
what is a pre industrial society
what is a pre industrial society is a fundamental question in understanding human history and
social development. A pre industrial society refers to a social structure and economy that existed
before the widespread use of industrial technology and mechanized manufacturing processes. These
societies primarily relied on agriculture, handicrafts, and manual labor, with limited technological
innovation and slower economic growth compared to industrial societies. Understanding the
characteristics, social organization, and economic systems of pre industrial societies helps to grasp
the profound changes brought about by the Industrial Revolution. This article will explore the defining
features of pre industrial societies, including their economy, social hierarchy, technology, and cultural
aspects, providing a comprehensive overview of this critical stage in human civilization.
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Defining Characteristics of Pre Industrial Societies
Pre industrial societies are defined by their reliance on traditional methods of production and social
organization before the advent of industrialization. These societies typically existed prior to the 18th
century, before mechanized manufacturing and mass production became dominant. Their key
characteristics include a predominantly agrarian economy, limited technological advancement, and
strong community-based social structures. The population in pre industrial societies was generally
rural and engaged in farming or subsistence activities. Additionally, these societies often maintained
a close relationship with the natural environment, relying on seasonal cycles and natural resources for
survival.

Rural and Agrarian Lifestyle
Most pre industrial societies were rural, with the majority of the population living in small villages or
settlements. Agriculture was the main economic activity, with people cultivating crops and raising
livestock for food and materials. This agrarian lifestyle was labor-intensive and depended heavily on
manual tools and animal labor. Farming practices were often traditional and passed down through
generations, reflecting a deep connection to the land.



Limited Urbanization
Urban centers were scarce and relatively small in pre industrial societies. Towns and cities existed but
were limited in size and function, often serving as market hubs or administrative centers rather than
industrial or commercial powerhouses. The lack of industrial infrastructure meant that urban growth
was slow and primarily supported by artisanal crafts and local trade.

Economic Structure and Production
The economy of pre industrial societies was fundamentally different from that of industrial societies. It
was characterized by subsistence agriculture, handicraft production, and localized trade. Economic
activities were closely tied to natural cycles and seasons, resulting in limited surplus production and
slower economic growth. The absence of mechanized tools and factory systems meant that
production was labor-intensive and less efficient.

Subsistence Agriculture
Subsistence farming was the backbone of pre industrial economies. Families cultivated enough food
to meet their own needs, with little surplus for trade. Crop yields were generally low due to traditional
farming techniques and limited soil management. Common crops varied by region but often included
staples such as wheat, barley, rice, and maize.

Handicrafts and Artisanal Production
In addition to agriculture, handicrafts played a significant role in pre industrial production. Skilled
artisans produced goods such as textiles, pottery, tools, and household items by hand. These crafts
were often organized through guilds or family workshops and served local markets. The production
process was slow and reliant on individual skill rather than mechanized efficiency.

Local Trade and Barter Systems
Trade in pre industrial societies was mainly local and regional. Markets allowed the exchange of
agricultural products, crafts, and other goods. Currency usage was limited in many cases, with barter
systems prevalent in rural areas. This localized trade network restricted the scale and scope of
economic activity, contributing to economic stability but also limiting growth potential.

Social Organization and Hierarchies
Social structures in pre industrial societies were typically hierarchical and rigid, often based on
birthright, land ownership, and occupation. These societies were organized into distinct classes or
castes with defined roles and responsibilities. Social mobility was limited, and power was
concentrated among elites such as landowners, nobility, or religious authorities. Family and kinship
ties played a central role in social organization, influencing economic and political relationships.



Class Divisions and Roles
Pre industrial societies commonly featured a stratified social order, including:

Landowners and Nobility: The upper class who controlled land and resources.

Peasantry: The majority of the population engaged in farming and manual labor.

Artisans and Merchants: Skilled workers and traders who supported local economies.

Clergy and Religious Leaders: Individuals holding spiritual authority and influence.

Role of Family and Community
Family units were fundamental to social and economic life in pre industrial societies. Extended
families often lived together or in close proximity, sharing labor and resources. Community bonds
were strong, with social norms and customs governing interactions and cooperation. This social
cohesion was essential for survival and managing communal resources.

Technology and Innovation in Pre Industrial Societies
Technological development in pre industrial societies was gradual and centered around improving
agricultural productivity and manual crafts. Although lacking the mechanization of industrial societies,
pre industrial communities developed various tools and techniques to adapt to their environments.
Innovations were often incremental and localized, reflecting the needs and resources of specific
regions.

Agricultural Tools and Techniques
Pre industrial farmers used simple tools such as plows, hoes, and sickles made from wood and metal.
Irrigation systems, crop rotation, and selective breeding of plants and animals were important
methods to enhance productivity. The use of animal labor, including oxen and horses, was common in
farming operations.

Craftsmanship and Manual Production
Artisans refined skills in areas like metalworking, weaving, and pottery. Tools for crafting were hand-
operated, and production was typically organized within workshops or households. Knowledge was
transmitted through apprenticeship and tradition rather than formal education or research
institutions.



