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continuous cultivation of the same land results in perma-
nent settlements and greater food surpluses. Agricultural 
societies use energy more efficiently than foraging societ-
ies. For example, the plow circulates nutrients better than 
a digging stick, and when an animal pulls the plow, the 
farmer uses strength beyond that of a person. As increas-
ingly sophisticated agricultural technology resulted in 
surplus food, the size of population centers increased to as 
much as a million or more.

As surpluses accumulated, land in some societies 
became concentrated in the hands of a few individuals. 
Wealthy landowners built armies and expanded their 
empires. During these periods, fighting for land took pre-
cedence over technological advances. War was prevalent, 
and societies were divided increasingly into rich and poor 
classes. Those who held the land and wealth could control 
the labor sources and acquire serfs or slaves. Thus, the feu-
dal system was born. Serfs (the peasant class) were forced 
to work the land for their survival. Food surpluses also 
allowed some individuals to leave the land and to trade 
goods or services in exchange for food. For the first time, 
social inequality became extensive enough to divide soci-
ety into social classes. At this point, religion, political 
power, a standing army, and other meso-level institutions 
and organizations came to be independent of the family. 
The meso level became well established.

As technology advanced, goods were manufactured in 
cities. Peasants moved from farming communities, where 
the land could not support the large population, to rapidly 
growing urban areas, where the demand for labor was 
great. It was not until the mid-1700s in England that the 
next major transformation of society began to take place, 
resulting largely from technological advances and addi-
tional harnessing of energy. (See Figure 3.1 for a timeline 
of this transformation.)

Industrial Societies.  The Industrial Revolution involved 
the harnessing of steam power and the manufacture of gaso-
line engines, permitting machines to replace human and 
animal power. A tractor can plow far more land in a week 
than a horse, and an electric pump can irrigate more acres 
than an ox-driven pump. As a result of such new technolo-
gies, raw mineral products such as ores, raw plant products 
such as rubber, and raw animal products such as hides could 
be transformed into mass-produced consumer goods. The 
Industrial Revolution brought about enormous changes in 
occupations, the division of labor, production of goods, and 
social structures.

Industrial societies rely primarily on mechanized pro-
duction, resulting in greater division of labor based on 

Plows, essential for agricultural societies to develop, were pushed by 
people and then pulled by animals and later machines. Harnessing 
energy ever more effectively is a prerequisite to a society becoming 
more complex.
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expertise. Economic resources were distributed more 
widely among individuals in industrial societies, but ineq-
uities between owners and laborers persisted. Wage earn-
ing gradually replaced slavery and serfdom, and highly 
skilled workers earned higher wages, leading to the rise of 
a middle class. Farm workers moved from rural areas to 
cities to find work in factories that produced consumer 
goods. Cities grew, and many became populated by mil-
lions of people.

Family and kinship patterns at the micro level also 
changed. Agricultural societies need large, land-based 
extended family units to do the work of farming (recall 
how the Ramirez parents, grandparents, and children in 


