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When does science demand it?

Right now, 
för fan!



All quotations and references 
are from Flint & Taylor (2018)



World-systems analysis:
basic assumptions

• The world is not made up of 200 or so different 
societies that correspond to individual states (the 
“multiple-society assumption”); rather, Wallerstein 
identifies one global society (or “world-system”) 
which is created by the capitalist world-economy 
(the “single-society assumption”).

• Thus to understand social change in one country, 
you have to look at the broader international 
context (where the state fits in the world-system).



World-systems analysis

• Wallerstein’s world-systems approach draws 
upon two perspectives:

• The French “Annales” school of history, which 
emphasizes the social/economic roots of history 
rather than focusing on the actions of elites, 
identifying long-term patterns

• The Marxist critique of developmentalism



Critique of development and 
modernization theories

• Development theories see economic development as a 
ladder where states naturally progress from less 
developed to more developed

• Critics argue that development in wealthy states causes 
“underdevelopment” in poor states



World-systems analysis

• For Wallerstein, a “society” is a “historical 
system” that is defined by its “mode of 
production” (i.e. the organization of the material 
basis of a society).

• Mode of production: the ways productive tasks 
are divided up and the decisions concerning the 
quantities of goods to be produced, their 
consumption and/or accumulation, and the 
distribution of goods.

• Wallerstein identifies three modes of production 
throughout human history:



Historical systems:
modes of production

1. “mini-system”: production by hunting/gathering or basic 
agriculture; exchange is reciprocal between producers, 
organized by age and gender

2. “world-empire”: large-scale agriculture that produces a 
surplus that allows non-agricultural specialization. Surplus 
is appropriated by administrators in a bureaucracy (ruling 
classes), producing large-scale inequality

3. “world-economy”: capitalist mode of production, search 
for profitability drives production, accumulation of the 
surplus as capital. No overarching political structure, the 
market “rules”



Greta says:

Since there’s no single 
”boss,” it’s more 

challenging to change 
things, and requires ALL 

of us to be involved



Basic elements of the world-economy

1. A single world-market that determines the quantity, type 
and location of production (produces uneven 
development)

2. A multiple-state system (if one state controlled the whole 
economy it would be a “world-empire” rather than a 
“world-economy”), produces competition between states

3. A three-tier structure (core, periphery, semi-periphery): 
exploitative processes in the world-economy occur in a 
three-tier format because in a situation of inequality, three 
tiers of interaction are more stable than two tiers of 
confrontation



Three-tier structures

THEM
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Those at the top will try to create a 
three-tier structure

While those at the bottom will 
emphasize the two tiers of 
”them” and ”us”

Examples of stabilizing ”centers”: the ”middle class,” center 
parties, ”middle” ethnic groups such as ”coloreds” in apartheid 
South Africa







Kevin says:

But we HAVE to 
mention inequality!



Spatial structure of the
world-economy

• Spatial extent of the world-economy is defined by the 
geographical extent of the division of labor (i.e. the division 
of the productive and other tasks that are necessary for 
the operation of the system)

• After 1450 the world-economy emerged in Europe and 
included western and eastern Europe and parts of South 
and Central America

• Gradually the rest of the world was incorporated into this 
world-system



Spatial structure of the
world-economy: three tiers

• core: refers to places where “core processes” dominate 
(high wages, advanced technology and a diversified 
production mix)

• periphery: places where “peripheral processes” dominate 
(low wages, basic technology, simple production mix)

• semi-periphery: not a process but a place where there is 
an even mix of core and peripheral processes

The semi-periphery exploits the periphery and is exploited 
by the core – and the semi-periphery acts as the stabilizing 
middle tier in the three-tier system



Dynamics of the world-
economy: Kondratieff cycles 

• Nikolai Kondratieff, a Russian economist, identified 50-
year economic cycles in the world-economy

• Each cycle consists of two phases: growth (A) and 
stagnation (B)

• A phases are related to the adoption of technological 
innovations

• B phases: previously cutting-edge industries are relocated 
to areas of low-wage employment

