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What Wallerstein dubbed the “culs-de-sac into which much Marxist 
analysis and praxis has fallen,” represented, for him, the consequence of 

Marxism’s overemphasis on the role of the urban industrial proletariat, leading it 
to explain away “the role of (the very existence of ) nationalities, peasants, minori-
ties, women, and the whole peripheral zone.” As a result, “Nine-tenths of the 
world became ‘questions’ ,  ‘anomalies’ ,  ‘survivals’ — objectively progressive for a 
while perhaps, but destined to disappear, sociologically, analytically, politically” 
(Wallerstein 1991: 160). Th e debates which these sore points engendered among 
Western theorists in the second half of the twentieth century, however, had long 
been fought out in the Eastern European and Latin American peripheries. But 
while Latin American dependency theory acquired theoretical prominence in 
the United States during the 1970s and later throughout the world, the much 
earlier contribution of Romanian theorists to modernization debates remains 
mostly unknown to this day. Within a rather heterogeneous theoretical corpus 
composed of sociological, economic, and political arguments, many of the above-
mentioned weaknesses of Marxist theory were explicitly disclosed as early as 
the 1900s. Its most poignant points were made during polemical debates among 
representatives of competing political camps, as the confrontation between the 
socialist Gherea† and the poporanist Stere, on which this article will focus, clearly 
demonstrates.

The article furthers the claim that many of 
the weaknesses of Marxist theory that consti-
tuted the starting point of critical approaches 
from Latin American dependency theory to 
world-systems analysis had been addressed 
in very similar terms as early as the 1900s. 
The focus is on intellectual debates in early 
twentieth-century Romania, especially as 

engendered by the theory of “forms without 
substance“ as an alternative project of mod-
ernization for the periphery and the follow-up 
confrontation between the socialist Constan-
tin Dobrogeanu-Gherea and the Poporanist 
Constantin Stere on the issue of social and 
economic development. 

abstract:

* Th is is the revised version of a paper presented at the Institute for Research on 
World-Systems (IROWS), University of California at Riverside, in April .

† Gherea, see Dobrogeanu-Gherea, Constantin.

Manuela Boatcă
Katholische Universität Eichstätt-Ingolstadt
Lehrstuhl für Soziologie I
Ostenstr. 26, 85072 Eichstätt
Germany
manuela.boatca@ku-eichstaett.de

Manuela Boatcă

http://jwsr.ucr.edu/


Plate 1 – Romania Today

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, Washington, D.C., .

Plate 2 – Romanian Principalities, 1699–1848
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the historical and geopolitical background

Although never formally colonized, nine teenth-century Romania expe-
rienced a situation of economic, political, and, largely, ideological domina-
tion that has more than once been characterized as “neocolonialism” (Chirot 
1976: 162). In the context of an imperial military threat on the one hand, and 
the expansion of international capital on the other, devel opment issues for the 
politically decentralized and economically backward Romanian principalities 
of the mid-nineteenth century could only be formu lated against the backdrop 

of an impending foreign domination and endangered national identity. Thus, 
the filtering of Western ideological notions through the perspective of national 
concerns involved, on the one hand, a resignification of European liberalism, 
conservatism, and Marxism to fit the reality of the Eastern European periph-
ery and to allow sensible predictions about its development, and on the other 
hand, a reinterpretation of their relationship to one another according to their 
propensity to either stick to the global design of modernization on the Western 
model or devise their own, rooted in Romania’s local history.

Since the inevitability of progress and the normality of social change were 
the tenets of both liberalism and Marxism in the core, in Romania they tended 
to yield a hybrid position combining the assumptions of these two Western 
ideologies and is thereby illustrative of an explaining away, so to speak, of the 
anomalies present in the periphery’s transition to capitalism. The conservative 
side, characterized in Romania by a scepticism of the modernization model in 
both its liberal and its Marxist variant (i.e., of Westernization), was enriched 

Source: p.  in Romania. Atlas Istorico-Geografi c, edited by Academia Română, Institutul de 
geografi e. Bucharest: Ed. Academiei Române, . Reproduced with permission from the 
Romanian Academy.
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marketable wheat crops and their exploitation according to the capitalist mode 
of production. Since neither villagers (who had joint rights over communal land) 
nor boyars (a primarily land-controlling class) were landowners in a juridical 
sense, but rather “co-proprietors,” the capitalist transformation of Romania’s 
economy involved the boyars’ property claims to land to which they had only 
feudal rights. This so-called re-enserfment of the peasantry was implemented 
with the help of a series of land reforms, which marked Romania’s “shifting of 
the peripheral axis” (Bădescu 2003: 334) from its condition as a periphery of 
the Ottoman Empire to its incorporation into the capitalist world-economy as 
a periphery of Western Europe, supplying for the most part agricultural prod-
ucts under coerced labor. The liberal institutions necessary for this standard-
ization of tenure arrangements as well as for similar modernization processes 
at the political, economic and cultural levels according to the Western capital-
ist model clashed with the country’s immiseration and the growing cleavage 
between the new elites and the rest of the population. As a result, the increas-
ing acuteness of social and especially peasant issues in the first decades of the 
twentieth century, alongside the influence exerted by foreign social doctrines 
such as Western socialism and the Russian Narodnik movement led to the 
appearance of a number of new political doctrines and cultural trends intended 
as responses, alternatives or modifications of either liberal policy or its vari-
ous conservative counterparts. Their common denominator was the search for 
solutions to the unanimously acknowledged social and economic issues, but 
they diverged in terms of the explanations of backwardness offered and in the 
solutions suggested. 

socialism: a marxist account of peripheral evolution

Agreement upon the existence of a great discrepancy between Romania’s 
liberal institutions and its economic reality, or upon what the most promi-
nent Romanian socialist, Constantin Dobrogeanu-Gherea, termed “the abyss 
between the legal and the real land” placed an advocate of socialist ideas, at least 
on the theoretical level, in line with conservative thinking — a rather paradoxi-
cal position.² In a much celebrated theory elaborated in 1868, the conservatives 

and expanded by such positions as poporanism,¹ peasantism, and corporat-
ism, all of whose main characteristic was the advocacy of an alternative path of 
development for peripheral countries. 

With Austria-Hungary gradually renouncing its claims to political rule in 
Romania due to internal ‘nationalities’ problems within the empire, and with 
the end of formal Turkish rule as a result of the 1877–78 Romanian War of 
Independence, the threat of military rule and its actual presence in the Romanian 
lands had been finally abolished. From then on, it was commercial interests that 
took precedence over political ones. In Romania’s case, these interests involved 

Plate 3 – Romanian Principalities, 1859–1914

Source: p.  in Romania. Atlas Istorico-Geografi c, edited by Academia Română, Institutul de 
geografi e. Bucharest: Ed. Academiei Române,.  Reproduced with permission from the 
Romanian Academy.

¹. From the Romanian popor, meaning “people.“ While its name is the etymological 
equivalent of “populism,” the Romanian “poporanism” had less in common with other 
populist strands of its time than with the national cultural and political context out of 
which it emerged. For a detailed account of its intricate relationship with Romanian lib-
eralism and conservatism, as well as with Russian narodnicism and Western populism, 
see Georgiu (), Boatcă (), and below.

