Feryn Walmsley 
Consider how useful Childe’s criteria for the emergence of towns and states are for interpreting the emergence of social complexity in the East Mediterranean in the Bronze Age. Answer with reference to a case study from Egypt.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In this essay I will be describing and evaluating Childe’s criteria from 1950 to suggest the development of social complexity in Egypt during the Bronze Age, I will be looking specifically at the Egyptian city of Thebes. Hayden (2014) suggests that social complexity can be defined by “the ability to produce food” and “to use them in a variety of strategies that enhance individual abilities to survive and reproduce”. The first emergence of this seems to be within more developed hunter gatherer groups (Hayden 2014). However, I relate social complexity to the actions and abilities of the people in these societies. This relates to Childe’s criteria consisting of 10 points which he describes to be the most typical or common when towns and states were first emerging (Childe 1950). 

Childe’s first criteria from his journal article is related to population size and settlement. This can be something described as “densely populated” and would have ranged from the large scale of 7,000 to 20,000 people (Childe 1950: 11; Harris 1994: 106). According to Mark (2016), Thebes had a population of 80,000 people during the Amarna Period (around the 18th dynasty) and was coined as the largest city of the world at the time. Ancient Thebes is said to have covered a space of 93 kilometres squared which suggests it was very vast (Mark 2016; Dorman 2020). Referring back to Childe’s first criteria it can be assumed that Thebes was in fact a very large city and it excels the necessary numbers. Thebes was the capital of Ancient Egypt within the Eleventh Dynasty and so as a result Childe’s criteria is limited in its usefulness for interpreting social complex or can be seen as too simplified (Strudwick 2006: 271). This can be deferred from how Childe’s belief that a very small number of 7,000 can be compared to that of 80,000. However, the first point of the criteria can also be seen as having strengths because it gives a starting point when analysing area populations. Therefore, the evaluation of social complexity can be revised and looked at according to the original scale that Childe presented.

Childe’s second point in his criteria refers to the divisions of labour and how class systems can be defined by said labour (Childe 1950: 11). Harris (1994) defines this through documenting how some people would be in direct relations to farming whilst others would not come into contact with the agricultural industry. In Egypt, there was the existence of Pharaohs and so there was a hierarchy. This leads to the use of servants and people who would work below or on behalf of the said leaders. These Pharaohs would not come into contact with everyday tasks such as making food etc and would have this done for them. This suggests that Childe’s criteria does show social complexity because different people would carry out different tasks and this would cause a class system to develop. This can be evaluated in a positive light because typically there were different classifications in society then and now.

The next point in the criteria refers to taxation systems which can also be linked to the seventh point in Childe’s exhaustive list. These taxes were given to “an imaginary deity or divine king” (Childe 1950: 11). This suggests there needs to be some kind of advanced government or sense of leadership. According to Strudwick (2006: 271), Thebes was made capitol by the princes of the time suggesting that there was a dominant leader at the time. There are also implications that Thebes became powerful through governing bodies which allows the deduction that there was a higher power in which taxes would be paid towards (Mark 2016). However, the suggestion of princes leads to the Egyptian state as a whole, not just Thebes as a city. As a result, this point does not suggest that each town had its own form of individual leadership. To counter this, Thebes did have its local deity Montu which should be noted when considering this point of criteria. This can show the emergence of social complexity because it suggests that they had their own belief system on top of that of just those of the general Egyptian gods.

This corresponds to the seventh criterion because it suggests there would be some kind of literary ability. This can be clearly linked to Ancient Egypt as a whole because of the existence of hieroglyphics (Strudwick 2006: 271). Childe (1950: 14) himself in the criteria notes the use of papyrus in Egypt. Although Thebes had its own named portrayed in hieroglyphics this was typical of all of the cities and towns of the contemporary period and as a result Thebes being the city chosen to evaluate Childe does not make a difference to the evidence that can be found. This criterion as a whole can be greatly criticised because in general not every single member of the community or society would have been of a great literary ability or standard. However, it can also be seen as a strength because it can be used to check records and compared to other types of hieroglyphics across the state of Egypt. This shows the emergence of social complexity because Egypt as a whole had a way of recording data which could then be compared to other locations.

