Assignment Guide for Chapter 2

Trace the main features of pre-modern societies and account for their virtual eradication since the eighteenth century.

The first part of this question is fairly straightforward, as you are asked simply to describe the features of pre-modern societies. The important thing to remember here is that ‘pre-modern’ as a term covers a number of different societal forms: hunter-gatherer, agrarian, pastoral and non-industrial. The key characteristics of these social forms are summarized in table 2.1; for a fuller picture, it is also worth reading the section on the ‘Disappearing world’, which comes before the table.

Pre-modern social forms have virtually disappeared – although do note from the table that both agrarian and pastoral societies are still in existence, albeit subsumed within larger political units.

The second part of the question seems to be directly answered on pages 39–40: ‘What has happened to destroy the forms of society which dominated the whole of history up to two centuries ago? The answer, in a word, is industrialization…’. 

A one-word answer can rarely capture the complexities of the social world, so you will need to consider in some detail just what we mean by ‘industrialization’. A good starting point is to think about the definition of industrialization contained in the glossary. The important point to grasp is that industrialization is not a thing but a set of processes. These processes impact differently in different places and are part of the broader processes of social change. So before moving on explicitly to look at industrialization, it would be worth including a discussion of the nature of social change drawn from the relevant section of the chapter (page 43). 

Industrialization has also occurred within the context of colonialism, a political process which profoundly shaped the global course of industrialization and its differential impact upon pre-modern societies, creating the map of the world as we know it today. The processes of industrialization that transformed European societies took very different forms in the overseas colonies of the European empires. Equally, industrialization took very different forms in the First and Second Worlds. These political, economic and cultural processes continue to shape the lives of the citizens of the developing world, newly industrialized countries and the First World. 

Returning to your original question, it will be important to keep in mind that a variety of different kinds of pre-modern society were transformed and virtually eradicated through a range of forces which impacted upon them in different ways.