². According to Wallerstein, this paradox is characteristic of socialist movements of 
the late nineteenth century. Among them, those located in the core would tend toward 
the social democratic approach, while the ones emerging in semiperipheral and periph-
eral zones placed under direct or indirect imperial rule viewed national liberation as the 
only means for achieving equality (Wallerstein : ).
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had argued that modern society in Romania was reduced to the adoption of 
“forms without substance” from the West — that imported political and cul-
tural superstructural elements did not foster progress, but rather concealed 
the hierarchical structures inherent in the relationship between Western and 
Eastern Europe, the better to exploit the latter. In view of the conservatives’ 
argument that socialism itself was as contentless a form as the liberal institu-
tions in a backward country, socialist theory faced the double pressure of cred-
ibly explaining the adoption of forms without substance in Marxist terms and 
legitimating its own existence in a country that was not, or, as Marxists would 
have it, not yet, capitalist. 

the law of the historical epoch

The path that Gherea deemed congruent with a Marxist interpretation of 
history was that of agreeing with the conservatives that socialism, much like 
liberalism, was “an exotic plant” on Romanian soil, lacking such essential eco-
nomic and social prerequisites as large-scale industry and a proletariat. Yet, in 
Gherea’s view, this was no abnormal development, nor an instance of involution, 
but occurred in observance of a more general law of social evolution: 

We are dealing with a general phenomenon of our social life, in that not 
only socialism is an exotic plant, but the entire life of our modern state is an 
exotic plant in a like manner; not only does socialism not result out of the 
deep social conditions of our national life, but most of the phenomena of our 
modern life fail to result from them in a like manner…. [W]e are dealing with 
the very law of our social development, the law of the development of back-
ward countries that lag behind in their social, their capitalist development. 
(Gherea a: ) 

The conservatives had condemned the adoption of forms without sub-
stance — land reforms to the detriment of the peasant majority, a liberal con-
stitution borrowing heavily from Belgium’s, a growing juridical apparatus rep-
resenting the interests of Western capital and stunting the development of a 
national industry — as a costly mistake and as such, as an avoidable damage 
to Romania’s evolution; Gherea, instead, attributed it a lawlike character and 
a wider historical scope. What at first glance might look like a justification of 
socialism’s sterility based on the sterility of Romania’s entire modernization 
represents the basis on which Gherea would attempt to render Romanian social 
history comprehensible by viewing it as an integral part of the world-systemic 
capitalist expansion. To this end, he had to qualify Marxist social theory so as 
to allow it to extend back to those regions of Europe which he considered part 
of a larger capitalist structure by virtue of their position on a sort of “degree of 

capitalism” scale. Following Marx, he thus insisted that “there are no eternal 
social laws,” but that “every country, in every historical epoch of its develop-
ment, has different classes, different antagonisms and different social laws.…
Yet these laws, as abstract social laws, operate in their pure form…in advanced 
capitalist countries, like Belgium, Germany, England, and much more com-
plexly and intricately in backward capitalist countries like our own” (Gherea 
1908b: 459f.). 

Although it was precisely classifications of countries along an axis rang-
ing from less to more capitalism which Immanuel Wallerstein charged with 
a unilinear view of evolution, Gherea’s categorization into semicapitalist (or 
“backward capitalist”) and capitalist societies managed to combine a teleologi-
cal understanding of social development with a clear rejection of unilinearity. A 
Marxist in arguing that Romania had to overcome feudalism in order to attain 
“full” capitalism and eventually socialism, Gherea proved just as “un-Marxist” 
(Goldfrank 1988: 208) as Wallerstein in stating that the apparent idiosyncra-
sies Romania displayed in its transition to capitalism were a common trait of 
peripheral regions, and that such cases therefore were consistent with the rule, 
not exceptions to it. From this reinterpretation of evolutionary laws derived two 
separate implications that reveal an even stronger relatedness between Gherea’s 
conception and Wallerstein’s model of world-system analysis: one is a reassess-
ment of the proper unit of analysis; and the other, a conspicuous emphasis on 
the exogenous factors of social change, or what Gherea termed “the totality of a 
country’s social conditions”:

When talking about the country’s real social conditions, our sociologists iso-
late her in their mind from other countries and forget that, if our country is a 
socio-national organism, she still is part of another, superior social organism, she is 
in close relations of life and social conditions with other, more advanced countries, 
which to a great extent determine the conditions of our national life; they forget 
the historical capitalist epoch in which we are living and which influences and 
modifies the life processes going on in the country.  (Gherea a: ; italics in 
original) 

Unlike Wallerstein, however, Gherea did not formulate the problem of 
defining the unit of analysis of evolutionary processes in terms of replacing the 
focus on the nation-state by the notion of a capitalist system evolving as a whole. 
This stems both from the fact that Gherea did not have an exhaustive defini-
tion of the periphery (consequently, neither one of the core), as well as from the 
fact that he conceived of evolution as a twofold phenomenon, taking place at 
the level of the whole system, the “superior social organism,” and within indi-
vidual societies, or discrete “socio-national organisms.” These — nevertheless 
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severe — modifications of Marxist theory allowed him to formulate the “law of 
the historical epoch” as one pertaining to the whole system and as explaining 
the entire complex of  “social phenomena specific to semicapitalist countries”: 

Backward countries enter the orbit of advanced capitalist ones, they move within 
the orbit of those countries and their whole life, development and social movement 
are determined by the historical epoch in which we are living, by the bourgeois capi-
talist epoch. And this determination of the life and social movement of backward 
countries by the advanced ones is their very condition of life. (Gherea a: ; 
italics in original)

The image Gherea presented was one in which an evolving integrated 
system of differently positioned societies had entered a period of social and 
economic transformations corresponding to the capitalist mode of produc-
tion — the “historical epoch” of capitalism. Once the more advanced societies 
within the system had organized themselves around this mode of production, 
they could act upon the other societies making up the system such as to deter-
mine the timing and the pace of their individual evolution and attune it to their 
own, thus often triggering an acceleration of the backward countries’ transition 
from one evolutionary stage to the other. The sequence of evolutionary stages 
remained a teleological process both at the level of the system and for individual 
societies, yet Gherea credited the “historical epoch” with a greater impact on 
systemic and societal evolution than the predetermined sequence of stages had 
in classical Marxism. 

The paradox which this differentiation between historical epoch and inter-
nal stages of evolution made it possible to resolve was that, although both the 
causes and the implications of a transition to a new mode of production were 
mainly economic, the transformations they occasioned in the less advanced 
countries were predominantly of a social and institutional nature, i.e., super-
structural. The terminology Gherea used when referring to the historical epoch 
as “bourgeois capitalist” on the one hand (implying both the economic and the 
social), and to its determining influence on backward countries as a process 
of “bourgeoisification”³ (implying superstructural change) on the other, does 
justice precisely to this distinction: 

The basis of bourgeois society is production for exchange, so there is a need 
for free markets where products can be sold; that is why countries which do 
not possess the bourgeois social forms must be forced to admit the bourgeois 
principle of free trade. This is why we see England and France proceed to 
“bourgeoisify” with the help of their cannons, forcing even China and Japan 
into changing their products, and this is also why they do their best to civilize 
even the barbarians in Central Africa. (Gherea : )

Arguably (still) within a Marxist discourse, Gherea in fact transferred the 
class struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat from the level of the 
nation-state to that of the expanding (European) capitalist economy, in a less 
explicit, but no less clear manner than Immanuel Wallerstein would do in 1974. 
Writes Gherea: 

