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external or internal sources, from stresses in contact with 
other societies or from strains within.

Slow, nondisruptive change occurs as societies become 
more complex, and this may be a very functional adapta-
tion. Functional theorists, however, often see rapid change 
as dysfunctional or disruptive to stability. Because func-
tionalists often view major change with suspicion, many 
sociologists have turned to conflict theories to help 
explain change, especially rapid or violent change.

Conflict Theories. Conflict theorists assume that socie
ties are dynamic and that change and conflict are inevita-
ble. According to Karl Marx, socioeconomic class conflict 
is the major source of tension leading to change in any 
society. Marx and Friedrich Engels predicted that the 
antagonistic relationship they saw developing between 
the workers (proletariat) and the owners of the produc-
tion systems (bourgeoisie) in 19th-century England 
would lead to social revolution. From this, they believed a 
new world order would emerge in which the workers 
themselves 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 gender, 
religion, politics, and ethnic or interest group problems 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 slav-
ery and over gender inequality are examples of problems 
that cause stresses and strains, often resulting in an 
improved society.

World Systems Theory of Global Change. World sys-
tems theorists are conflict theorists who take into account 
how world history has influenced the status of individual 
countries today. Capitalist economies first appeared in 
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 systems (Wallerstein 1974).

This theory divides the world system into three 
main parts: the core, semiperipheral, and peripheral 
areas (see Figure 14.3). 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 controlled 

global decision making; received the largest share of 
the profits from the world economic system; and domi-
nated the peripheral areas politically, economically, and 
culturally by controlling the flow of technology and 
capital into and out of those countries. 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 intermediate 
position, trading with both the core and the peripheral 
countries. Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, the 
Philippines, Iran, Mexico, and the Baltic region of Eastern 
Europe are among the semiperipheral areas. Because most 
semiperipheral countries are industrializing, they serve as 
areas to which core-country businesses and multinational 
corporations can move for continued growth, often in 
partnerships, because semiperipheral states aspire to join 
the core countries. The core and semiperipheral countries 
process raw materials, often taken from peripheral coun-
tries for little in return, and may sell the final products 
back to the peripheral 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 disadvantage in competition and are exploited by 
those at the core, resulting in an uneasy relationship.

Core countries have been a major force in the develop-
ment of global institutions, such as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), that facilitate and attempt to con-
trol international capital flow. By creating the frameworks 
for debt restructuring for peripheral countries and some 

The modes of transportation for goods and people vary around the 
world, often reflecting the level of development of the region or 
country. Sometimes, technological progress has high costs, including 
pollution.
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