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WAS CHILDE AN ORIENTALIST?
AN UPDATED VIEW OF GORDON CHILDE’S THE DAWN OF
EUROPEAN CIVILIZATION AND NEW LIGHT OF

THE MOST ANCIENT EAST

Christian MESIA-MONTENEGRO
Abstract. This paper intends to provide an updated view of two essential books written by Vere
Gordon Childe, The Dawn of European Civilization and New Light on the Most Ancient East,
while trying to answer the following question: was Childe an Orientalist? In trying to answer this
question I explore both books using the definitions provided by Edward Said in his book
Orientalism, in which he analyses scholarly Western attitudes towards the East, and the way
Western scholars embedded their cultural biases when explaining “Oriental culture” (and its
material and nonmaterial manifestations. As a conceptual method of analysis, a deductive model is
provided in order to answer this question.
Keywords: Gordon Childe, orientalism, cradle of civilisations, East, Western, cultural biases.

Gordon Childe is, arguably, the best known archaeologist of the twentieth
century. His work has been the subject of many theoretical debates since his
death in 1957. Regarded as one of the most influential archaeologists
working in Europe in the first half of the twentieth century, his work has
been an influential source in the construction of knowledge in the subfields
of European and Eastern archaeology. Books such as The Dawn of European
Civilization and New Light on the Most Ancient East are examples of his genuine
interest in these two areas, in his attempts to explain the rise of European
civilisation. During the time in which Childe began his academic training
and his archaeological inquiries, Europe was not only the centre of
technological progress but also a social space with deep contradictions that
led to two world wars. In this social environment, Childe begins his
research.
More recently, the work of Edward Said has been extremely
influential in the analysis of the academic world’s social and political
behaviour in relation to the East. In this respect, Said argued that most of
the academic and literary writing done by British, French - and now
American - scholars in relation to the East had an “Orientalist” essence.
My goal is to provide an updated view of the aforementioned Childe
books answering the following question: was Gordon Childe an Orientalist,
in the Said sense? This question has been previously addressed in a
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synchronic way by Trigger1 and Nadeau.2 More emphatic in his answer,
Trigger states that Childe was a scholar opposed to Orientalism 3 while
Nadeau states that even though Childe’s early writings reflected “the
popular prejudices of an England of the 1920s which furthered the
development of such institutions as ‘Orientalism’,”4 and that he
“characterized the peoples of the Orient as existing upon a state of
stagnation and degeneracy in contrast to true Europeans who had a peculiar
vigour and genius,”5 he “sought from the archaeological record a substitute
for the prevailing political history of his day that depicted history as a series
of conquests,”6 hence redeeming himself from being labelled as an
“Orientalist.” Nadeau tries to offer a sole answer to this question while
offering a fixed answer to a diachronic problem.
Thus, in order to answer the question that originates this essay, the
definition of “Orientalist” will be analysed as well as the method that Said
uses to discover an Orientalist vision of the Orient. Following his work, I
propose a model of three categories, meant to answer the question stated
above. Then, the model will be contrasted with The Dawn of European
Civilization and New Light on the Most Ancient East. In regards to the former,
the first edition has been analysed and for the latter, the third edition. This
is done in order to gain a diachronic sense of Childe’s intellectual
production. Further works should be added in the future in order to attain a
more comprehensive scope of the issue at hand.
Orientalism: Definitions and Methods
In 1979, Edward Said published Orientalism, a book in which he analyses the
social behaviour of Western society in relation to the East and the different
narratives constructed from the West that tried to explain the East, from a
Western standpoint of superiority and colonialism. According to Said,
Orientalism is
a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s
special place in European Western experience. The Orient is not only
adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest
colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant
and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other.7

Trigger 1980, p. 13, 23.
Nadeau 1993, p. 312-315.
3 Ibid.
4 Nadeau 1993, p. 314.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Said 1979, p. 1.
1
2
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Taking into consideration this definition, Orientalism is a vision intended to
justify and impose one’s understanding of events on the other, reducing one
to the will of the other; “Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an
ontological and epistemological distinction made between the Orient and
(most of the time) the Occident.”8 It is clear that this opposition is a
product of political and economic factors such as the existence of British
and French colonies in the Middle East or Near East.
Taking the late eighteenth century as a very roughly defined starting point,
Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for
dealing with the Orient - dealing with it by making statements about it,
authorizing views on it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it:
in short Orientalism as a Western style of dominating, restructuring, and
having authority over the Orient. 9