Because of the tight links between all European and even American coun-
tries, the same economic law governs international relations which governs 
the different classes making up a state. Just as, in a state, that class which 
controls the means of production reigns over the other classes and imposes 
on them the social form which suits it, those countries whose means of pro-
duction are highly advanced, whose production is well developed, also keep 
the other backward countries in economic bondage and impose on them their 
very social form. (Gherea : ) 

This shift in levels of analysis however meant a displacement of class strug-
gle as a relevant factor of internal social change for individual (peripheral) soci-
eties, in which, consequently, “social transformations do not necessarily follow 
from class struggle, but are imposed from outside” (Gherea 1892: 435). At this 
point, Gherea unwillingly but clearly departed from conventional Marxism in 
his attempt at f leshing out a coherent explanation of peripheral evolution. 

neoserfdom : the unintended sequel

It was on the basis of his belief in the lawlike character of peripheral evolu-
tion that, in 1910, Gherea would ground his explanation of Romania’s “peas-
ant question.” After the violently repressed peasant uprisings of 1888 and 1907, 
the critical condition of the peasantry — by far the overwhelming majority of 
the Romanian population — had incited an affluence of literature dedicated 
to explaining and possibly solving what had become Romania’s central prob-
lem. In his own contribution to the ongoing debate, entitled “Neoserfdom. 
An Economic-Sociological Study of Our Agrarian Problem,” Gherea argued 
that the mode of production instated in Romania after the land reform of 1864 
represented the most prominent instance of the coexistence of capitalist super-
structural elements with a feudal economic base, a mixture made possible in the 
wake of Romania’s incorporation into the “great world division of labor.” Solving 

³. Here, again, there is a striking similarity with the emphasis Wallerstein placed on 
the creation of the bourgeoisie as a historical process of class formation, which he labeled 
with the same term Gherea had used as early as  —  “bourgeoisifi cation” : “[T]o my 
knowledge, virtually no one speaks of ‘bourgeoisifi cation’ as a parallel process to ‘prole-
tarianization’. Nor does anyone write a book on the making of the bourgeoisie….It is as 
though the bourgeoisie were a given, and it acted upon others: upon the aristocracy, upon 
the state, upon the workers” (Wallerstein a: ).
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“labor contracts,” the system had thus given a contractual form to the former 
feudal dues that the peasant had to provide to his master, i.e., it had reverted to 
a more radical form of serfdom. This particular regime, which had deprived the 
country of any possibility of development instead of providing a rational basis 
for it, was what Gherea termed “neoserfdom.” 

Authentic serfdom is no slavery; if it presupposes peasant dues to the lord, 
they are in their turn compensated by some landlord dues and obligations 
toward the peasant (providing land for work and land for the peasants’ sons). 
These dues were eliminated by the law of , and large property became 
absolutely independent — to some extent a more characteristic and more purely 
bourgeois kind of capital than the Western one. Yet the capital of large prop-
erty does not face a capitalist form of labor, free wage labor, but actually serf 
labor under the guise of contractual, coerced labor. Thus, we possess a double 
economical agrarian regime, an extraordinary regime: capitalist on the one 
hand, serf-based on the other, whose existence for half a century is due only 
to the extraordinary advantages it holds for our economically dominant class. 
(Gherea : ; italics in original)

What Gherea described as “neoserfdom” was a form of labor control char-
acteristic of the entire periphery of the capitalist world-economy from the 
sixteenth century on, one which Engels had labeled “second serfdom” in 1888. 
Wallerstein had replaced Engels’ concept in 1974 by the phrase “coerced cash-
crop labor,” meaning to draw attention to the fact that the “second serfdom” 
was not a return to feudal relations of production, nor an anomaly within a 
capitalist system, but, next to slavery, share-cropping, and tenancy, an alterna-
tive mode of labor control in those regions of the modern world-system in which 
wage labor was less profitable for the world-economy as a whole.

Romanian “neoserfdom” as a consequence of “the law of the historical 
epoch,” while different from Engels’ “second serfdom” both in its timing and its 
institutional superstructure, is more similar to Wallerstein’s “coerced cash-crop 
labor” in stressing the twofold aspect of exploitation, fiscal and commercial, to 
which the peasants were subjected, but is not equivalent to it. Like Wallerstein, 
Gherea presented “neoserfdom” as a new form of the organization of produc-
tion made possible by the capitalist penetration of Romania’s economy. Unlike 
Wallerstein, he on the other hand still considered it anomalous because of its 
amalgamation of (formal) capitalist and (substantial) feudal features, whereas 
the American sociologist argued that the initially feudal elements had been 
redefined in terms of the governing principles of a capitalist system.

Industrialization, the completion of bourgeoisification by the adoption of 
universal suffrage, and the abolition of neoserfdom by ridding the economic 
organization of feudal remnants and replacing them with “true” capitalist rela-

the resulting “agrarian issue” therefore was primarily a matter of acknowledging 
its specificity to Romania as a semicapitalist country. 

From among the consequences of Romania’s incorporation into the inter-
national division of labor, Gherea mentioned two as especially relevant to the 
situation of the peasant class: first, the transformation of the natural economy 
(i.e., one based on subsistence agriculture) into a monetized economy accom-
panying the growth of international trade, and second, the gradual disappear-
ance of the peasant handicraft industry in the face of competition from cheap 
industrial products.⁴ Thus, while the feudal landlords became increasingly 
interested in overexploiting the peasants in order to extract more profit from 
the growing wheat exports, peasants were confronted both with an increase of 
their feudal dues to the lords and with the impossibility of supplementing their 
means through handicraft or wagoning. 

A situation inherent to a transitional period from feudal relations of pro-
duction to capitalist relations based on private property and wage labor, as 
Gherea viewed it, this contradiction between the juridicopolitical and socioeco-
nomic structures could be resolved by organizing agricultural production (since 
there was yet no industrial production) around the capitalist principles which 
corresponded to the new political structures. The abolition of serfdom and the 
freeing of Gypsy slaves were steps toward such a gradual loosening of feudal 
ties, but the allotment of land according to the land reform of 1864, Gherea 
contended, had stunted all development toward capitalist production, and had 
in fact reinforced and even worsened feudal relations. While allotment of land 
after the abolition of serfdom could occur in two different ways, either by ben-
efitting the landowners and thus turning the former serfs into waged labor-
ers, or by benefitting the peasants and hence centering around the exploitation 
of small peasant property, the law of 1864 represented a compromise between 
the two, “a hybrid, absurd, monstrous socioeconomical organism, that availed 
neither small property, nor large property rightly, but hindered both” (Gherea 
1910: 51).

