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Gordon Childe: right or wrong?

Andrew Sherratt?

The British (Australian) archaeologist V. Gordon Childe was the tirst English-speaking
scholar to attempt a synoptic view of European development, and also of the Near East. His
vision was limited by three “blind spots” (religion, wartare, luxury), but nevertheless oftered
a coherent vision of western Eurasia as a whole. Although both the dating and interpretation of
European prehistory have now radically altered, Childe’s vision remains important even though
much new information (e.g., concerning ecology and settlement-history) has been acquired since
he wrote. It is especially important as prehistorians are one again turning their attention, not just
to local sequences, but also to a larger European or Eurasian story.
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Every prehistoric archaeologist has to come to terms with Childe. The
European prehistorian feels the need to measure his or her ideas against a classic like
the Dawn of civilisation, to see how far we have progressed; even prehistorians in
areas outside Europe need to look back to the earlier phases of their discipline, which
began in Europe, and in which Childe’s synthesis forms a milestone. Nor (I think)
is this just a matter of national, or at least anglophone, pride: even those continental
scholars who regard modern British scholarship with suspicion can agree that Childe
was a figure of European stature. Indeed, his chief critics are themselves English or
English-speaking: from his own literary executor, Grahame Clark (1976, accusing
him of being misled by Marx), to Colin Renfrew (1973, revolutionising his
chronology) or to any aspiring young graduate student wanting to patronise an older
and better exponent of his craft (e.g., Sherratt 1972:477). At the centenary ot his
birth, when most intellectuals are being subjected to revisionist critiques (or at least
to scandalous revelations about their private lives), Childe remains a revered
ancestor to a wide variety of schools of archaeology — many ot which (like
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principles, and without much real archaeology to put to it; the discovery of a pre-
pottery Neolithic, at places like Jericho, came as a disturbing surprise. Whereas
history and philology have been “tempered” and matured by many changes ot
intellectual climate, archaeology is simultaneously acquiring both intellectual
maturity and basic observations: “learning on the job”, as we might say. As a subject,
it 1s still very much a teenager, with adult methods but immature 1deas and emotions
with which to approach its new-found wealth of observations. Childe helped to take
archaeology out of its childhood — it makes a good pun in English, and one that was
not neglected by Childe himself! — but now himself looks Childeish. It is a mark of
how rapidly archaeology has progressed — by comparison with other historical
disciplines — that something written in the 19505 now seems quite so outdated.

So the conundrum of Childe 1s how he manages to be, at one and the same time,
such a chronological zone-fossil for a past epoch in European prehistoriography and
yet also a positive inspiration for a wide range of present-day workers in the field.
The answer that I would like to suggest is that he first identitied some ot the
fundamental structures of prehistory by using the evidence ot archaeology. Like
some early scientist with a new optical instrument, he tirst put names and detinitions
to what can be observed in prehistory, and described what we can still recognise in
the record. The details multiply and change, but the structures survive — even when
the interpretation changes. Some aspects of Childe’s vision were personal
idiosyncracies; some were the inevitable perceptions ot the time; but above all these
temporary aspects there stands his recognition of the essential outlines ot prehistory,
in a way that continues to be claritied by new intormation. I tind this reassuring: 1t
1s a demonstration that the past is real, and not just a tluctuating tantasy which
projects contemporary dreams and desires on to something essentially unknowable;
though it is also something whose signiticance changes with successive generations
and new angles of vision. Childe remains tascinating because his perceptions are at
once so tamihar and so strange.

To recognise his enduring contribution, it 1s theretore essential to recognise
those aspects of his imagination which were time-bound and idiosyncratic. First, the
personal aspect. It is not necessary to be an amateur psychologist to discern the
powerful influence of his father, Stephen Childe: not by imitation, but by reaction.
Stephen Childe was an Anglican clergyman, ot Catholic (ritualistic) tendency not
oreatly tempered by humanity (Green 1981:6-7). His congregation, at least, did not
like him; and his son must surely have found him as oppressive in childhood as he did
when, visiting his paternal home as an adult, he was not allowed to smoke his pipe.
His defences to this treatment were brilliance and radicalism. Not dissipating his
efforts in mere socialising (at which he had limited skills), he concentrated a powertul
intelligence on proving himself outstanding as an academic. At the same time, he
devoted himself, as soon as he had left home, to radical and idealistic causes which
questioned the basis of his family’s relatively privileged background (his Marxism
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was, In a sense, a substitute tor his lost Anglican Christianity). To a generation which
takes youthtul revolt as a token ot normality, this may seem nothing strange; in a
British colony at the time ot World War I, however, 1t took the courage ot conviction.
Recent research on Childe’s early political career in Australia has revealed a picture
that seems strikingly reminiscent ot totalitarian regimes in the Europe ot more recent
years: secret censorship and political persecution, including debarment and dismissal
from teaching positions (Mulvaney 1994). Childe hammered out his 1dealistic
philosophy trom experience and opposition, not trom the comtort ot an armchaurr.

This oppositional attitude persisted throughout his lite, even during the time
when he was a recognised international leader in his subject — chosen, tor example,
to represent prehistoric archaeology among the 6o scholars selected to address the
Conterence of Arts and Sciences organised by Harvard University to celebrate its
Tercentenary in 1936. As a Marxist and communist sympathiser (though not a party
member), Childe had ditticulties in the USA atter World War II, in the era of
McCarthyism; 1t i1s salutary to be reminded that intellectual intolerance (and a
specitic hostility to evolutionism and prehistory) has been an occasional
characteristic ot the “land ot the tree”, even as Morgan and Engels became the
orthodoxy ot the opposing power-bloc in the other hemisphere. Politicians
recognise the importance ot prehistory — which 1s why we must never let them take
it out of the hands of an international and critical community ot scholars. In Childe’s
case, this experience had the somewhat unexpected consequence ot revealing with
what atfection he was regarded by his statt: “when McCarthyism was rite 1n
America... the statt [of the Institute ot Archaeology] all came to the conclusion that
if there was any backlash on the Director, we would all go to jail with him”
(Maxwell-Hyslop 1994). From an impeccably (upper) middle class establishment,
this was commitment indeed.

This personal and political background had two consequences tor Childe’s
prehistory, one good and one bad (as tar as archaeology 1s concerned). The tirst was
a vision of social change which was to inform and underlie his writing ot prehistory,
oiving it shape and relevance (Rowlands 1994). It was Childe’s opposition to the
inwardness of White Australia and the New Protectionism that later intormed his
search for a social dynamic in dittusionism, interchange and hybridisation: themes
that constantly recur in his prehistoriography, and which have lost none ot their
relevance today. This goes a long way to explaining why Childe’s vision has
continued to occupy the attention of succeeding generations. It i1s a teature ot
Childe’s writing that it combined an unsurpassed mastery ot arcane detail (expressed
in now legendary tootnotes) with a sweep that 1s otten described as Hegelian; and
most particularly in a sustained commitment to making the otten unpromising raw
material of prehistory say something that is important about society. Criticisms ot
his work often focus upon the gap between these achievements: the lack of explicit
methodologies and case studies that could convert a vision into working theories. It



