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often taken from peripheral countries for little in return, 
and may sell the final products back to the periph-
eral countries. The semiperipheral countries and the 
peripheral countries need the trade and the resources 
of the core countries, but they are also at a severe dis-
advantage in competition and are exploited by those at 
the core, resulting in an uneasy relationship.

Core countries have been a major force in the 
development of global institutions, such as the Inter
national Monetary Fund (IMF), that facilitate and 
attempt to control international capital flow. By increas-
ing the frameworks for debt restructuring for peripheral 
countries, the IMF attempts to restore sustainability 
and growth to countries that default on their loans. At 
least 95 countries have restructured their debt under 
IMF guidelines since the 1950s (Das, Papaioannou, and 
Trebesch 2012). However, the IMF leaves countries 
little economic autonomy. The restructuring plans con-
trol what countries do even within their own national 
boundaries, creating debt dependencies on core 
countries that most poorer countries can never over-
come (Dollars and Sense Collective 2012; Gibler 2012; 
Rothkopf 2012; Stiglitz 2012).

World systems theory is a global conflict theory, 
with core countries exploiting the poor countries. As we 
might expect from conflict theory, some groups of non-
core countries have increased their collective power 
by forming alliances such as OPEC (Organization of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries), OAS (Organization 
of African States), and SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization). These alliances present challenges 
to the historically core countries of the world system 
because of their combined economic and political 
power. For example, the price we pay at the gas pump 
reflects, in part, the power of OPEC to set prices.

When we understand international treaties and 
alliances as part of larger issues of conflict over 

revolution. From this, they believed a new world 
order would emerge in which the workers them-
selves would own the means of production. Thus, 
conflict between the owners and the workers would 
be the central factor driving social change (Marx and 
Engels [1848] 1969).

Other conflict theorists study variables such as gen-
der, religion, politics, and ethnic or interest group prob-
lems in their analyses, feeling that these factors can also 
be the grounds for oppression and “us” versus “them” 
differences (Dahrendorf 1959). Some see conflict as 
useful for society because it forces societies to adapt 
to new conditions and leads to healthy change (Coser 
1956). Conflicts over slavery and over gender inequal-
ity are examples of problems that cause stresses and 
strains, often resulting in an improved society. 

World Systems Theory of Global Change. World 
systems theorists focus on how world history has 
influenced the status of individual countries today. 
Capitalist economies first appeared about 1500. Since 
then, except for a few isolated tribal groupings, almost 
all societies have been at least indirectly influenced by 
dominant capitalist world economic and political sys-
tems (Wallerstein 1974).

This theory divides the world system into three 
main parts: the core, semiperipheral areas, and periph-
eral areas (see Figure 14.2). Core countries include 
most Western European states, Australia and New 
Zealand, Japan, Canada, the United States, and a few 
others (Wallerstein 1974). Historically, they have con-
trolled global decision making, received the largest 
share of the profits from the world economic system, 
and dominated the peripheral areas politically, eco-
nomically, and culturally by controlling the flow of 
technology and capital into and out of those coun-
tries. Peripheral countries, most of which are in Africa, 
Asia, and South America, provide cheap labor and raw 
materials for the core countries’ needs. 

The semiperipheral countries hold an intermedi-
ate position, trading with both the core and the periph-
eral countries. Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, 
the Philippines, Iran, Mexico, and the Baltic regions of 
Eastern Europe are among the semiperipheral areas. 
Because most semiperipheral countries are industrial-
izing, they serve as areas to which core-country busi-
nesses and multinational corporations can move for 
continued growth, often in partnerships, as semiper-
ipheral states aspire to join the core countries. The core 
and semiperipheral countries process raw materials, 
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FIGURE 14.2  World Systems Theory