For Gherea, the “hidden tendency” of the first allotment of land, which 
in 1864 had distributed two-thirds of the village land to the peasants and the 
remaining third to the landlords, was “rendering the independent life of small 
property impossible” (Gherea 1910: 54). By binding the peasants to the land, 
declaring their plots inalienable, and legalizing coerced work in the form of 

⁴. For a comparison of Gherea’s approach with Lenin’s later thesis on the “Prussian” vs. 
the “American” route of capitalism’s penetration of agriculture, see Stahl (: f.).
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tions of production were both Gherea’s solution to Romania’s development and a 
reaffirmation of his teleological understanding of a specific evolution in the case 
of “semicapitalist” societies: “whatever the agrarian evolution of modern capi-
talist societies, the evolution of backward agrarian societies must pass through 
the bourgeois mode and relations of production” (Gherea 1910: 410). Socialism, 
as once capitalism, was to reach Romania in the context of the next historical 
epoch, by drawing it into the new orbit of the countries having reached that 
stage. 

poporanism: the unrecognizable liberation movement

A cultural, political and economic program for which the national stand-
point was a central one, yet whose position constituted a clear departure from 
both conservatism and socialism, was the one called “poporanism” as a sign of 
its focus on “the people” (Romanian popor).⁵ Emerging in the early 1890s as a 
cultural movement centered around the notion of the intellectuals’ “duty” to 
emancipate the people, poporanism gradually expanded into the political and 
economic realms by advocating an agrarian and parliamentary reform along 
with universal suffrage, as well as the organization of agricultural production 
into cooperatives on the basis of small and mid-scale peasant holdings. On a 
political as well as theoretical level, poporanism acquired nation-wide promi-
nence through its militant attitude toward socialism, particularly in the form 
of the heated debate between poporanism’s founder, Constantin Stere, and 
Dobrogeanu-Gherea.

Most eminently, Stere’s 1907 study “Social Democracy or Poporanism?” 
was an examination of Romania’s agrarian structure in light of the applicabil-
ity of socialist ideals to the particular Romanian context. Its central claim, in 

keeping with the conservative view to which Gherea would react in 1908, was 
that socialism, and especially a socialist party, was a form without substance in 
Romania, a country in which the peasantry represented ninety percent of the 
population and in which the main social issue was the peasants’ situation, not 
the proletariat’s. 

The scope of the socialist doctrine, Stere held, was a limited one both in 
space and in time, and the revisionist current among European socialists as well 
as the qualification of earlier views by some of the most orthodox socialists 
showed precisely these limits. Romania’s case, Stere contended, proved correct 
Sombart’s claim that “the limits of Karl Marx’s system are in the agrarian ques-
tion,” thus adding to the mounting evidence against socialism’s claim to univer-
sality. Estimating the size of the proletariat on the basis of the existing statisti-
cal data of the time, Stere concluded that factory workers represented less than 
one percent of Romania’s population, while peasant tillers made up ninety-six 
percent of the country’s taxpayers (see Stere 1996 [1907]: 47). Consequently, nei-
ther could the proletariat become a significant political force, nor did it repre-
sent Romania’s “social category of work,” overwhelmingly made up of a peasant 
class lacking both the social character and the political and moral attributes 
used to define the Western proletariat. A political party functioning on the 
basis of Western socialist doctrine in Romania would only treat a false issue, 
while disregarding the more obvious ones: “the burning social question which 
in Western countries resulted out of the capitalist development and the industrial-
ization of production is not present as such in our own society, or is present under 
a wholly different guise — namely as the peasant question in all its variety and 
breadth, and not as a question of the proletariat, as in the West” (Stere 1996: 
208; italics in original). Moreover, as a small agrarian state situated between 
three military powers and in a situation of cultural and economic backwardness 
permitting foreign intervention, Romania was faced with a national problem 
unknown to Western countries and therefore neglected by the internationalist 
doctrine of Western social democracy.

Furthermore, Marxist predictions with regard to the evolution of agricul-
ture had proven false not only for agrarian countries, but for industrial ones as 
well. Stere thus attacked the socialist notion according to which the peasantry 
represented a petty bourgeoisie, a “remnant” of the old mode of production, 
and as such an enemy of the proletariat, condemned to disappear in the wake 
of the concentration of landed property into ever fewer hands. Using statistical 
data gathered by Eduard Bernstein for Western Europe and the United States, 
which pointed to the decrease of the latifundium system to the benefit of small 
and mid-size property — the exact reverse of what socialism had foreseen, Stere 
concluded, with Bernstein and Kautsky, that agricultural evolution followed 

⁵. Th ese premises, alongside the fact that Constantin Stere had participated in, and 
been infl uenced by, the Russian Narodnik movement, easily stereotyped the new doc-
trine into a kind of populism more broadly, and in particular into a version of Russian 
narodnicism. Stere himself however claimed theoretical heritage from the German 
neo-Kantian school initiated by Eduard Bernstein in the late s, which marked the 
beginnings of a revisionist movement in Marxist theory and growing scepticism toward 
orthodox Marxism. According to Stere, there was a middle ground between socialism 
and liberalism, and, in the case of agrarian countries, this meant industrialization within 
the boundaries imposed by the society’s peasant character and encouragement of small 
peasant property as the basis for economic development. Poporanism’s originality, critics 
have noted (Georgiu : ), consists precisely in the extent to which its heteroge-
neous nature eludes dichotomies like traditional or modern, nationalist or democratic, 
“indigenist” or “Westernizing,” left-wing or right-wing.
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cal life cannot stand still until ‘the day of the European social transformation,’ 
and it is within this political life that we have a duty to fight for ensuring our 
country…the entire social, political and economic progress that we can achieve 
by ourselves” (Stere 1996: 183; italics in original). The decisive thing about 
Romania’s subsequent evolution was therefore not so much the fact that it was 
an agrarian country, but that it was a backward agrarian country: the differences 
between Romania and Western industrial societies could not be explained in 
terms of inferior evolutionary stages, for they were structural, historically pro-
duced, and insuperable.

In order to ground his diachronical perspective⁶ on the origin of these struc-
tural differences, Stere turned to Sombart for proof that not only the laws 
governing agrarian evolution were distinct from those of industrial develop-
ment, but the industrial beginnings of a backward agrarian country also faced 
social, economic and political circumstances very different from those encoun-
tered by advanced societies during the Industrial Revolution. The possibil-
ity of Romania’s industrialization according to the Western model was ruled 
out because of the insufficiency of indigenous capital for financing large-scale 
industry, the irrecoverable lag between the industrial lead of advanced coun-
tries and Romania’s small manufacturing beginnings, as well as the difficulties 
encountered by late industrializers faced with the control and pressure that the 
already industrialized countries exerted over both foreign markets and interna-
tional politics. 

different laws than those of industry, and that the minutely foretold “impasse 
of the peasantry” had rather turned into an “impasse of the social democratic 
doctrine in front of the peasantry” (Stere 1996: 34). Against this background, 
the viability and international competitiveness of those European economies 
centered on small-scale agriculture suggested that “purely agrarian” countries 
were by no means shut out from social progress, but that they had to conceive it 
as the outcome of a different evolution, specific to the social bases from which 
it could proceed. Thus, for Stere, the course of evolution was not predeter-
mined and did not necessarily originate in the same social segment in every 
country. Rather, it was a function of the relation between a society’s existing 
classes and the equidistant criterion of social progress, such that those classes 
whose interests coincided with the goal of general social progress were “positive 
social classes,” in contrast to “those negative social elements that defend the old 
regime with its privileges and abuses, as the base of their dominant situation” 
(Stere 1996: 195). 