This links in to the following and fourth criteria that monumental structures were erected (Childe 1950: 12). This would not only suggest that the state had disposable capital, but it had the labours to do so meaning it could show its power through physical structures (Harris 1994: 107). Childe identifies that temples would be considered as monumental structures which can be seen throughout the Theban states history. The Karnak Temple was built by Amenhotep III which was dedicated to both general and local gods including Amun, Mut, Khons and Montu who was the warrior god and seen as the protector of the city (Strudwick 2006: 271). Monuments and temples were erected between the Nile and the Theban hills which also exaggerated the wealth and prosperity of the city. This criterion can be evaluated as strong when viewing Childe’s criteria as a whole because it can be used to see how the state was doing financially at the time and therefore compared to other states as well as countries as a whole. The physical features such as the materials used can also be looked at to see trade developments to establish the connections with other areas at the time, this in itself shows an element of social complexity through its relations with other states. However, monuments such as temples were very common in this era and as a result this can be argued to not be a defining characteristic of what makes a state and leads to social complexity.

The fifth criterion is in relation to the existence of a ruling class which consisted of “priests, civil and military leaders” (Childe 1950: 12). Harris (1994: 107) describes this class as “exempt from manual tasks”. This would create a clear difference between the lower class and the upper class which would typically be differentiated by the tasks that they performed, in essence, the lower classes or ‘ordinary’ people would have jobs such as farming and that of labourers. According to Strudwick (2006: 275) people lived in the Eastern part of Thebes. This included that of “ordinary, dignitaries and royals” suggesting that the class divide was not ridiculously severe in terms of location but would have more than likely been in terms of conditions. This criterion can be criticised because it is a very typical sociological view which Childe was known to be. This means that when configuring the criteria there may have been bias from a Marxist standpoint as this theory’s foundation is based on a bourgeoisie and a proletariat relating to the ruling class and the working class. But this criterion can also be applauded as it is very common in all societies for there to be some kind of class hierarchical system which suggests social complexity.

The next criteria to consider is that of recording systems and sciences. Childe (1950: 14) suggests in his own words “Egyptian, Maya and Babylonian calendars were as different as any systems based on a single natural unit could be”. As already suggested, the Egyptians used hieroglyphics to record data and had their own calendars which were defined by the land and the rising and setting of the sun. This suggests social complexity because it means that a higher engagement of thinking would have taken place in order for these calendars to have been developed. All members of the state would have taken this into account bringing the society together as they would have the same beliefs. 
 
The ninth criterion consists of importation and trade particularly of precious materials. “Trade extended from Egypt to at least as far as Byblos” which is estimated to be over one thousand kilometres from one to the other (Childe 1950: 15). Thebes is suggested to have started as a minor trading point for upper Egypt and so even before it found its major popularity it was involved in trade routes (Mark 2016). This could have given Thebes an upper hand at a later period when it needed to trade and exchange materials which were necessary for the glorification of Egypt. This criterion can be seen as good because it suggests that states needed to have developed relationships with other states or countries in order to be seen as socially complex. This makes sense because trade was not only a way to gain capitol, but the materials traded e.g. precious metals or bricks could be used for jewellery or buildings. This would boast Egypt’s diversity in terms of their public relations and so is more difficult to criticise. However, as Mark (2016) suggested, Thebes was already considered to be a minor trading location before it gained a higher status. Resultingly, it can be assumed that Thebes had characteristics of a state in Childe’s eyes before it actually became a state. This can be linked to the emergence of “artistic expression” and sophisticated methods of craftsmanship (Childe 1950: 15). This includes that of sculptors and jewellery makers. They would have needed said precious materials in order to carry out their work.

The final point in the criteria relates to the state as a whole. Childe (1950: 16) suggests “the city was a community to which a craftsman could belong politically as well as economically”. This suggests that members of the community were given the materials needed to carry out their employment as they were not just considered members of the society because of birth rights but were residents because of where they lived. This suggests social complexity because people had the right to become members of the community based on residency rather than merely who their parents were. This criterion again has both positives and negatives. 

In conclusion, Childe’s criteria can be noted for both positives and negatives when interpreting social complexity in Bronze Age Egypt. Thebes can be seen also as having strengths and weaknesses when applying this to a real-life setting contemporary of the said time. To generalise, Thebes can be seen as a good city in this research because at the time it was very dominant in terms of Egyptian culture and way of life, however, its vast size and scale of population also limits it in terms of evaluation in Childe’s criteria. Childe’s criteria as a whole can be seen as a good starting point and a basis when considering what made a state in the time, but Thebes was already a much more established city than merely hunter-gatherer at this time. As a result, although this research can be seen as reliable and generalisable to Egypt as a whole, it would be more accurate and valid to consider multiple cities and states to confirm the statement at hand. Furthermore, some of Childe’s criteria may have existed in states or towns but this does not necessarily take away from the fact that it may have or may have not been considered a town or state. 
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