
Childe civilisation  
 
Defining civilization can be difficult and time consuming, with no right or wrong answer. One of 
the most influential approaches is Gordon V. Childe, who proposed a set of characteristics that 
distinguishes early civilisations from Neolithic communities. These Characteristics are not a 
checklist but are more recurring features that, when put together, have marked a significant 
increase in social, political, and economics. Bruce Trigger summarized in Defining Early 
Civilisations, Childe emphasised features such as monumental architecture, and systems for 
recording information, which includes writing.1 
 
According to Childe, one of the clearest indicators of a complex society is the presence of 
monumental architecture and large scale constructions that would have required coordinated 
labour, planning and a surplus of resources. These structures in most cases are rarely 
functional in an economic sense, but instead they often serve a religious, political or for 
ideological purposes, symbolising elite power and social hierarchy.2 
A second key characteristic is the development of recording information, such as writing. Childe 
viewed writing as essential for administering surplus resources, organising labour, arranging 
religious beliefs and maintaining political authority. Writing allowed information to be stored, 
transmitted and controlled, this increased the capacity of early civilisations to govern their land 
better.3 In both Egypt and China, monumental architecture and recording systems were 
intertwined. Monuments often commemorated rulers or gods, while written records helped plan 
their constructions.  
 
Ancient Egypt provides some of the most iconic examples of monumental architecture in the 
ancient world. Structures such as the pyramids of Giza, and the royal tombs of the valley of the 
kings show that Egypt meets this criteria of monumentality. These buildings were constructed on 
a massive scale, and were clearly intended to last a very long time. The Great Pyramid of 
Khufu, for example, required quarrying, transport, and the placement of millions of stone blocks, 
this would have taken long term planning and central coordination.4 This kind of project could 
have only been done by a society with the administrative capacity to bring together and sustain 
large Labour forces. 
Childe argued that monumental architecture reflected the existence of a powerful ruling elite 
capable of commanding labour and resources.5 In Egypt, monuments were closely associated 
with the Pharaoh, whose authority was reinforced by architecture. Pyramids and temples were 
not just tombs or places of worship, they were physical manifestations of royal power and divine 
legitimacy.6 Temples such as Karnak functioned as religious centres, and the scale of how 
monumental they were reinforced the idea that the gods and an extension of the gods the 
pharaoh dominated the natural and social order.7 
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Egyptian monumental architecture also played a crucial role in preserving cultural beliefs. By 
building in stone and inscribing monuments with texts and beliefs, the Egyptian rulers projected 
its power across generations. This reflects a level of organisation that checks of one of the 
characteristics from Chides 10 points of complex societies and civilisations. 
 
The Egyptian writing system includes hieroglyphs, hieratic and demotic, which represents one of 
the earliest and such a sophisticated system of recording information.8 Writing emerged in Egypt 
around 3200 B.C and was initially used for administrative purposes, such as recording good, 
labour and taxation.910 Childe stated writing is a crucial characteristic of civilisation because it 
allowed elites to manage complex economic systems and to maintain control over surplus 
resources.11 In Egypt, literacy was largely restricted to scribes, who formed a specialised 
administrative class.12 written records were essential for organising monumental projects. 
Papyrus documents and inscriptions recorded workforce organisation, the deliveries of stone 
and the distributions of food rations. This use of writing documents demonstrates how recording 
information can strengthen a society. Inscriptions on monuments also served ideological 
functions.  Reliefs and texts on temple walls depicted the pharaoh performing rituals, defeating 
enemies, or receiving authority from the gods and acting as a political power.13 
The restricted nature of literacy in Egypt supports Childe's emphasis on inequality in complex 
societies.14 writing was not something that everyone could use it was controlled by the state and 
used to reinforce elite authority. Through written records the Egyptian state could control from 
afar which is a key feature of complete governance. 
 
In early China, particularly during the Shang dynasty, monumental architecture took different 
forms from Egypt, but fulfilled similar functions. Instead of pyramids, the Shang constructed 
large rammed earth palaces, city walls and royal tombs, such as the Anyang. These structures 
required immense labour and technical expertise, demonstrating a high level of social 
organization.15 The use of rammed earth rather than stone reflects environmental and cultural 
differences , but the scale and labour investment still meet Childe's criteria of monumentality.16 
Shang royal tombs were monumental in both size and complexity. They contained chariots, 
bronze vessels, weapons, jade objects, and human sacrifices. The construction and furnishing 
of these tombs required coordinated labour and access to resources. 
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As in Egypt, monumentality in China was closely linked to religious and political authority. Shang 
kings claimed legitimacy through communication with ancestors, and monumental ritual spaces 
reinforced their unique status as places between the human and spiritual world.17 
City walls served as defensive and administrative purposes but also symbolized elite 
dominance. Their construction demonstrates the Shang states ability to mobilize labour and 
enforce authority, supporting Childe's argument that monumental architecture is a clear marker 
of complex societies and civilisations.18 
 