While he viewed the Western industrial proletariat as “the only positive 
class from the point of view of social progress, since only its interests lie in the 
direction of universal progress,” in agrarian countries such as Romania, unlike 
in the West, it was the peasantry that overwhelmingly represented the working 
class; this social category also became politically significant and could no longer 
assume the passive role that its counterpart played in industrial countries. 
While the peasantry alone did not possess revolutionary potential, the agrarian 
issue — as those countries’ sole specific problem — had to be solved through the 
agency of the entire “social category of work” (made up of “the yeomanry,” vil-
lage teachers and priests, the small town bourgeoisie and the class of intellectu-
als) in accordance with the interests of the peasantry, its social tendencies, and 
the laws of agricultural evolution. In an agrarian country, therefore, a political 
party hoping to perform a central role in the local political landscape could only 
build its program upon the same interests and social tendencies as those of the 
peasantry; in short, it had to be a peasant party. The dogmatism of orthodox 
and revisionist Marxists which prompted them to insist on representing a “fic-
titious category” in agrarian countries, was the main factor responsible for the 
incapability of socialist doctrine to adapt itself to the socio-economic circum-
stances of those countries.

the theory of “vagabond capital”

Stere confronted Gherea’s conviction that Romania, like other backward 
countries, would receive socialism from the outside, the role of a socialist party 
being that of smoothing out the transition, by claiming that “a country’s politi-

⁶. As opposed to the synchronic perspective embraced by the vast majority of evo-
lutionary theories, most notably those elaborated in the West. As Immanuel Wallerstein 
(: ) noted using the example of orthodox Marxism, the idea that hegemonic 
states were models to be followed (Marx’s “De te fabula narratur! ”) not only legitimated 
Eurocentrism, but made it mandatory as well. Consequently, for Eastern European (or 
otherwise peripheral) countries, “development” equalled “catching up,” i.e., in the words 
of the neoliberal Ştefan Zeletin in the s, “synchronizing” with the West. It is against 
this view that Stere directed his criticism, coupled with his diachronic view of a multi-
linear evolution dependent on a country’s socio-historical and political standing and its 
indigenous economic potential. Th at not only the imitation of Western political and eco-
nomic models (as with synchronism) could be characteristic of peripheral regions, but 
also the anticipation of ideas and solutions to social, cultural and economic issues later 
to be dealt with in the West (a phenomenon consequently labelled “protochronism”) was 
the response cultural historians gave to the synchronist ideology in the s and ‘s. 
While the intellectual debate this provocative idea sparked cannot be addressed here, 
some of its implications for the Romanian contribution to theories of social change are 
briefl y discussed below. 
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Given that Romania was neither a colonial power, nor able to monopolize 
other countries’ foreign trade as the nineteenth-century industrializers had, 
Stere’s main argument concerned the importance of large foreign markets for 
placing the indigenous industrial products: “I agree with the most manifest 
kind of Marxism, when it states that without an external market there can be 
no large-scale modern industry, society’s industrialization cannot follow and hence 
the industrial proletariat, with its specific social character, its firm political and 
economic role, cannot emerge and develop” (Stere 1996: 90; italics in original). 
Stere thus denounced protectionism as a “pathetic experiment,” the creation 
of large-scale industry in Romania as a “dream,” and the reversals of Western 
evolution in backward agrarian countries as indicative not simply of a different 
sequence of evolution, but of an entirely different course whose end point most 
likely was not, and could not be, industrial capitalism.

On the other hand, the growing intellectual uncertainty among Marxists 
in the face of nineteenth-century developments in the periphery was, for Stere, 
strong evidence that imperialist expansion, Marxism’s failure to predict agri-
cultural evolution in Western Europe, and the diminishing social antagonism 
between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat in England were intimately linked 
among themselves. Drawing on Kautsky’s stipulation that a socialist transfor-
mation could only be expected from the workings of industrial capital, whereas 
the increasing amount of finance capital required for England’s colonial expan-
sion tended to mute its internal social evolution and class conflict, Stere claimed 
that the developments in England were the very result of social evolution and 
as such the vanguard of similar changes all over industrialized Europe. The 
evolution of backward countries, Stere argued, as that of the colonies gradually 
being incorporated into the European world-economy, was dependent upon the 
action of this newly created kind of capital, whose outcomes were indeed very 
different from those produced in the West in the nineteenth century:

In the civilized countries of the West, an immense commercial and finance 
capital was formed, which I labeled “vagabond capital,” because this capital 
ransacks the world for a profitable investment, and because its field of opera-
tions lies mostly in the economically backward countries…In the countries in 
which it operates, this capital produces all the gloomy effects of capitalism, 
without compensating for them by the benefits which it has introduced in 
the West, because its effect in backward countries resides only in capitaliz-
ing incomes, but by no means in capitalizing the mode of production (which 
it is incapable of organizing there). Due to this fact, all the phenomena of 
“primitive accumulation” that Marx so forcefully described emerge there, but 
without a national wealth — which represented the historical justification of 
this phase in the West — emerging as well; the “vagabond capital” serves as 

a huge pump siphoning off abroad the wealth thereby accumulated. (Stere 
: f.; italics in original)

Elaborated as early as 1900 in order to address the socioeconomic realities 
created in the wake of the European and North American imperialist expan-
sion, the concept of “vagabond capital” as Stere employed it in 1907 nevertheless 
managed to render a terse but faithful image of economic exploitation at the 
level of the entire capitalist world-economy ever since its emergence in the six-
teenth century. Stere, of course, was primarily interested in a correct portrayal 
of Romania’s economic prospects in the current political environment, and in 
particular with respect to the alleged inevitable path to socialism. Yet while the 
conceptual and theoretical lacunae of a hegemonic social science had prompted 
Gherea to resort to new definitions and laws meant to allow existing analytical 
categories to address the development of underdevelopment in backward coun-
tries, Stere’s approach attempted to encompass both the social realities of the 
core and those in the periphery. The notion of “vagabond capital” on the one 
hand claimed explanatory power for the “bourgeoisification” of the proletariat 
in England (and for similar beginnings in Germany and the United States), 
which thus postponed the transition to socialism in those countries, and on the 
other hand, for the “proletarianization” of the entire work force in the exploited 
economies. In maintaining that “Vagabond capital, the foreign capital of back-
ward countries, is none other than the commercial and finance capital — the 
antirevolutionary capital — of its country of origin” (1996: 120; italics in original), 
Stere located the causality of macrostructural change on a global level, i.e, he 
took the entire historical system as the unit of analysis capable of accounting for 
the development of underdevelopment: 

If the economic process of the concentration of wealth at one pole and growth 
of the proletariat at the other, as a necessary prerequisite of social transfor-
mation, no longer takes place within the very capitalist country, but crosses its 
boundaries, while inside it, on the contrary, we encounter an increase of “capi-
talist magnates” alongside a decrease of the number of proletarians, who are 
themselves gradually turning into an aristocracy — then, obviously, this social 
transformation can no longer be accomplished within one state, but only at 
the level of a world revolution! (Stere : ; italics in original)

Not being a socialist and seeing the debates between the “revolutionary” 
and the “reformist” Marxists as proof of the socialist doctrine’s internal contra-
dictions and impracticality, Stere rejected the notion of a world revolution as a 
realistic solution to increasing social polarization and economic exploitation. 
Still, his “diagnosis of the world” matched the terms in which the Western 
socialists conceived social evolution to a considerable extent, as becomes clear 
from the numerous assenting references made about comments by Marx, 
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Engels, Kautsky, or Liebknecht. Remarkably, part of this diagnosis was also 
the acknowledgment of Gherea’s notion that the phenomenon of class struggle 
did not take place at the nation-state level, but on a global scale — an opinion 
which Stere, in the course of his polemics with the Marxist doctrine, came 
to defend more explicitly and outspokenly than Gherea himself. As Joseph 
Love has pointed out, the idea of “proletarian nations” was discovered inde-
pendently more than once during the first decades of the twentieth century 
by Marxist and Marxist-influenced intellectuals entertaining a center-periph-
ery view of world economic structures (Love 1996: 175). Among them, Gherea 
“skirted close to the idea” in 1892, Lenin “came close to adopting the notion” in 
1916, while Constantin Stere, Enrico Corradini, and Li Ta-chao “discovered” it 
(idem) between 1908 and 1920. Given that the perspective would only become 
formalized after World War II within dependency theory (see Emmanuel 1972) 
and virtually “institutionalized” within world-systems analysis, its emergence 
in turn-of-the-century Romania in the context of a controversy with orthodox 
Marxism and rejection of unilinear evolutionism, and its continuity over the 
length of the debates around the theory of forms without substance speaks for 
the fecundity of a peripheral standpoint and the visionary insights inherent in 
the poporanist theory of “vagabond capital.” 

