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1. WORLD BEFORE 18TH CENTURY 

Understanding of the events before 18th century is important to understand the later developments. The 
dawn of 18th Century was characterized by:  

 End of Feudalism in England (Feudalism ended much later in rest of Europe).  

 Increase in the number of towns and cities. 

 Increase in trade. 

 Transition to a money-based economy from land-based economy of Feudalism. 

 Rise of Merchant classes and Absolute Monarchs    

 Decline in power of the Catholic Church. 

 Mercantile Capitalism. 

 British-French rivalry at its zenith. 

 

FEUDALISM 

The Middle Ages or the Medieval Period in Europe was the period from 600 AD to 1500 AD. During this 
period many social and economic changes took place, especially in Western Europe. A system of society 
that was very different from rest of the world developed in Western Europe during the medieval period. It 
came to be known by the name of ‘Feudalism’. 

The word Feudalism comes from the word ‘feud’, which means ‘conditional ownership of land’. Feudalism 
was a new social and economic system that came to prevail in Western Europe and later in other parts of 
Europe in the Medieval period (600-1500 AD). Under this, society was divided into rigid classes, politically 
there was no central authority and the economy was based in villages, which were self-sufficient and 
produced little surplus for trade. Hence, it was marked by a decline in trade as well as towns. 

Also, there was lack of a central political authority and it was the numerous Feudal Lords who controlled 
the affairs of the society. The King was not very powerful. The peasants were exploited by the Feudal Lords 
and ‘Serfdom’ became an important feature of Feudalism. Moreover, influence of the Church extended 
beyond religious affairs in Europe. 

Feudalism developed due to lack of a single central political authority in Western Europe as it had 
disintegrated into many small and big kingdoms. In such a system the local Lords became more powerful 
than the King and controlled the affairs of the society. 

Features: 

The economy in the Feudal system was village based and the villages were self sufficient. There was a 
decline in towns as well as trade during this period. Land, not money, was the main source of power. 

The peasants worked on the land of the Feudal Lord, which was organized into many Estates or Manors. 
Each Manor had a Castle (home of the Lord), farms for peasants to work, houses for peasants to stay, 
workshops for peasants to produce non-agricultural goods and common woods for lumberjacks to cut. 
Whatever was produced on the Manor was consumed by the Lord and the inhabitants, while very little was 
traded. The workers on the Manor included the Serfs and the Tenant farmers. The farm was divided into 



 


