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Childe devised a list of ten criteria he thought were essential in characterising a complex society. This essay will discuss several of these criteria and how they prove, according to Childe, that Ancient Egypt was a complex society. This essay proves undoubtedly, through the assessment of Childe’s criteria, that Egypt qualified as a complex society, according to Gordon Childe’s definition.

Childe’s fourth criteria stated that ‘monumental architecture’ was one characteristic of a complex society. The Great Pyramid of Giza, among other Egyptian pyramids, are an example of monumental architecture[footnoteRef:1]. Other burial tombs of the early Old Kingdom are described by Wenke (2007) as being monumental architecture, offering the example of the step pyramids Pharaoh Djoser at Saqqara[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Wilkinson, T. (2010) ‘The Rise and Fall of Ancient Egypt: The History of a Civilisation from 3000BC to Cleopatra’ London: Bloomsbury, CPI Group Ltd. p.72. ]  [2:  Wenke, R. F.; Olszewski, D. J. (2007) ‘Patterns in Prehistory: Humankind’s First Three Million Years’. 5th Ed. Oxford: Oxford a University Press. pp.378-379.] 


Childe stated that ‘a ruling class exempt from manual labour’ was the fifth criteria of a complex society. According to Wilkinson (2010) the elite were the landlords while the labourers farmed the land, “widening the gap between rich and poor”[footnoteRef:3], as outlined by Childe’s criteria. The pharaoh was seen as a god and would therefore not be expected to perform activities such as manual labour. The ruling class, such as the viziers, would also not participate, in accordance with the criteria outlined above. [3:  Wilkinson, T. (2010) ‘The Rise and Fall of Ancient Egypt: The History of a Civilisation from 3000BC to Cleopatra’ London: Bloomsbury, CPI Group Ltd. pp.57-58.] 


Monumental art was the eighth point on Childe’s list of criteria. The Temple of Ramesses II is one example of monumental Egyptian art, depicting four colossal statues of the pharaoh seated at the entrance of the temple, carved in the 19th Dynasty [footnoteRef:4]. These statues were among a multitude produced during the sixty-seven year reign of Ramesses II (Ramesses the Great). Another example of monumental art in Egypt is the limestone statue of the Great Sphinx of Giza from the 4th Dynasty[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  Shaw, I. (2004) ‘The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt’. Oxford: Oxford University Press. p.293. ]  [5:  Shaw, I. (2004) ‘The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt’. Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp.90-91.] 


The ninth criteria outlined by Childe  was ‘the regular importation of raw materials both as luxuries and as industrial materials’. According to Wengrow, lapis lazuli was imported to Egypt from what are now Afghanistan and Pakistan[footnoteRef:6]. Ross and Steadman (2017) also mention the prevalence of importation in Egypt through trade relationships[footnoteRef:7]. Other luxuries were also imported, such as oils found in burial tombs.  [6:  Wengrow, D. (2010) ‘What Makes Civilization?’ Great Britain: Clays Ltd. p.37.]  [7:  Ross, J. C.;  Steadman, S. R. (2017) ‘Ancient and  Complex Societies’. London: Taylor & Francis Group. p.91. ] 


According to Childe’s criteria for a complex society, Egypt does indeed qualify as such. The four criteria analysed above clearly highlight Egypt’s qualities of a complex society. While the remaining six criteria were not addressed in this essay, they too show the complexity of Egyptian society. One such example is the writing system developed in Egypt c.4000 BC[footnoteRef:8], fulfilling Childe’s sixth criteria. [8:  Shaw, I. (2004) ‘The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt’. Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp.74-76.] 
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