The strong corrective which Stere therefore applied to the socialist agenda 
of an international struggle against “capitalism” as an undifferentiated mode 
of production entailed that it was only in core countries that social evolution 
expressed itself in the form of a class struggle between the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat. In peripheral countries, in the absence of the industrial capital 
responsible for the rise of the Western bourgeoisie and the formation of the 
Western proletariat, the social structure did not mirror that of core countries, 
nor was underdevelopment the outcome of social polarization, but of the action 
of a particular kind of capital, producing a particular kind of capitalism based 
on fiscal exploitation through local foreign agents. Consequently, the peripheral 
countries’ contribution to a world socialist revolution could only take the form 
of a national struggle against this type of capital, incapable of organizing capi-
talist production in the countries which it penetrated and responsible for the 
antirevolutionary tendencies in its countries of origin.

With his attempt at reconciling the national and the international character 
of class struggle, Stere not only managed to ideal-typically argue for divergent 
evolutionary paths for industrial and agrarian countries — an issue still very 
much on the agenda of current globalization debates — but also came very close 
to a world-systems perspective on class analysis. In 1979, Immanuel Wallerstein 
would account for the “partial muting of the class conflict of the core countries” 
in strikingly similar terms:

[I]n general, in a capitalist world-economy, the primary contradiction within 
core areas is to be located in the quarrel over the ambiguous and ambivalent 
role of the state structure, whose control is sought by different groups, both 
primarily located within its boundaries. This struggle, when it is sharp, is 
national in scope and class conscious in terminology. This is what comes 
within the usual image of “class analysis.” In peripheral areas of the world-
economy, however, the primary contradiction…is between the interests orga-
nized and located in the core countries and their local allies on the one hand, 
and the majority of the population on the other. In point of fact then, an 
“anti-imperialist” nationalist struggle is in fact a mode of expression of class 
interest. (Wallerstein : ; italics in original)

Marxist terminology, a periphery-based outlook on imperialism, denuncia-
tion of the destructive role of the local bourgeoisie, and denial of the revolution-
ary potential of the indigenous industrial proletariat have been common traits 
of more than one intellectual current, and have since the 1960s been increasingly 
associated with neo-Marxism and the Latin American dependency school. 
Despite the similarities between his own approach and those of dependency and 
world-systems analysts, Stere parted company with socialist or (neo-)Marxist 
accounts as soon as conclusions about future prospects had to be drawn from 
the partly overlapping diagnoses. From a poporanist standpoint, not only could 
Romania not pursue a revolutionary development policy, but any reforms in a 
“peasant state” had to center around the economic strengthening of the peas-
antry as “society’s undifferentiated basis.” The logical sequel to the 1848 revolu-
tion, the fulfillment of the incomplete beginnings of institutional democratiza-
tion, Stere argued, could only occur within the framework of a rural democracy, 
established on the basis of a peasant class emancipated both politically (through 
universal male suffrage) and economically (through proper allotment of land). 
Institutionally, this form of organization in which the constitutional principle 
of “people’s sovereignty” was indeed granted to the mass of the people, the peas-
antry, could thus resolve the discrepancy between formal modernization and 
economic backwardness. Economically, as well, the only viable alternative to 
the large external markets available to industrial countries was a small peasant 
industry primarily intended as production for use and as the social cradle of an 
inchoate national petty bourgeoisie (Stere 1996: 215). Proclaims Stere:

A free landowning peasantry; the development of the occupational struc-
ture and of small-scale industry, with the help of a corporative movement 
both in towns and in the countryside; state monopoly of large-scale industry 
(save for exceptional cases in which it could develop by itself, without harm-
ing economic life); this is the formula of our economic and social progress as 
imposed by the very circumstances of our national life. (Stere : )
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established stereotypical judgments whose inflexibility was rooted precisely in 
the authority and currency of Marxist doctrine.

More than in any other previous current, the often-cited poporanist “para-
doxes” (geopolitical cosmopolitanism versus economic and cultural national-
ism, opting for modernization but against unilinear evolution, agreement with 
Marxist views versus rejection of Marxist conclusions) mirror the extent to 
which the clash between the Western “global designs” and Romanian “local 
history” (Mignolo 2000) had to be filtered through a critical attitude capable 
of resignifying the former in conformity with the latter’s needs. Consequently, 
for poporanists, the stance according to which modernization no longer was 
Westernization for the first time took the form of a coherent doctrine which 
advocated the discarding of the liberal myth and exploring the indigenous 
potential without, however, opting out of the (world-)system. 

Condemned to silence for several decades within Romania,⁹ Gherea’s and 
Stere’s consequential findings on unequal exchange, global class struggle and 
the circulation of capital gained only partial and indirect international rec-
ognition when taken up by Corporatist Party leader and economist Mihail 
Manoilescu, the “godfather of the general argument” (Schmitter 1978: 121), and 
subsequently by the Prebisch-Cepal school. In particular, Manoilescu’s con-
troversial contention that the displacement of forces of production from low-
productivity agriculture to high-productivity industry was inherently advanta-
geous entered post-war development debates (in the Iberian Peninsula as well 
as in Latin America) as “the Manoilescu argument” and was endorsed and later 
developed by Raúl Prebisch and Celso Furtado (Love 1996: 83), among others. 

A program later to be almost literally adopted and expanded by the inter-
war theoreticians of Romanian peasantism, the poporanist formula for eco-
nomic progress has often been interpreted as an anti-industrialist, anticapital-
ist stance, in particular as an opting out of the capitalist world-economy (e.g. 
Gherea 1910: 488; Stahl 1978: 112; Love 1996: 34). Above all, the notion of a 
corporative system of agriculture,⁷ grounded in the rejection of the Marxist 
model of the gradual disappearance of individual peasant property and meant 
by poporanists as a form of resistance to the exploitive action of financial capital 
would be strongly denounced by Marxist opponents of anti-imperialism (see 
Lenin 1956: 174). In fact, as peasantist and corporatist Romanian authors would 
prove in later decades, the corporative system did not represent an alternative 
to a capitalist economy, but a capitalist alternative to industrialized economies. 
Likewise, poporanism did not advocate skipping the capitalist stage, as many 
analysts, following Gherea (Gherea 1910: 490), believed, but the impossibility 
of achieving industrial capitalism in Romania, that decisive stage of capitalist 
evolution which Marxists often mistook for capitalism itself. ⁸ 

One could conclude that the confrontation with the Marxist doctrine was 
the great chance and the great misfortune of poporanism: on the one hand, it 
lent it a terminological apparatus enjoying great currency at the time, instantly 
recognizable even when modified (as in “vagabond capital”); on the other, it 

⁷. Agricultural cooperatives were a measure for directly linking agricultural produc-
tion to the capitalist market, without exposing individual small-scale property to fi scal 
exploitation through the credit system and the commercial apparatus (cf. Stere : 
).