Academics involved in this discourse share a common consciousness in this
respect, probably one imposed by the superstructure in which they were or
are immersed. Thus, Orientalism becomes a social practice structured by a
political institution and practiced by the intellectual body that is under the
realm of that political institution. For many years, England and France ruled
a vast part of the Orient, being responsible for the production of knowledge
about it; then after World War II, and especially after the Afghanistan and
Iraq invasions, the United States took the torch from England and France
in the construction of knowledge about the Orient from the perspective of
the one who holds power, a political practice reinforced by the current
United States government.10
As Said acknowledges in his definition, Orientalism involves different
layers of social practice. In these layers, two basic interconnected spheres
can be identified, the abstract and the material one: “it will be wrong to
conclude that the Orient was essentially an idea or a creation with no
corresponding reality.”11 There is a material expression or material condition
in which the idea is sustained as “material relations are the basis of all
relations. These material relations are only the necessary form in which their
material and individual activity is realized.” 12 Therefore the understanding of
these material conditions in specific times will enlighten the researcher
regarding the growing body of ideas that sustained the social practice called,
Ibid., p. 2.
Ibid., p. 3.
10 Current attempts to ban citizens from seven Muslim countries from entering the United
States, as well as racial profiling in regards to immigrants from the Near East are among the
best examples of this practice.
11 Said 1979, p. 5.
12 Marx 1973, p. 4.
8
9

11

Christian Mesia-Montenegro

by Said, “Orientalism.” And the same has to be done when analysing
intellectuals involved in this social practice.
In this respect Said talks about a method developed in the
understanding of Orientalist practices. He suggests two categories: strategic
location and strategic formation. The first one is “a way of describing the
author’s position in a text with regard to the oriental material he writes
about,”13 while the latter “is a way of analyzing the relationships between
texts and the way in which groups of texts, types of texts, even textual
genres, acquire mass, density and referential power among themselves and
thereafter in the culture at large.”14 There are specific conditions and
positions that have to be found in the writer: a sort of model that could
indicate whether the narrative could be labelled as an Orientalist social
practice. In this respect, following Said, I propose the following model, one
that I will use in analysing the work of Gordon Childe in relation with the
Near East:
1) The location of the writer is in opposition to the Orient. If the
writer comes from the Western world, there is a sense of membership with
respect to the West and a sense of otherness in respect to the Orient.
2) The writer speaks on behalf of the Orient, without being part of
the Orient (colonial appropriation).
3) The writer justifies - explicitly or implicitly - the political order of
the West in regards to the East.
One can argue that a new approach to a specific field regarding the
Orient will always be charged as having Orientalist connotations given the
fact that
every writer on the Orient assumes some Oriental precedent, some previous
knowledge of the Orient, to which he refers and on which he relies.
Additionally, each work on the Orient affiliates itself with other works, with
audiences, with institutions, with the Orient itself.15

In that sense, it also can be argued that all researchers from the first half of
the twentieth century would have been biased in respect of the sources they
used while developing their research. In this sense, the model’s third point
becomes crucial in identifying an Orientalist position. The other two points
are relevant to the discussion but do not have the same hierarchical position
as point three, this third point being not in the realm of strategic location
nor that of strategic formation. I would argue that a third strategy would be
necessary in Said’s method, a strategy that explicitly deals with the political
meanings of the writer, not only with position and formation. The political
Said 1979, p. 20.
Ibid.
15 Ibid.
13
14
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structure is indeed embedded in location and position, but as I have
mentioned, it is embedded and not explicit. This strategy I will call political
strategy.
This model is not intended to give a definitive answer, as the model is
not perfect itself, but at least will provide initial responses that could be
validated with future work. Now we turn to the two aforementioned books.
The Dawn of European Civilization
In this book, Childe intends to understand the archaeological and social
processes that led to the emergence of what he termed “European
Civilisation,” using a wide range of archaeological information and showing
an impressive knowledge of stylistic and morphological features. Childe
makes the case that the seeds of European Civilisation lie in the
Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilisations, but populations from the island
of Crete reinterpreted these seeds.
In the process of diffusion and creation, the isle of Crete played a foremost
role. Its geographical position enabled the Cretans to take advantage of
advances made in the South and East without becoming dependent either
on Egypt or on Sumer. At the same time the limited resources of their
homeland obliged the islander to turn to maritime trade and thereby to
diffuse their civilizations along the coasts of the Mediterranean and Black
Sea.16

