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Every country in the world is made up of a core and a periphery, a small capitalist elite 
core and a large working-class periphery. Further, the countries of the world can be divided 
up into the same categories, a small core of wealthy, elite, capitalist countries and a much 
larger periphery of poor, less-developed countries that play a global economic role similar 
to the worker or proletariat in Marx’s analysis of capitalism. The result is a world economic 
system that replicates the capitalist exploitative relationship on a global scale. What is 
remarkable is the way that the discussion of a few simple and seemingly obvious aspects 
of the relationships between these various cores and peripheries can explain a tremendous 
amount of what you see in global politics.

The most obvious feature of this global capitalist system is the flow of wealth from 
peripheries to cores, both within and between countries. The capitalist elite core of every 
country exploits the labor of its periphery, using control over the means of production to 
extract wealth from the labor. This is replicated on a global scale by core countries using 
control of international mechanisms of trade to extract wealth from periphery countries. 
This extraction of wealth not only enriches the capitalist elite of core countries but also 
keeps the periphery countries stuck in the periphery by taking the wealth the periphery 
countries need for investing in their own development. The poor are kept poor so they 
have to work for the core. Now if this were all there was to the system, it would probably 

Figure 12.4 The Core and the Periphery in World Systems Theory
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Source: An artful and most excellent adaptation from Johan Galtung, “A Structural Theory of Imperialism,” Journal of Peace Research 8, no. 2 
(1971): 81–117.




