The Two Revolutions

Gordon Childe chose the phrase ‘revolution’ deliberately in order to compare the major social transformations of prehistory to the Industrial Revolution. As discussed by Kevin Greene (1999), Childe started using the word in the 1920s, and then cemented his usage in Man Makes Himself (Childe, 1936), in which there are chapters entitled ‘The Neolithic Revolution’ and ‘The Urban Revolution’. To Childe, these periods of changes were ‘real revolutions that affected all departments of human life’ (Childe,1935, 7).

The Neolithic Revolution describes the transition from hunting and gathering to farming. This process, which relied on the domestication of wild plants and animals, occurred independently in seven or eight parts of the world (Bellwood, 2005). The shift from a total reliance on wild resources to the use of domesticated foods led to a number of fundamental and far-reaching changes in human society. Most human groups gave up a mobile lifestyle and adopted year-round sedentism, which was accompanied by a major surge in population. Families expanded, villages grew, and the agricultural way of life spread widely around the globe. These changes set the scene for a more complex division of labor and the development of social inequalities. Childe was one of the first to observe that this was truly a ‘real revolution’. 

Whereas the Neolithic Revolution combined technological breakthroughs with social transformations, the Urban Revolution was almost entirely a transformation of social institutions and practices. Kings with real power emerged for the first time, accompanied by institutions of government and social stratification. Economic activity of all sorts expanded greatly, and the first cities were built. Childe used the phrase ‘Urban Revolution’ to refer to this interconnected series of changes; he did not limit the term to the development of cities. For him, cities were just one component of the overall process by which complex, state-level societies came into being. By the 1970s, cultural evolutionists started using the phrase ‘the rise of the state’ for this process, and for the most part that is how it remains conceptualized today (e.g. Spencer and Redmond, 2004; Peregrine et al., 2007).
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Early cities and states arose independently in six parts of the world (Figure 1).

The earliest state societies in these regions evolved out of simpler societies without substantial influence from pre-existing states. This process is known as ‘primary state formation’ (Spencer and Redmond, 2004). Some primary states expanded through conquest, and in other cases nearby areas developed state institutions of their own as a result of trade or political competition with prior states.
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Gordon Childe’s model of social transformations may be summarized as follows.

The adoption of an agricultural subsistence and lifestyle – made possible by the domestication of key species of plants and animals – led to fundamental changes in society and people’s lives. After a period of time (millennia in most areas), some Neolithic societies underwent another fundamental transformation with the development of the earliest states and cities.2 In some ways, the social changes associate with the Urban Revolution were even more drastic and fundamental than those of the Neolithic Revolution, since former freedoms and independence were replaced by servitude, taxes, rules and regulations.
Source: http://www.public.asu.edu/~mesmith9/1-CompleteSet/MES-09-Childe-TPR.pdf