Childe spends several pages trying to make the case for the role of Crete in
the diffusion and filtering of Oriental influences as if he was trying hard to
make the case that the Orient does not directly influence Europe but that
and Oriental presence exists in European prehistory through Crete. On one
side, he elevates the Orient to the category of a bright and influential
civilisation.
The idea of a south-eastern origin for the higher elements in European
civilization finds its justification if, instead of groping among the
epipalæolithic remains of shell-heaps and cave shelters, we turn for a
moment to the lands where the full light of history has shone from the
beginnings of the third millennium before our era.17

But on the other side, he makes a distinction between the Orient and Crete,
reinforcing the role of Crete in the reinterpretation of Eastern influence,
locating an improved Orient in Crete, which in turn will be the Orient that
Europe will get through the Mediterranean.
The Cretan artist was not limited to perpetuating the cruel deeds of a selfish
despot nor doomed to formalism by innate conservatism of priestly
16
17

Childe 1925, p. 24.
Ibid., p. 22.
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superstition. Hence the modern naturalism, the truly occidental feeling for life
and nature that distinguish Minoan vase paintings, frescoes and intaglios.
Beholding these charming scenes of games and processions, animals and
fishes, flowers and trees we breathe already a European atmosphere.18

In this last quotation, Childe implicitly makes a judgement value regarding
the political, artistic and religious conditions of the prehistoric Orient,
explicitly saying that the Minoan civilisation was European in essence and
acted as an intermediary in the transmutation of oriental discoveries to
other parts of Europe. A difference is made between “us” (Europe) and the
“other” (Orient). Childe, rather than focusing on the archaeological record
of the Orient, pays attention to the description of archaeological features
from Crete, trying to find their counterparts in Europe.
The Minoan religion has much in common with that of Egypt and
Mesopotamia, but it was distinct from both and is further important for its
wider Mediterranean relations. The deity worshipped under several forms
was the great mother […] The divine being was represented by symbols
such as the baetylic pillar, the holy tree, and the double axe-objects which
had a sacral significance not only in the East but throughout the western
Mediterranean and in France and Britain. Doves and snakes in association
with the divine cult again find echoes in Sardinia and Britanny. 19

He not only differentiates Europe from the Orient but also explicitly argues
for the superiority of European features over Oriental ones.
At the same time these enormous swords vindicate conclusively the supremacy of
West over East, both in technical skills and originality, for nothing to compare
with them was ever born in Mesopotamia and Egypt. European civilization is
henceforth armed to defend its independence.20

This attitude is contradicted by an effort to praise the achievements of the
Orient that will be further discussed in the section devoted to New Light on
the Most Ancient East, though such praise is sometimes apparent in such
passages from The Dawn of European Civilization as the following: “In any
case at the end of the fourth [millennium] the Sumerian civilization was so
highly developed that we must wait until the nineteenth century for a
comparison with northern Europe.”21
In dealing with the presence of Oriental features on the Iberic
peninsula, Childe fluctuates between explanations giving pre-eminence to
Western and Oriental influences. For the former, the peninsula was an
original force that was highly influential upon societies of the Atlantic and
Ibid., p. 29.
Ibid., p. 30.
20 Ibid., p. 36, my italics.
21 Ibid., p. 23.
18
19
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Western Mediterranean but also as far as the Aegean isles and the Nile
Valley; for the latter, “the cultures of Iberia are only poor reflections of the
civilizations of the Eastern Mediterranean.”22 Childe pointed out that the
natives of what is now Portugal sailed to western seas and took with them
the idea of dolmen tombs to Brittany, Ireland and Denmark, while in 3000
BC, trading posts were established in Almeria, the Algarve and Andalucia by
Eastern Mediterranean travellers who from these trading posts started trade
with Britain, Ireland and Scandinavia. For him, these “Eastern
Mediterranean travellers” were actually from Crete, as he suggests that
the collapse of the Minoan and Mycenean thalassocracies in the twelfth
century [BC] cut off all intercourse with the Aegean. The cultural decline
which followed the deprivation of that Eastern stimulus shows how
completely the civilization of Iberia had been dependant on that of the
Aegean.23

New Light on the Most Ancient East
Without being an expert on the Orient, Childe wrote this book based on the
literature available at the time and on some unpublished reports that
colleagues gave him access to. As in The Dawn of European Civilization, Childe
uses a wide range of archaeological information, basically features such as
morphology and style, in order to establish the relationship between Egypt,
Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley. He does try to establish an evolutionary
trajectory, based on diffusion and ecological determinism (which are
strongly present in The Dawn of European Civilization) and on dialectics.
In due course we shall deal in detail with archaeology’s revelations that
disclose no abstract evolution but the interaction of multiple concrete
groups and the blending of contributions from far -sundered regions.24