• To return to A requires new innovations and increased 
consumer demand



Dynamics of the world-
economy: Kondratieff cycles 

• In the capitalist world-economy, the core requires a 
periphery

• In response to increased living standards in core states, 
during past B-phases the boundaries of the world-
economy expanded by incorporating new peripheries

• Now that the whole world is included in the world-
economy, the system is “balanced” by the intensified 
exploitation of the periphery and by creation of peripheries 
within the core (e.g. depopulated rural areas)

• Kondratieff cycles help generate cycles of political 
behavior





Greta says:

If the core requires a 
periphery, then 

change must begin 
in the core



Three scales of the world-economy

• The core/periphery/semi-periphery model is a horizontal
three-tier geographical structure

• Flint & Taylor use a three-scale model as a vertical three-
tier structure
– world-economy (reality)
– nation-state (ideology)
– locality (experience)

“The role of all three-tier structures is the promotion of a 
middle category to separate conflicting interests. In our 
model, the nation-state as the pivot becomes the broker 
between global and local scales.” (p. 35)



p. 35



Three scales of the world-economy
• This is “a classic example of ideology separating 

experience from reality.” (p. 35)

• “The scale of experience is the scale at which we live our 
daily lives. It encompasses all our basic needs, including 
employment, shelter and consumption of basic 
commodities.” But “the crucial events that structure our 
lives occur at a global scale” (the scale of reality).

• But “the world market is filtered through…nation-
states…the precise effects of these global processes can 
be reduced or enhanced by the politics of the nation-state 
in which it is located.”



Three scales of the world-economy
• “By ‘reality’ we are referring to the holistic reality that is the 

concrete world-economy, which incorporates the other 
scales…ultimate explanations within the system must be 
traced back to this ‘whole.’ It is the scale that ‘really 
matters.’” (pp. 35-36)

• “Ideology is a partial view of the system that distorts reality 
into a false and limited picture.” Nation-centered thinking 
“has the effect of diverting political protest away from the 
key processes at the scale of reality by ensuring that they 
stop short at the scale of ideology – the nation-state.” (pp. 
36-37)



Three scales of the world-economy

• The state acts “as a buffer between the nationally divided 
class of direct producers and global capital.” (p. 37)

• This is one process which is manifest at 3 scales.
– “the needs of accumulation are experienced locally (e.g. the 

closure of a hospital) and justified nationally (e.g. to promote 
national efficiency) for ultimate benefits organized globally (e.g. by 
multinational corporations paying less tax).” (p. 37)









D. Cohn-Bendit & F. Marquardt, “The fix for Europe: 
People power,” The New York Times, 03-09-2013

“In next year’s European elections, we must unmask our 
national politicians’ best-kept secret: that what they see as 
the be-all and end-all of modern governance, the nation-
state, is fast becoming an obsolete political structure. (…)
It’s naïve to expect traditional politicians elected for four- or 
five-year terms by citizens from within a sovereign territory to 
adequately address issues like resource scarcity, 
deforestation, chronic unemployment, global warming and 
fishery depletion that are intrinsically global, and whose 
resolution will take decades. Today’s solutions need to be 
transnational, or they won’t be real solutions at all.



Kevin and Greta say:

It’s true that solutions 
must be transnational, 
but the core must lead!



“Det är sant, 
världsekonomin 
och globaliseringen 
kanske inte styr 
allt, men den styr 
mer än vad många 
vill inse.” Ivar Arpi



Institutions of the world-economy

• Wallerstein identifies four institutions that are crucial to the 
operation of the world-economy:
– states
– peoples (e.g. nations)
– classes (location within the system’s mode of production; classes 

are global)
– households (small groups of individuals who combine resources 

and allocate expenditures through a budget)

• Institutions enable and constrain the behaviors of 
individuals by laws, rules, customs and norms.



p. 42



Kevin says:

Inequality is harder to 
see and address when 

nationalism divides 
global classes



World-systems theory & the future

• “Self-reliance by itself, though an understandable 
reaction to exploitation, is not likely to solve the 
problems of humanity in the long run. The great 
challenge of the twenty-first century will be the 
building of a democratic and collectively rational 
global commonwealth. World-systems theory can 
be an important contributor to this effort.”   -
(Chase-Dunn 2015: 1062)
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