Cultural and Environmental Influences
Culture and environment played significant roles in shaping pre industrial societies. Religious beliefs,
customs, and traditions influenced social organization, economic activities, and governance.
Environmental conditions determined the availability of resources and the suitability of agricultural
practices, impacting societal development.

Religious and Traditional Beliefs
Religion was often intertwined with daily life and governance in pre industrial societies. Rituals,
festivals, and moral codes guided behavior and reinforced social hierarchies. Many societies used
religion to explain natural phenomena and legitimize political power.

Environmental Adaptation
Pre industrial societies adapted to their local environments by developing agricultural methods and
settlement patterns suited to climate and terrain. For example, societies in arid regions focused on
irrigation, while those in forested areas practiced shifting cultivation. Environmental constraints
limited population density and technological advancement but fostered sustainable resource use.

Summary of Key Features

Predominantly agrarian economy with subsistence farming

Limited technological innovation and manual production methods

Hierarchical social structures with defined class roles

Strong community and family bonds

Local trade networks and barter systems

Cultural practices deeply connected to religion and tradition

Adaptation to diverse environmental conditions

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a pre-industrial society?
A pre-industrial society is a community or social system that exists before the advent of
industrialization, primarily relying on agriculture, manual labor, and simple tools for production.



What are the main characteristics of a pre-industrial society?
Pre-industrial societies are characterized by agrarian economies, limited technology, small-scale
production, social hierarchies based on land ownership or kinship, and a reliance on traditional
customs and practices.

How does a pre-industrial society differ from an industrial
society?
Unlike industrial societies that depend on mechanized production and advanced technology, pre-
industrial societies rely on manual labor and agriculture, with slower economic growth and simpler
social structures.

What types of economies are found in pre-industrial
societies?
Pre-industrial societies typically have subsistence economies based on farming, hunting, gathering,
and sometimes pastoralism, with minimal trade and limited surplus production.

Why is understanding pre-industrial societies important in
history?
Studying pre-industrial societies helps us understand human development, social organization, and
the economic foundations that preceded modern industrialization and technological advances.

What social structures are common in pre-industrial societies?
Common social structures include family-based or kinship groups, feudal systems, caste or class
divisions, and roles defined by tradition, often with rigid hierarchies.

Can pre-industrial societies still exist today?
Yes, some communities around the world still maintain pre-industrial lifestyles, particularly in remote
or indigenous areas where traditional ways of life are preserved.

Additional Resources
1. Pre-Industrial Societies: Anatomy of the Past
This book offers a comprehensive overview of societies before the Industrial Revolution, focusing on
their social structures, economies, and cultural practices. It explores how communities organized
themselves around agriculture, craftsmanship, and trade without mechanized technology. Readers
gain insight into the daily lives of people and the challenges they faced in sustaining their livelihoods.

2. The Agrarian World: Life Before Industry
Focusing on agrarian societies, this title delves into the central role of farming and animal husbandry
in pre-industrial communities. It examines land use, family roles, and the impact of environment on
social development. The book also discusses how agrarian practices shaped cultural traditions and



economies.

3. Craft and Community: The Economy of Pre-Industrial Societies
This book highlights the importance of artisanal crafts and localized economies before mass
industrialization. It discusses guilds, apprenticeship systems, and the transmission of skills across
generations. The narrative emphasizes how craftsmanship fostered social cohesion and economic
stability.

4. Social Structures in Pre-Industrial Societies
An in-depth analysis of the hierarchical and kinship-based systems that defined pre-industrial
communities. The book explores class distinctions, gender roles, and the influence of religion and
tradition on governance. It provides case studies from different geographic regions to illustrate
diverse societal models.

5. Technology and Innovation Before the Industrial Age
This title investigates the technological advancements that existed prior to the Industrial Revolution,
such as watermills, windmills, and early metallurgy. It challenges the notion that pre-industrial
societies were static, showing how innovation gradually improved productivity and quality of life. The
book also considers the limitations that prevented widespread industrialization.

6. Trade and Exchange in Pre-Industrial Societies
A detailed look at local and long-distance trade networks that connected communities before
industrialization. The book covers barter systems, market towns, and the role of merchants in
facilitating economic exchange. It highlights how trade influenced cultural interactions and the spread
of ideas.

7. Environmental Impact of Pre-Industrial Societies
Examining how pre-industrial human activities affected natural landscapes, this book discusses
agriculture, deforestation, and resource management. It contrasts sustainable practices with those
that led to environmental degradation. The work also considers how societies adapted to and shaped
their environments.

8. Pre-Industrial Urbanization: Cities Before Factories
This book explores the development of towns and cities before industrial manufacturing transformed
urban life. It covers urban planning, social life, and the economic functions of pre-industrial urban
centers. The author shows how these cities served as hubs of culture, politics, and commerce.

9. From Feudalism to Early Capitalism: Transition in Pre-Industrial Europe
Focusing on Europe, this book traces the gradual shift from feudal societies toward early capitalist
economies. It analyzes changes in land ownership, labor relations, and market expansion. The text
provides context for understanding the social and economic foundations that preceded
industrialization.
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