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semiperipheral countries, the IMF attempts to restore sus-
tainability and growth to countries that default on their 
loans. At least 95 countries have restructured their debt 
under IMF guidelines since the 1950s. A recent example is 
Greece, which has struggled to keep its economy from 
defaulting on its loan payments (Bergthaler et al. 2015; 
Das, Papaioannou, and Trebesch 2012). However, the IMF 
leaves countries little economic autonomy. The restruc-
turing plans control what countries do even within their 
own national boundaries, creating debt dependencies on 
core countries that most poorer countries can never over-
come and often resent (Dollars and Sense Collective 2012; 
Rothkopf 2012; Stiglitz 2012).

World systems theorists note that 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 exam-
ple, the price we pay at the gas pump reflects, in part, the 
power of OPEC to set prices.

When we understand international treaties and alli-
ances as part of larger issues of conflict over resources and 
economic self-interests, the animosity of noncore coun-
tries toward core countries such as the United States 
begins to make sense. Likewise, the threat felt by the 
United States from countries that seem to be getting jobs 
once found in the United States is not entirely unfounded. 
The problem is an extraordinarily complex system that 
tends to leave the most vulnerable more at risk and the 
wealthiest even richer (Gibler 2012; McBride 2015; Stiglitz 
2012).

The climate crisis illustrates the world sys-
tems theory and rift between rich and poor 
nations. For example, tiny Pacific islands such as 
Nauru soon will be underwater due to global 
warming and water rising. Human activity, 
mostly from development in Global North coun-
tries, is causing what some groups of countries 
call climate injustice, and Global South nations 
harmed by climate change now demand compen-
sation for damages. This world systems outlook 
assumes that developed Global North countries 
are most to blame for climate change problems 
and therefore should be held accountable. 
However, nations like India and China, in the 
midst of phenomenal economic growth, are now 
major contributors to increasing global carbon 

emissions. The causes of climate change are complex and 
not solely due to the actions of Global North countries 
(Myers and Kulish 2013).

We have discussed examples of planned change, but 
sometimes, behavior that results in change is unplanned, 
even spontaneous, as described in the following section.

Thinking Sociologically
Where is your clothing made? Did a multinational 
corporation have it assembled in the Global South? 
What steps can you take to ensure that the workers 
who made your clothes receive tolerable working 
conditions and a fair wage?

COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOR: 
MICRO- TO MESO-LEVEL 
CHANGE
Individuals in local communities often come together over 
some issue that irritates or even enrages them, and these 
gatherings can evolve into mobs, riots, panics, or other 
forms of collective reaction to events. It is often at the 
micro or local level that change movements get started. 
These can evolve into large statewide, national, or even 
global movements with implications for the larger society, 
but since they begin with individuals in local communities 
deciding to take some sort of common action, we discuss it 
as a micro- to meso-level event. Political demonstrations 
and stock market sell-offs are all forms of collective behav-
ior that can stimulate change. In this section, we intro-
duce a form of change that typically has uncertain 
outcomes.
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