⁸. Wallerstein has traced back the confusion between industrialism and capitalism 
to the era of the industrial revolution, in which the debates between Marxists and lib-
erals on the nature of capitalism took place. Marx’s distinction between merchant and 
industrial capital, Wallerstein noted, was an attempt to deal with this confusion, but one 
which had still left the capitalist phase before the industrial revolution terminologically 
unaccounted for (see Wallerstein b: ff .). It was in this context that Wallerstein 
proposed the term “agricultural capitalism” for the period preceding the industrial revo-
lution, thus stressing its character as (non-industrial) production for sale and profi t. In 
, Stere’s attempt to impose a similar distinction between the capitalism of indus-
trial countries and the one based on agricultural production prompted both Marxist 
and liberal authors to ground their rejection of his model on the same rigid defi nition of 
capitalism that Wallerstein was attempting to overcome. To this day, this attitude earned 
poporanism the reputation of being an anticapitalist current.

⁹. Gherea’s reformist stance toward the Marxist dogma and his affi  liations with the 
conservative theory of “forms without substance” attracted him charges of opportunism, 
disregard for scientifi c socialism and for the aims of the workers’ movement, as well as of 
plain “Anti-Marxism” from the communist regime installed in Romania after . His 
books were consequently banned from publication until the late s, when a process 
of partial recuperation began. In contrast, Stere’s openly anti-Marxist series of articles, 
“Social-Democracy or Poporanism?,” branded as “reactionary,” “diversionist,” and “petty-
bourgeois” remained unpublished in book form until  (!) and his work was com-
pletely excluded from intellectual debates for the whole duration of communist rule. It 
is only in recent years that the interconnectedness between the theory of “forms without 
substance,” the politically highly divergent arguments it spawned at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, and the issue of structural dependency resurfaced in academic discussion 
of theories of social change within and outside Romania.
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In the United States, the claim for Romanian sociology’s precedence in dealing 
with several central issues of modern development debates was staked out as 
early as 1978.¹⁰

Paradoxically, it is only in Romania itself that the legitimacy of the claim is 
still disputed: while one side of the intellectual elite prioritizes retracing, recu-
perating and restoring to (international) collective memory those dimensions 
of Romanian culture and history interdicted or distorted under communism 
(Bădescu and Ungheanu 2000), the newly revived possibility of “synchroniz-
ing with the West” after the fall of communism prompts the opposing camp 
to minimize or even dismiss specific Romanian contributions as irrelevant and 
to condemn their supporters for singling out local, past achievements instead 
of focusing on integrating present-day Romania into larger political, economic 
and cultural structures. 

At least in the case of the contributions to theories of social change dealt 
with in this article, however, the claim to precedence is not a claim to genius. 
On the contrary, as with Latin American dependency theory, it was Eastern 
Europe’s peripherality with respect to Western Europe that prompted the 
innovative reinterpretation and modification of Western development policies. 
As the entire periphery of the modern world-system was being affected by the 
successive global designs brought forth by Occidental ideology, the reinvention 
and independent discovery of critical theories in response to particular histori-
cal and social circumstances represented the corresponding answers to such 
designs on the part of local histories. 
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introduction

A key contribution of Wallerstein’s (1974) Modern World-System, Volume I 
is its identifi cation of three broad zones in the world-economy, the core, 

the semiperiphery, and the periphery. Embracing this structured view of the 
world-economy, several groups of scholars have attempted to properly allocate 
the countries of the world among the three Wallersteinian zones. Th ese attempts 
have in general been successful, with three-zone structures emerging from net-
work analyses of patterns of trade, network analyses of economic, political, and 
military relationships, and distributional analyses of income levels. All of these 
analyses, using very diff erent methods and data, yield roughly similar groups of 
countries for each of the three structural zones. Th is tends to confi rm the basic 
validity of the model of a world-economy divided into three structural zones

Given that the existence of a three-zone structure to the world-economy has 
been several times confi rmed by a wide variety of studies, it is indeed ironic that 
we do not possess a widely-accepted, up-to-date set of benchmarks for position 
in the world-economy. Since Wallerstein’s approach to world-system structure is 
relational, based on the system-wide division of labor, a relational approach to 
establishing the divisions separating core, semiperiphery, and periphery would be 
most theoretically appropriate. Th is is, however, diffi  cult to implement in prac-
tice. Several attempts (reviewed below) have been made to distinguish roles in the 
global division of labor using network analyses of international trade fl ows. Such 

World-systems sociologists have long rec-
ognized a three-tier structure in the world-
economy, which comprises peripheral, semi-
peripheral, and core groups of countries.  This 
paper introduces a new database tool for ana-
lyzing this structure of the world-economy 
in terms of national income, the Structure of 
the World-Economy (SWE) analytical tool.  
It can be used to chart the structure of the 
world-economy in terms of income per capita 
for any year from 1960-2000 based on param-
eters selected by the user.  Results confirm 
the existence of a three-tier structure of the 
world-economy that is relatively stable over 
the period for which data are available.  A con-

tinuous set of benchmarks for the boundary 
points separating zones of the world-economy 
are reported for the period 1975–2002, along 
with a brief analysis of national mobility 
across those boundaries. Only seventeen 
countries (out of 103) made lasting transitions 
between zones of the world-economy over the 
study period, mostly due to changes in the 
prices of natural resources.  The results of this 
study suggest that development policy forma-
tion should focus more on the attainable goal 
of transitioning countries from the periphery 
to the semiperiphery of the world-economy, 
and less on achieving an absolute standard of 
“developed” or core country status.
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network-based methods are highly data-intensive, and thus diffi  cult to update 
regularly. Moreover, network-based methods cannot be applied out-of-sample: 
there is no way to determine the world-system zone of any country that is not in 
the benchmarking sample of countries whose trade fl ows are analyzed. Because 
of these limitations, network analyses of world-system structure have been con-
ducted at discrete time points, and have not formed the basis for continuous time 
series of boundary points between zones of the world-economy.

Income-based methods are more promising for this purpose. Th ey are not 
very data-intensive; they require little specialist knowledge; they can be applied 
to most of the countries of the world for which statistics of any kind are reported. 
Benchmark boundary points in the global income distribution can be applied 
out-of-sample with little loss of validity, especially if the income level of the 
country in question is not very near a boundary point. Income-based methods 
carry the additional advantage that they can be updated annually, usually about 
18 months after the end of the study period.

However, the two existing income-based trichotomizations of the world-
economy (Arrighi and Drangel 1986; Korzeniewicz and Martin 1994) suff er from 
some drawbacks as benchmarking studies. Th ey use cumbersome methodologies 
that require a great deal of human judgment in setting zonal boundaries (i.e., they 
have not developed robust statistical defi nitions of what constitutes a boundary 
point). Also, they both use all available countries for each time period that they 
study, reducing the inter-temporal comparability of their zonal boundaries. Th e 
do not report annual results and, of course, they are both now rather out-of-date. 
Major improvements in the income-based approach are possible, which would 
give the resulting benchmarks much wider and simpler application. To be fair, 
computational methods are widely available today that were not conveniently 
available to either Arrighi and Drangel or even Korzeniewicz and Martin.

