Use Childe’s characteristics of complex societies (Trigger. Defining Early Civilisations, 43), discuss at least one of them by giving examples from BOTH Egypt and China.

Using Trigger’s characteristics of complex societies, it is possible to distinguish individual features from both Egypt and China. Such features include large urban centres, Craft workers, merchants, officials, priests (supported by surplus of farmers), Primary producer paying surplus to deity / divine ruler, Monumental architecture, Ruling class exempt from manual labour, Recording information, Exact practical science, Monumental art, Resident specialist craft workers (under control of ruling class), Social solidarity under pre-eminence of temples / funerary cult and Dominant and permanent state organisation, (Childe, 1950). I will be using four characteristics to explore features of complex societies which include urban centres, specialised craft, funerary cults and state organisation. These characteristics have been chosen as they identify both physical, cultural and economic characteristics of the civilisations. Urban centres encompass high populus areas made possible via agrarian surplus whereas state organisation envelops the boundaries and complex structures of bureaucracy and a complex state identity. Specialized craft was made possible by the agrarian surplus which also made large urban centres possible along with craft specialisation and more complex state formation.

The definition of Urban Centre is not reliant on population but that it performs specialised functions such as religion, administration, trade or economy such as Hierakonpolis or Erlitou. Hierakonpolis was a religious capitol based in upper Egypt, (Teeter, 2011) and Erlitou was a large political and economic centre, (Zhang, C. et al, 2019).  The varied specialisation of these cities provided a largely agricultural community to engage in a variety of specialised functions not otherwise available to them.  Chinese urban centres had strict layouts that reflected the strategic and administrative control. Traditional cities had a strict grid pattern, and the main morphological characteristics included North-South orientation with a symmetrical layout, (Jin, 1993). Egyptian urban sites had a greater emphasis on districts and had a greater emphasis in organic growth then Chinese cities did, (Abdel‐Salam, 1995) as they based around the Nile and expanded as needed.

Both Egypt and China had extensive water management to regulate both the flooding as well as general use. If Urban centres wished to expand control over irrigation and drainage was crucial. As Chinas urban centres were based around basins, they use extensive canal and irrigation systems to provide water around their cities as well as providing adequate drainage systems to prevent water runoff, (Cun et al., 2019). Furthermore, proper irrigation increases fertility in soil which not only helps feed the growing population in urban centres but also allows and excess of resources which feeds trade and helps develop the integration of specialised crafters into society.  The maintenance of these systems was an immense task involving the removal of built-up silt that blocked canals, (Lowdermilk W and Wickes D 1942). as well as general maintenance for drainage solutions. Egyptian urban centres worked much the same, however they were less centred around basins and, instead of removing silt build up from canals, it was relied upon for fertilisation of the Nile land. This process directly impacted the economic and political state power, (Manning, 2018) which created a highly centralised system dependant on irrigation to prevent state collapse. The rigidity of this form of agriculture could be considered a key motivator to state expansion in Egypt. 

The construction of large Urban Centres was made both within Egypt and China however there were several key differences as the needs, purpose and availability of materials were different in each culture. Urban centres in Egypt were unique as they were built along the Nile which meant that unlike the geometric plannings of other cultures, such as China, the urban centres within Egypt along the Nile were more organically structured.  That’s not to say that all Egyptian urban centres had little structure but that the placement of said structures were more based on the geography of the environment as seen with the Holocene Alluvial sediments along the Nile and archaeological remnants found along the Nile (Hassan et al., 2017). The Nile’s often unpredictable flooding meant that urbanism expanded into managing the flooding to be beneficial without threatening the infrastructure they built close to the river, whereas China chose to adapt differently to the destructive floods from living close to the Yellow and Yangtze River. Their preference leaned towards large complex states in contrast to Egypt’s smaller sites. Their complex structure meant that Chinas urbanism was based more on administrative control rather the centralized control like with Egypt. 

Egypt and China represented a unique form of political continuity which could be considered as a result of their distinct state organisation and dynastic cycles, (Carlos, 2020). Both Egypt and China relied on a dynastic cycle which helped solidify state organisation as there was always an established political and economic power of state. The Egyptian state consisted of three main parts: ‘The Pharaoh and his court, the states economical administration, and governance of the nomes.’ (Petr Charvát and Morgan, 2013), nomes referring to the various administrative divisions of Egypt. Kinship based governance was replaced by more formalised systems with bureaucracy preferred over feudalism which helped advance state organisation despite the rise and fall of dynasties due to various factors (Fu Z, 1991). Both empires went through phases of expansion and collapse which effected state infrastructure and the state economy. The cycle of expansion and collapse effected state security and quantity of available materials, (Barbieri-Low, 2021) which in turn effected state organisation. In Egypt key principles were based upon the concept of Maat, the ancient Egyptian concept of the balance between order and the cycle of chaos which is prevalent in Egyptian concepts and embodies the changes in rulers. This is similar to the Chinese concept where the rulers’ job was to ensure the proper functioning of the cosmos.  These understandings and beliefs effected state organisation as it served as a way to control public order both from an administrative perspective but also within the home. 

Another factor of Childe’s characteristics of complex societies is he concept of craft specialisation. Craft specialisation is an inevitable concept, as society expands and agriculture appears in excess, craft specialisation begins to develop beyond basic necessity of crafts. It occurs as a result of excess and allows civilisation to specialise and develop beyond a simple sedentary settlement or civilisation. The craft specialisations, recognised as improvements in technology by Childe, influenced the trajectory of each civilisation based upon geography, material, cultural influences and necessity. The process of diverting labour from food production the to production of processing unique material is a key indicator of a society’s complexity (Ormeling, R., 2010) as suggested by Childe. 

Craft specialisation varied by region and time period, it can be seen that earlier periods had simpler specialisations such as pottery and flint for Egypt or bone working and early complex textile production in China. Later periods had more complex craft specialisation such as metallurgy or funerary craft productions. Both Egypt and China’s crafts helped expand the funerary cult as these specialised artisan goods were used in burials such as pottery, stone craving and jade ornaments found in China (Chaffin, 2021). There is a strong link between craft socialisation and state development as craft specialisation was seen by the furthering of state idealisms. State leaders of unified areas use craft specialisations to further and secure their own power during times of economic uplift. There was a strong link between craft specialisation and trade as the produce of certain goods using materials largely found within Egypt could 
be used as a valuable trading good which aids in the economic surplus and benefits the rulers of each civilisation granting greater control over the subjects of their nations and increases the surplus available for the production of craft specialisation workers. 

Overall, Childe’s characteristics of complex societies can be found in both Egypt and China via unique cultural processes and beliefs and are only distinguished by culture, geography and available materials within the land they settle on. The value of economic surplus can be seen with urban centres, craft specialisations and funerary rights which expand cultural identity which in turn creates complex society. 
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