This assignment will take a look at the main characteristics of the World System theory. The World System theory was devised by Emmanuel Wallerstein in the 1970s and is an analytical framework that attempts to define capitalism under the term of the ‘Social Sciences’. It is also a modernisation and consolidation of other world theories including that of ‘Dependency theory’ and Marxist traditions. It is similar to Dependency theory in that Dependency theory also recognised that there was inequality among certain countries and that rich countries would exploit poorer countries. That ‘underdeveloped’ countries would provide cheap labour and raw materials to the world market. This in turn would then be bought by more wealthier countries, made into something else and sold back to the original country for a much higher price. Wallenstein would go on to put this idea within a ‘Core, Semi Periphery and Periphery’ framework. It has theories in Marxist traditions due to the fact that the ‘World System’ theory central theme is one of endless accumulation of capital that characterises our current capitalistic world system, with the only logic being to create more profit. It does not identify things such as culture, the family, laws etc as separate, but assumes them to be subsumed within the logic.
However, unlike Dependency theory it focuses in on the current capitalist world system as a whole, as opposed to focusing in on individual nations or states, or even the exploitation of certain states by others. It takes large regional areas, which essentially covers the entire globe in its current state. However when applying it to the past, although not necessarily global, it still would have been a group of states or nations that had political, and in particular economic relationships. World system simply addresses that there is exploitation among certain countries, which is mapped out by the above mentioned ‘Core, Semi and Periphery’ framework. The ‘Core’ countries generally assumes that they have things such as more wealth, better education, industrialisation and better technology. ‘Periphery’ countries will have less wealth, be under educated, have less technology but more raw materials. ‘Semi periphery’ countries are somewhere in the middle, displaying the elements and dynamics of both Core and Periphery countries, they exploit and are exploited.  It essentially does not matter which countries are in which framework, some move up and some move down.
If it were assumed that the World System theory to be true then the current world system is a unique phenomena that has only been able to be characterised within the context in the last few hundred years. That empires and societies before this time would not fit into the model as they were not global and any that may have been did not last that long. So what defines a world system? Firstly we have to talk about the division of labour which is essentially assigning different parts of a process, particularly that of manufacturing, to different people. In this instance we are talking about people from different countries. Secondly there is then an intensive exchange of these goods within the world system and the increase of profit making. This integration then gives a pattern of exploitation by certain countries of others which transcends political or cultural boundaries.
As Wallerstein points out that a ‘’capitalistic system cannot exist within any framework except that of a world economy’’. He also points out that there is a strong relationship between economic producers and those who are in political power. If political stronghold within a system are too strong then it outweighs economic drive and capital accumulation ceases to be. It is perhaps this reason why world system theory is unable to be used, despite many trying, before the 1600s. Particularly to the likes of the Roman empire and also China. Wallerstein also highlights the free market on which the world system is based and how it is not actually free, as otherwise again, accumulation of capital would cease to be. Moreover the free market is only ‘’partially free’’ (Wallerstein). This is due to things such as patents, regulations and state support. Patents for example will be made primarily by organisations and companies from Core countries, countries that perhaps invest GDP into technology and education. This weakens the positions of the already poorer nations as they will need to pay the Core countries even more for the goods, the raw material of which would often have come from a periphery country. State support will also allow companies from Core countries to undercut companies from periphery or semi periphery countries as it allows the company to perhaps make a profit, when otherwise, without state support, they would be running at a loss. This has been a key idea and theme as to how the creation of oligopolies form. 
Some of the criticisms aimed at the world system theory is that it fails to explain anything beyond the economy and that culture, family, religion are assumed to be subsumed within the framework rather than being taken in their own discipline, analysed and added to the discourse. It also focuses on the macro scale as opposed to micro scale meaning whatever is going on at the particular locality isn’t accounted for.
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