What is interesting about this book is that the references to Europe are
restricted to the first chapter and the allusions to Crete are less relevant than
in The Dawn of European Civilization. Also in regards to the Orient, the
approach in this work is substantially different. Childe tries to establish the
superiority of the oriental past in regards to Europe as can be seen in the
way he begins the book by saying,
barely a thousand years ago Scotland and the rest of northern Europe were
still sunk in the night of illiteracy and barbarism. A thousand years earlier
and history’s light shines upon our dark continent merely from a few points on
the shores of the Mediterranean. 25
Ibid., p. 129.
Ibid., p. 137.
24 Childe 1957, p. 7.
25 Ibid., p. 1, my italics.
22
23
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Unlike in The Dawn of European Civilization, where Childe emphasises the
point that the Orient was filtered through Crete, here he indicates the close
relationship between people from the Orient and Europe by suggesting that
“some of the peoples of Oriental antiquity were close kinsmen to the
Neolithic inhabitants of parts of Europe or descendants of the race of
Paleolithic hunters who had lived there before.”26 He goes further in
claiming that it is necessary to study the Orient in order to understand
Europe:
The prehistory and protohistory of the Ancient East is therefore an
indispensable prelude to the true appreciation of European history. The
latter is first mainly the history of imitation, or at best adaptation of oriental
achievements. The record of the achievements themselves is enshrined in
the former.27

In The Dawn of European Civilization, he dedicates a whole chapter of his
book to Crete, a chapter that is interestingly called “The Ancient East.” In
New Light on the Most Ancient East the role of Crete is still the same; however,
Childe now does not try to reinforce the primordial role of it but uses it as a
proof of how “civilisation” was diffused from the Orient to Europe. Crete
is no longer a filter, a place where the “true European spirit” emerges,
reinterpreting despotic oriental features, but one of the places through
which civilization was diffused:
Even the familiar cross design is faithfully reproduced in Anatolia, in
Thessaly, and even on the Maros in Hungary. Could a more convincing
proof of diffusion from Hither Asia to our continent be demanding? Early
Minoan button seals, too, are descended from the same stock, but are
thought to have reached Crete by a more circuitous route via Egypt. 28

It is really remarkable how his approach changed over the years. Since New
Light on the Ancient East is dedicated to the Orient, his take on the Orient is a
romantic one, which is supported by a wide knowledge of archaeological
information. It is a romantic one because he praises the Orient as a cradle
of civilisation. The same can be said about The Dawn of European Civilization
in which he expresses a romantic view in regards to Europe, stating its
superiority over the East.
The archaeologist’s spade has revealed a concrete record of man’s progress
from savagery to civilization in the same region. It largely substantiates the
traditions and deductions just summarized and at the same time it
supplements them and enlarges their scope. But further it brings the

Ibid., p. 2.
Ibid.
28 Ibid., p. 40.
26
27
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reanimated body of most ancient Egypt into living contact with Europe’s
most remote past, infusing for a moment a glow of life into those pale lips.29

The sophistication of the argument is the same, supported by a wide range
of archaeological information, which led to Childe acquiring fame as the
great synthesiser in archaeology. This sophistication is rooted in his
profound knowledge of archaeological materials, but the arguments per se
are rooted in specific attitudes towards the area he studied. Obviously - or
maybe not - he would consider himself part of the “European Civilisation”
as he obtained prestige in British lands even though he was born in a British
colony.
Diffusion has always been a major component in Childe’s syntheses,
not a passive but active one: the difference is that as a Marxist, he applies a
dialectic approach in explaining change. This would sound contradictory,
but for Childe traits originated in one place were diffused through contact
and reinterpreted by specific social or environmental conditions, which then
could affect the meaning of the traits to be diffused again, in some cases
diffused to places where those traits came from.
The Urban revolution would have been consummated first in Sumer during
the Uruk period; Egyptian, Susian and Indian civilizations are explicitly later.
But, as we have seen, neither are mere reproductions of the Sumerian. Even
the script signs are quite distinct. It is indeed conceivable that the Egyptian
clerks somehow learned from Sumer the device of investing pictograms
with phonetic values […] Both Egypt and India were undoubtedly in
contact, direct or indirect, with Sumer before they achieved civilization. But
the earliest form of its political counterpart, the State, was different in all
regions.30

