
257

Geoff Robinson review of Terry Irving, 
The Fatal Lure of Politics: The Life and Thought 
of Vere Gordon Childe

(Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2020), 424 pp., PB $39.95, 
ISBN 9781925835748

This is an extremely impressive book. Irving has ranged widely across a diverse 
collection of sources to tell as much as we can know of Childe’s life, despite his 
destruction of most of his personal papers. Almost every time the reader begins to 
think of a question not yet answered Irving provides one in the next few pages.

The subtitle is ‘life and thought’ and this points to an inevitable difficulty in the 
work. Childe sought to define himself by his work and thought, and constructed 
his life to an extraordinary extent such that it is difficult to ascertain a ‘real’ Childe, 
but at times the biographical form necessarily works against understanding the 
totality of his thought. Childe represented an example of what Perry Anderson in 
1976 described as the tradition of ‘western Marxism’.1 He challenged reductionist 
versions of Marxism but struggled for influence in a world where Stalinism and 
social democracy defined the possibilities of mass working-class politics.

Irving situates Childe in the context of working-class and socialist politics both 
in Australia and the wider world. Irving begins with Childe’s death by suicide in 
1957. He is concerned to define Childe not just as a famous archaeologist or as 
the author of How Labour Governs but as an intellectual whose life was defined by 
his commitment to Marxism. There is an element of autobiography in the Lure of 
Politics as Irving was one whose commitment to socialist politics developed just as 
Childe’s life came to an end. The work reflects Irving’s decades-long preoccupation 
with the role of intellectuals.

Born in 1892 Childe grew to maturity against a backdrop of growing social conflict 
in Australia; in particular, strike action by workers disappointed with the record 
of the Labor Party in government. The young Childe was influenced by this spirit of 
revolt against official labourism and what he would later describe as ‘politicism’. 
Australian labour posed unique challenges for socialist intellectuals. A proletariat 
with a uniquely strong sense of corporate identity elected a Labor Party content 
to administer the capitalist order. Yet Childe was also influenced by another non-
labourist strand on the left, that of radical liberalism. Here he shared common 
ground with his close friend the young H. V. Evatt, but if Evatt sought as a politician 
to reconcile liberalism and labourism, Childe instead strove to harmonise liberalism 

1  Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism (London: Verso, 1976).
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with Marxist socialism, and necessarily with the Soviet Union as the representative 
of the latter. Childe came to draw a clear distinction between the socialist project 
and official labourism, but this took time. Initially he hoped for a regeneration of 
Labor, that intellectuals such as himself could theorise the workers’ revolt against 
‘politicism’ but also guide this revolt towards a broader and hegemonic appeal. 
Eventually Childe concluded that Australian Labor’s failures were predestined, 
but there is an ambiguity in his analysis. Was the failure of Australian labourism 
a product of the party’s electoral dependence on non-proletarian voters or did it 
demonstrate that the entire project of parliamentary socialism was flawed? This 
ambiguity was paralleled in Childe’s attitude towards Soviet socialism.

It was World War I that transformed Childe from a new liberal to a radical, and in 
this he was especially hostile towards those former new liberals such as Meredith 
Atkinson for whom the war impelled a rightward shift. The liberal heritage remained 
significant for Childe. Irving could have situated Childe in a broader ideological 
context. Some critics of the inertia of ‘orthodox’ Marxism before 1914 such as Karl 
Korsch and Georges Sorel looked with sympathy on those revisionist social democrats 
influenced by liberalism, such as the British Fabians and Eduard Bernstein. Korsch 
and Sorel saw in their practice a commitment towards political impact rather than 
abstract critique. Irving’s account shows that Childe sometimes affected the pose 
of the stereotypical academic, but he was deeply attracted to the idea of practice. 
His commitment to archaeology with its material focus reflected this. For Childe, 
however, the ‘material’ was the product of human agency: Man Makes Himself was 
the title of one his books.

Childe’s break with liberalism as a political project was impelled by the World War. 
Irving, however, shows that Childe was probably initially a supporter of the war, 
he moved quickly towards an anti-war position, but this was never shaped by an 
abstract pacifism. As a student at Oxford he established deep connections with 
the radical left, in particular the young Rajani Palme Dutt. The long connection 
between Childe and Dutt reveals Dutt’s own charisma, despite the monochrome 
Stalinism for which he is now remembered. Even as Childe radicalised, he retained 
links to a liberal tradition. He was influenced by Leonard Hobhouse’s attempt to 
distinguish the new liberal critique of laissez-faire from the German tradition of 
statism. Childe came to admire the Soviet communist work of state-building but his 
liberalism was apparent in his private doubts.

When Childe returned to Australia in 1917 he plunged into involvement with the 
labour movement. It was a movement politically weaker than before the war but now 
more radical. Childe was optimistic about the Labor Party, he admired the record of 
the only surviving Labor government in Queensland, where he was briefly resident, 
but most of his involvement centred in New South Wales where the Party would 
return to government in 1920. Like the Industrial Workers of the World, Childe 
complained of the ‘boneheads’ that were too abundant in the labour movement, but 
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his position was not a revolutionary one. He mapped a middle position, arguing 
that Labor could respond to popular demands and that socialists should stay in 
the party. State enterprises, he argued, were not simply agents of capitalism but 
could be outposts of socialism, and the labour movement should strive to develop 
practical examples of worker’s self-management within to sector. In this advocacy 
Childe was influenced by the vision, if not the details, of the ‘guild socialism’ that 
G. D. H. Cole had championed. Both Childe and Cole championed working-class 
agency but rejected the pure syndicalist dismissal of politics. Childe’s activism was 
an Australian expression of a broader mood in the global left that sought to steer 
between reform and revolution.

