most prestigious cities in the fertile crescent, such as Babylon that had been conquered by his Grandfather, Cyrus the great (Matheson, 1979, p.24). This presents Darius I as trying to leave his mark on the empire to show the people that the Persians were here to stay. This desire for monumental architecture is another characteristic of an Ancient Civilisation presented by Childe (Trigger, 2003. P.43).

Another of Childe’s points is that a civilisation should have “a ruling class exempt from manual labour” (Trigger, 2003, p.43). Childe had lots of evidence from Egyptian and Greek scholarly sources to show that ancient civilisations had an established ruling class, either a king or a pharaoh, based on a hereditary system (Herodotus, C.484 BC). Persia followed this system like the other great ancient civilisations and had a hereditary monarchical system (Allen L, 2005).  We know the extensive list of kings in the Persian empire, due to the works of Greek historians such as Herodotus in his ‘Histories’ (Herodotus, C.484 B.C.) and Thucydides in his ‘History of the Peloponnesian War’ (Thucydides, C.431BC). Some of our primary evidence about Xerxes I and Darius I comes from these works due to them being the enemy in the Persian War. Also, the names of later kings are mentioned due to the Greek poleis trading with the Persians and the invasion of Persia by Alexander the Great defeating the last Achaemenid King, effectively ending the dynasty and the empire (Warner et al, 1972).

Also, the Persians themselves were extensive record keepers. This also leads into another of Childe’s points, that a civilisation must have “systems for recording information” (Trigger, 2003, p.43). The Persians, like their Mesopotamian predecessors beforehand, were very keen on their record keeping on stone tablets or cylinders (Olmstead A.T, 1948). The Cyrus Cylinder is one of the best examples of this record keeping and helped the academic community to completely change their understanding of the Persian Empire (Mallowan M, 1972). Beforehand the archaeological and academical communities had to rely on the works of outside sources to see what the reign of Cyrus the Great was like, mainly from Anatolian and Babylonian sources. These sources were from the people who had been conquered by Cyrus, so their views on the Persia were largely negative. However, there were some sources like the Cyrus Cylinder that Proved that Cyrus wasn’t as bad as the Greeks made him out to be (Mallowan M, 1972).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Since Childe’s conception of these characteristics, academics and archaeologists have viewed them with scepticism. Further studies into non-Mediterranean civilisations such as the Mayans, Aborigines, and Benin, have shown that a majority of civilisations don’t fit into these characteristics. Therefore, we view Childe work as a guideline to how to identify and characterise an Ancient Civilisation. 
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