In the book about the East, traits are flowing in three directions, to Egypt,
Mesopotamia and India, being interpreted and kept in movement; constant
movement of traits led to the emergence of complex social forms in these
three areas which were subsequently exported to Europe. It is very
interesting that the dialectic process stops in Crete where the island is just a
route for the diffusion of traits, while in The Dawn of European Civilization the
island becomes the centre of interpretation and reinterpretation.
Discussion
Now it is time to turn to the question that originated this inquiry: was
Gordon Childe an Orientalist in the Said sense? For Said, an Orientalist
deals with the Orient by

29
30

Ibid., p. 7.
Ibid., p. 238.
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making statements about it, authorizing views, describing it, by teaching it,
settling it, ruling over it: in short Orientalism as a Western style of
dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient.31

In answering the question, I proposed a model that would serve to arrive at
a coherent answer to this question. I cannot help but say that this task has
not been easy as I have approached two different moments of Childe’s
work in which probably two different answers would emerge, if those two
books were analysed independently. It is also necessary to consider that
each person is a product of specific and particular material conditions of
existence.
The model Orientalist is as follows:
1) The location of the writer is in opposition to the Orient. If the
writer comes from the Western world, there is a sense of membership with
respect to the West and a sense of otherness in respect of the Orient.
As explained, in The Dawn of European Civilization, Childe takes a
standpoint in relationship to the Orient which can be explained by the
academic conditions in which he developed his career in England. In
reference to Said’s Strategic Location, Childe identifies himself as European,
in spite of being Australian. Childe adopts a European consciousness in
regards to the Orient, as expressed in the examples I have provided earlier
in this paper, and he clearly treats Orient as the “other.” Childe’s location is
in opposition to the Orient.
2) The writer speaks on behalf of the Orient, though not being part of
the Orient (colonial appropriation).
Childe praises the Orient, but he does not embrace it as if it were his
own; rather, he projects the Orient as a source of all technological and
cultural achievements that were processed in Europe. He presents a
romantic vision of the Orient’s past, a vision that was well accepted among
scholars of his time. In terms of Said’s Strategic Formation, Childe’s The
Dawn of European Civilization could probably be understood as a subtle or
unconscious effort to belittle the Orient in relation to Europe, as Childe
implicitly makes a negative judgement value of the religion and political
systems of prehistoric and protohistoric Oriental civilisations, a situation
that changes in New Light on the Most Ancient East where his position is
exactly the opposite. Childe cannot truly speak on behalf of the Orient as he
maintains in both books his European affiliation. Childe does not talk about
the Orient’s present.
3) The writer justifies - explicitly or implicitly - the political order of
the West in regards to the East.

31

Said 1979, p. 3.
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This is the most important point of this model, which is what I earlier
termed the author’s Political Strategy. Childe was a Marxist, a member of
the British Communist Party, which makes it reasonable to argue that it is
not possible for Childe to justify - explicitly or implicitly - political
oppression. But in The Dawn of the European Civilization he reasons that
Europe is superior to the Orient. His continuous references to the
superiority of Europe in technological terms, the reinforcement of Crete’s
role as a filter and a representative of the “true European spirit” tacitly
differentiate Europe and the Orient and elevate Europe above the Orient.
But if we take a look at the New Light on the Most Ancient East this approach
has been severely moderated; au contraire, Childe argues for more direct
links historically between Europe and the Orient, diminishing Crete’s role,
portraying it as a mere staging-post in the diffusion of Oriental traits to
Europe.
The answer to the question that originated this paper is not easy in
spite of the model created for answering it. The Gordon Childe who wrote
The Dawn of European Civilization was an Orientalist, in Said’s terms. But the
one who wrote New Light on the Most Ancient East was not. An academic
career goes through different stages, in which theoretical positions may vary
according to specific material conditions.
Men enter into definite relations that are indispensable and independent of their
will, relations of production which correspond to a definite stage of
development of their material productive forces. The sum total of these
relations of production constitute the economic structure of society, the real
foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure and to which
correspond definite forms of social consciousness.32

This social consciousness may be challenged, but the specific social
conditions in which an individual interacts with the rest of society could
modify that consciousness. Childe was a product of his time, an exceptional
scholar who fought adversity until reaching the acknowledgement he
deserved. His attitude towards the Orient was modified in New Light on the
Most Ancient East but further analysis of the rest of his work will be required
in order to fully answer the question that guided this essay.
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