Discuss the main characteristics of the ‘World Systems’ theory. Your answer should also address how the theory has influenced our understanding of history.

World systems theory is a ‘perspective on social reality’ that started in the 1970s.[footnoteRef:1] It is concerned with identifying exploitation and economic inequality in what Wallerstein refers to as the ‘modern world capitalist system’. It does this by moving away from national boundaries and instead dividing the world into regional areas. These areas can then be examined in terms of how they are both economically and politically exploited and exploiting others. This means that world systems theory examines economic and political power in different regions of the world. This can impact our understanding of history in many ways. For example, when the regional areas that World Systems theory looks at were formed in the nineteenth century, they all had common characteristics. These were a dominant world religion and a dominant language used for writing. This is because, according to Wallerstein, these areas had all at one point been a ‘world empire’, but were no longer strong enough militarily to meet the standards of nineteenth century Europe.[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, by using World Systems theory to examine the political and economic inequalities at the current locations of world empires, historians can evaluate the impact of world empires on the modern world.  [1:  Immanuel Wallerstein, ‘World Systems Analysis: An Introduction.’, Duke University Press, Durham and London, 2004, p.1. ]  [2:  Immanuel Wallerstein, ‘World Systems Analysis: An Introduction’, p.8. ] 


One characteristic of the World Systems theory is the concept of the Core, the Periphery, and the Semi-Periphery. This concept first came from the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA) and was based on the Marxist ‘Dependency Theory’. It stated that richer countries (the Core) were able to set trade terms with the poorer countries (the Periphery) that were only beneficial for the Core.[footnoteRef:3] Another concept was introduced later, called the Semi-Periphery, which included aspects of both the Core and the Periphery. While Semi-Peripheries had some elements of industrialisation and high-end manufacturing like Cores, they were also open to exploitation and producing raw materials like Peripheries. This characteristic of the World Systems theory can influence our understanding of history, as it emphasises relationships between different areas that are classed as Core, Periphery, or Semi-Periphery. As these three concepts are all relative to each other, they can be applied to both large and small areas, rather than previous notions of history that focused only on nation states and their fixed boundaries. These concepts can also be applied to pre-industrial history. For example, Woolf (1990) utilises core-periphery dynamics to think about exploitation within ancient empires, such as Rome and Greece.[footnoteRef:4] These empires were often circularly organised around one area of wealth and power, such as Rome for the Roman empire, which could be considered a ‘Core’ in the World Systems theory. The boundaries of the empires, which were often exploited for resources and less maintained due to costs, could be considered the ‘Periphery’. Therefore, the World Systems theory has influenced our understanding of history.  [3:  Immanuel Wallerstein, ‘World Systems Analysis: An Introduction’, p.11-12. ]  [4:  Greg Woolf, ‘World-systems analysis and the Roman Empire’, p.44-58.] 


The World Systems theory is often presented in two different forms, World Empires and World Economies. World Empires looks at how different territories have been colonised and politically integrated into larger systems and empires across the world. It also looks at the relationships between Core and Periphery areas within empires, such as within the economy. For example, the movement of goods being influenced by politics and the military, such as building materials and rations for soldiers.[footnoteRef:5] Trade ends up also benefiting from taxes and rents within the empire, which can be seen as the movement of money from the Periphery to the Core where it can be redistributed into the empire.  [5:  Greg Woolf, ‘World-systems analysis and the Roman empire’, p.44-58 ] 


World Economies looks at global markets and how they have been integrated to create one world system of economics. This includes how systems of taxation and trade develop within these economies. This includes the development of trade beyond ‘luxury’ goods and into materials being exported into ‘Core’ areas. Wallerstein believed that the start of the world capitalist economy began in 16th century European imperialism. This then spread to the rest of the world through Europe’s colonial activities in the Americas, Asia, and Africa. This meant that the world outside of Europe’s capitalist ‘Core’ was quickly incorporated into the core-periphery unequal exchange as Periphery nations. However, not all world economies from this time came from European imperialism. China and the Ottoman Empire, for example, were some of the first World Economies to dominate the globe. Although by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, European industry and imperialism had grown to the point where they dominated the globe as heads of world economies and world empires. 

In conclusion, the main characteristics of the World Systems theory are its rejection of national boundaries and focus on regional areas, its use of Core, Periphery, and Semi-Periphery ideals, and its focus on World Empires and World Economies. This impacts our understanding of world history by presenting ideas of looking outside modern national boundaries and instead to systems of power and their impact on the economic and political circumstances of different regions. 

[Word Count: 857]


Bibliography: 
Wallerstein, Immanuel, ‘World Systems Analysis: An Introduction.’, (Duke University Press, Durham and London, 2004) (PDF) World-Systems Analysis: An Introduction by Immanuel Wallerstein | Ferry Hidayat - Academia.edu [accessed 29 December 2020] 

Woolf, Greg, ‘World-systems analysis and the Roman empire’, (Journal of Roman Archaeology, 1990) 3: 44-58.

