The scale of the contrast between the contemporary world and that which went before is summed up by the very recent transformation unleashed by technology and, latterly, by globalization. Three previous types of society have existed: hunting and gathering societies were the dominant form of social organization throughout human history but are now restricted to a few small parts of South America and Africa; pastoral societies herd animals in environments where agriculture is difficult; agrarian societies are similar except that they raise crops and are therefore more geographically settled and accumulate more possessions. 

Industrialization makes agricultural employment an activity of the few as most of the population is freed up to work in factories, shops and offices. Cities increase the density of population but simultaneously increase the anonymity of modern life. Local variation gives way to a more integrated social and political network. The nation-state becomes the model for human society in the modern world. 

Three centuries of colonialism have led to the existence of ‘Three Worlds’. While this is convenient shorthand, it is no longer a very useful typology. The term ‘developing societies’ is now more common: these societies differ from traditional societies in three respects: politically they are nation-states; most are undergoing the experience of urbanization; agriculture dominates but as an export crop rather than for subsistence. 

Three main features and causes of globalization exist: a growth in information and communications technology, most notably the advent of fibre-optic cables and communications satellites; the weightless, knowledge-based, information-led global economy, dominated by transnational corporations; the spread of institutions of government that do not match national boundaries, such as the EU, the UN and a tranche of non-governmental bodies. 

Three broad positions exist on the significance of globalization: hyperglobalizers, sceptics and transformationalists. 

Many examples of life affected by globalization can be found. Many global influences are present in reggae music. Supermarkets carry a large array of fresh produce. Indeed the concepts of ‘food miles’ and ‘local produce’ have become pervasive in eco-debates. 

Is there a global culture? Phenomena like television, the global economy, ‘citizens of the world’, transnational organisations and electronic communications seem to push the world that way. However, Kuwaitis’ use of the Internet suggests this will be no simple matter. 

Ironically, under conditions of globalization, there can result a form of new individualism, an environment where the pressure is on to be much more active in choosing identities. 

The conclusion raises the question of the need for new structures of governance – at the global or at the very least supra-national level – in order to deal with the unpredictability of the many constituent processes within the globalizing dynamic. 