The earliest known Chinese writing appears in the form of oracle bone inscriptions (1200 B.C), 
used primarily during the Shang dynasty.19 These inscriptions recorded divinations concerning 
warfare, agriculture, weather, and royal rituals.20 Although limited compared to later Chinese 
writing, oracle bones represent a systematic method of recording information, fulfilling Childe's 
criteria. Writing was associated with the king and priestly elites, reinforcing their authority. 
Oracle bone inscriptions were not just religious texts they also formed an early archival system, 
questions were inscribed and often recorded with outcomes, creating a written record of royal 
decision making. This allowed continuity in governance and ritual practice across many 
generations. As in Egypt, writing in Shang china was also restricted to the elites. Control over 
written knowledge reinforced social hierarchy and enabled rulers to govern more effectively than 
would be possible through oral communication alone. In addition to this the preservation of the 
oracle bones within the palace and ritual sites suggest deliberate storage of past records. These 
written materials allowed Shang rulers to reference earlier rulers, strengthening political 
legitimacy and reinforcing authority of the king as the central decision maker. 
 
While Egyptian writing was used mainly for economic administration, Shang writing was more 
used and focused on ritual and royal concerns. However Both systems demonstrate Childe's 
key point in recording information. Being able to do this made the capacity of both Egypt and 
Shang China  to increase in organisation and to maintain power.21 
 
Both Egypt and China clearly exhibit the characteristics of Childe's monumental architecture and 
recording information. Both societies invested in large scale construction that went over basic 
economic needs. Monuments were closely linked to religious ideology. Writing systems were 
controlled by elites and used to support authority. Monumentality and writing reinforced each 
other, combining physical and ideological expression of power. Differences in materials, style 
reflect the environmental and cultural variation rather than how complex they both were, they 
were both complex but in different ways. This supports Trigger's argument that Childe's 
characteristics are comparative tools rather than rigid definitions.22 
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Modern scholars have criticised Childe for implying that writing and monumentality are universal 
markers of civilisation. Some complex societies lacked writing such as the Mayas which used 
Knotts on rope and some societies lacked large scale monumental architecture. However in the 
cases of Egypt and China, these characteristics were central. 
Trigger argues that Childe's framework remains useful when applied flexibly, focusing on 
features such as monuments and record keeping function within societies, rather than treating 
them as absolute requirements.23 In addition to this there have been many societies that 
demonstrated advanced political organisation, and long distance trade without fulfilling Childe's 
points. For example some societies relied on oral record keeping rather than writing, or invested 
in perishable monumental forms that left limited archeological traces.24 This has led to some 
scholars arguing that the term “civilisation” is culturally loaded and risks privileging societies that 
resemble Egypt or Mesopotamia while marginalizing others. As a result many modern historians 
prefer to use the terms “complex societies” or “early states”, recognizing that Childe’s 
characteristics describe common patterns rather than universal requirements.  
However Childe's 10 characteristics are still useful and valid for identifying early civilisations, 
provided they are applied flexibly rather than a rigid checklist. Childe did not claim that all 
societies must meet every criteria in order to be considered a complex society, instead he 
argued that the characteristics represented a cluster of interconnected developments that 
typically come together during transition to urban state level organisation.25 Trigger supports this 
interpretation, allowing scholars to identify certain features of societies, such as monumental 
architecture and recording information and interpret them and differentiate them from more early 
societies.26 When applied in a certain way Childe's model remains effective for societies such as 
Egypt and early China, where multiple characteristics clearly coexist and reinforce one another. 
Moreover, the archeological emphasis on monumental architecture and recording information 
reflects practical importance in sustaining large scale governance.27Rather than being 
considered outdated, Childe's characteristics of complex societies has kept up to date because 
it highlights material and administrative thresholds that marks significant changes in human 
social organisation, moreover Childe's 10 points remain a defensible and productive tool for 
analysing early civilisations, even with modern approaches. 
 
In conclusion, by examining monumental architecture and systems for recording information, in 
both Ancient Egypt and Early China they both conform to Childe's 10 characteristics of complex 
societies. In each case large scale architectural projects have been made like the Pyramids of 
Giza  and the royal tombs of the valley of the kings for Egypt and the Anyang for China, these 
would have required large scale planning and organising the resources. Monumental structures 
such as the pyramids and temples alongside Shang elite tombs, were not just for aesthetics but 
were functional powerful symbols of authority that reinforced hierarchy and elite control. 
Similarly systems for recording information played a crucial role in sustaining complexity in both 
societies. Writing in Egypt enabled the administration of labour, resources and ritual practice, 
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while in Shang China oracle bone inscriptions recorded royal decisions and key events. In both 
cases control of written knowledge was restricted by elites, allowing rulers to extend their 
authority across generations. Despite their independent development and contrasting 
environmental contexts, both Egypt and China display similarities in Childe's 10 characteristics. 
These parallels support Childe's augment that certain structural features occur across early 
civilisations. As summarized by Trigger, Childe's model is valuable not as a rigid checklist but as 
a comparative, that helps explain how early states organised power, labour and belief systems. 
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