The most fascinating aspect of Childe’s political activism is his service as adviser to 
John Storey, New South Wales Labor premier from April 1920 to October 1921. 
Childe was one of the first, if not the first, example of the Labor political staffer, 
brought in to balance a conservative bureaucracy. Storey’s administration had only 
a tenuous majority, was dependent on financial markets, and faced a deeply divided 
and chaotically factionalised labour movement. Childe travelled the state on behalf 
of the government, championed the cause of state enterprises and researched overseas 
examples of industrial democracy. In October 1921, shortly after Storey’s death, 
Childe accepted a post of research officer with the New South Wales Government 
London office. The state Labor Government was by now in political disarray 
following Storey’s death. Childe was dismissed from his London position following 
the government’s defeat in April 1922.

It is back in London that Childe penned How Labour Governs, his critical examination 
of Australian labourism. Childe’s increasing scepticism about the parliamentary road 
was shaped by his own experiences in New South Wales but also the retreat of the 
Queensland Labor Government from its reformist ambitions as it sought to appease 
financial markets. Irving’s careful analysis of How Labour Governs and its context 
seeks to rebut the image of it as a work of disillusionment that espoused a pessimistic 
critique of politics, similar to that of Robert Michels’s. Irving is correct that the 
book was often misunderstood, but sometimes authors court misunderstanding. 
When the young communist Esmonde Higgins accused Childe of cynicism he 
responded to Childe’s style of detachment. This style had personal significance for 
Childe. Irving argues that he was same-sex attracted but there is little evidence of 
any intimate relations during his life. Childe strove for distance even from himself.

After How Labour Governs, Childe’s intellectual focus was as an archaeologist. Irving 
provides a thoughtful analysis of aspects of this work. As a Marxist Childe was 
concerned to challenge racially based theories of prehistory but he also challenged 
the ‘Marxist’ orthodoxy championed by the Communist Party. He made clear his 
low opinion of Engels’s anthropological musings to the displeasure of the Party. He 
left politics to the Party but resisted its influence. He defended Marxist intellectual 
practice as a ‘scientific’ method that ascertained truths from observation, but to him 
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reality included human practice. He appealed to Hegel, Croce and even the fascist 
Giovanni Gentile in support of this position. As Irving notes, aspects of his style 
looked forward to the concerns of the new left. It separated him somewhat from 
the culture of British Marxism in which a determinist style often compensated for 
political failures. In this respect Childe was one of Anderson’s ‘western Marxists’. 
Childe also exemplified the dilemmas that Marxist intellectuals faced in the age of 
Stalinism. Anderson argues that intellectuals could either enrol in a Communist 
Party and accept its discipline or separate themselves from the Party entirely.2 The 
former required the intellectual to surrender any claim to opine on political strategy 
and encouraged a turn to disciplines remote from social struggles such as aesthetics 
or philosophy. To reject Communism entirely either isolated intellectuals from the 
working class or else, as in Australia and Britain, meant subordination to the limited 
horizons of labourism. The career of Childe’s old friend Evatt was not a happy 
example of the latter approach. In large part Childe chose the former.

Irving gives considerable attention to Childe’s connection with Communism, but at 
times he strives too hard to downplay its meaning for Childe. He was never a Party 
member, but he was known as an ally of the Party and the Party leadership valued 
his sympathy. He visited the USSR and, later, communist Eastern Europe, praised 
the ‘socialist heaven’, and was active in ‘front’ groups. In private he had doubts. He 
described the Soviet Union in 1936 as ‘totalitarian’, read Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, 
and deplored the Soviet invasion of Finland. It appears that the experience of World 
War II strengthened Childe’s esteem for Soviet socialism. Irving discusses Childe’s 
words in his 1947 History in which Stalin was praised as a great statesman who had 
foretold the course of world history. Irving argues that Childe saw Stalin as a symbol 
for the ‘course of world history’ rather than an individual. This seems a stretch. For 
Childe men made themselves, and history had a meaning and Stalin made history. 
Stalinism as way of life contained utopian and transformative elements. Childe’s image 
of detachment, even cynicism and disdain for sentimentalism should not obscure 
his deep faith in progress. Childe’s youthful sympathy for radical liberalism and his 
early hopes for a renewed Australian labour movement expressed this faith as did his 
commitment to the Soviet experiment. Frustrated and disappointed with the state of 
Soviet archaeology after a visit in 1956, he nevertheless maintained a public silence 
and expressed his disappointments in a private letter, even if it was widely circulated.

The Fatal Lure of Politics is more than the story of a fascinating individual it also 
provides a unique perspective upon the course of socialist and Marxist politics in a 
catastrophic century. Childe strove to make himself in this century—but as Marx 
argued, men make their own history but are weighted down by the nightmare of 
dead generations. Childe both engaged with and struggled with labourism and 
Stalinised Marxism, both legacies of these dead generations. Childe’s suicide in 1957 
was a reflection of personal and political exhaustion.

2  Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism, p. 44.
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