In this paper I begin by exploring the development of the concept of a three-
tier structure of the world-economy. Second, I review the empirical literature 
on eff orts to divide the world economy into peripheral, semiperipheral, and core 
zones. Th ird, I present an update of the Arrighi-Drangel (1986) methodology for 
uncovering the structure of the world-economy, introducing a public-use spread-
sheet, the Structure of the World-Economy (SWE) analytical tool, that can be 
used by other researchers for determining their own benchmarks using data 
operationalizations of their choice. Fourth, I report new historical income-based 
benchmarks for the zones of the world-economy based on results from the SWE 
tool. I conclude with directions for future development of the SWE tool.

the three-tier world-economy

At least since Wallerstein’s (1974) seminal work on the origins of the modern 
world-system, mainstream sociologists have recognized the long-standing 
existence of a relatively stable structure to the international system of states. 
Wallerstein defi ned a world-system as

a social system, one that has boundaries, structures, member groups, rules of 
legitimation, and coherence…life within it is largely self-contained, and…the 
dynamics of its development are largely internal. (p. )

According to Wallerstein, there have historically existed two types of world-
systems: world-empires and world-economies. World-empires are characterized 
by the organization of an entire world-system under a single state structure, while 
world-economies are characterized by the existence of competing states within 
the system. Today’s modern world-system is postulated to be a world-economy, 
comprising all of the countries and areas in the world today.

Structure of the Post-WWII World-Economy

In Wallerstein’s (1974) model, all world-systems are structured around a 
system-wide division of labor:

This division is not merely functional —that is, occupational—but geograph-
ical…it is a function of the social organization of work, one which magnifies 
and legitimizes the ability of some groups within the system to exploit the 
labor or others, that is, to receive a larger share of the surplus. (p. )

Th e modern world-economy is no exception. Wallerstein (1974: 347–357, 
1979: 66–73) and theorists following in the Wallersteinian tradition (e.g., Chase-
Dunn 1998: 201–214; Arrighi and Drangel 1986: 9–30) have recognized a strong 
international component to the functional division of labor in the modern world-
economy. Th ey claim that countries at the “core” of the world-economy tend to 
specialize in “core production”:

the production of core commodities using relatively…capital intensive tech-
nology and relatively skilled and highly paid labor (Chase-Dunn : ),

while countries in the “periphery” of the world economy tend to specialize in 
“peripheral production”:

the production of peripheral commodities using technology which is rela-
tively low in capital intensity and labor which is paid low wages and is usually 
politically coerced compared to labor in core areas. (Chase-Dunn : )
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tentative description of how semiperipheries might come to exist (pp. 26–28). 
Chase-Dunn (1998) lauds the concept of the semiperiphery as “one of the most 
fruitful concepts introduced by Immanuel Wallerstein” (p. 210) only to cast out 
entirely the idea that there are discrete zones in the world economy in favor of 
arguing for a hierarchical continuum of power among countries (pp. 210–214). 
He concludes that “the vocabulary of zones is simply a useful metaphor” (p. 214). 
Terlouw (1993) goes even further to conclude that the semiperiphery is “a blurred 
zone on the continuum between core and periphery” (p. 87).

On the other hand, anecdotal evidence suggests that a qualitatively interme-
diate zone exists somewhere between the core and what are conventionally con-
sidered peripheral countries. Wallerstein’s own list of semiperipheral countries is 
a case in point. According to Wallerstein, as of 1979:

It includes the economically stronger countries of Latin America: Brazil, 
Mexico, Argentina, Venezuela, possibly Chile and Cuba. It includes the 
whole outer rim of Europe: the southern tier of Portugal, Spain, Italy, and 
Greece; most of Eastern Europe; parts of the northern tier such as Norway 
and Finland. It includes a series of Arab states: Algeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia; 
and also Israel. It includes in Africa at least Nigeria and Zaire, and in Asia, 
Turkey, Iran, India, Indonesia, China, Korea, and Vietnam. And it includes 
the old white Commonwealth: Canada, Australia, South Africa, possibly 
New Zealand. (Wallerstein : )

Arrighi and Drangel (1986) make clear that they do not see much science in 
Wallerstein’s diverse list of countries, accounting, as they point out, for well over 
half of the world’s population (p. 13). Th ey suggest that:

As a matter of fact, the list simply includes all states that seem to occupy an 
intermediate position in the world-economy from the point of view of either 
their income levels or their power in the interstate system. The connection 
between such positions and the structure of the world-economy, as spelled 
out in the concept of semiperiphery, is completely lost, and the list could have 
been drawn up without any reference to such a concept. (Arrighi and Drangel 
: )

Arrighi and Drangel met this need for a formalization of the concept of the 
semiperiphery by positing that each national economy is composed of a mix of 
core-type and peripheral-type activity. Countries hypothetically can be ranked 
on the basis of the percentage of core-type activity in their economies. Below a 
certain percentage, the PC (perimeter of the core) boundary, countries have little 
or no power to upgrade their mix of activities; below an even lower percentage, 
the PP (perimeter of the periphery) boundary, countries have little or no power 
even to prevent the downgrading of their mix of activities. In this conceptualiza-

Economic activity in the modern world-economy, however, is not structured 
neatly within national borders. Th e very essence of the world-economy as such 
is that commodity chains cut across national borders, tying the entire interstate 
system into a single world-system. Th us, in the Wallersteinian tradition, core-
periphery hierarchies are embedded in commodity production chains as much 
as in state-to-state relations. In this view, 

Core activities are those that command a large share of total surplus pro-
duced within a commodity chain and peripheral activities are those that 
command little or no such surplus. All states enclose within their boundaries 
both core and peripheral activities. Some (core states) enclose predominantly 
core activities and some (peripheral states) enclose predominantly peripheral 
activities. As a consequence, the former tend to be the locus of world accu-
mulation and the latter the locus of exploitation and powerlessness (Arrighi 
and Drangel : –).

Arrighi and Drangel (1986) further argue that the self-reinforcing advantages 
that come from having a high concentration of core activities within a state (and 
the complementary self-reinforcing disadvantages that come from a concentra-
tion of peripheral activities) tends to polarize the world-economy into core and 
peripheral states (p. 26). However, in between the core and the periphery there 
exists a group of states which contain an “even mix” (Arrighi and Drangel 1986: 
26) or “balance” (Chase-Dunn 1998: 210) of core and peripheral type production. 
Th ese are the states that Wallerstein (1974) termed semiperipheral (p. 349). In 
the Wallersteinian tradition these states are postulated to represent a kind of 
“safety valve” that is necessary for the perpetuation of core-country capitalism 
(Wallerstein 1979: 70). As formerly leading industrial sectors mature, declining 
profi t margins push production out of core countries in search of lower-cost 
environments. Th e countries of the semiperiphery use their cost advantages 
vis-à-vis the core to attract these declining industries, at the same time extending 
core capitalists’ ability to maintain the profi tability of a given production process. 
Th e relationship is thus symbiotic, and self-propagating (Arrighi and Drangel 
1986: 26–27). In some sense, the states of the semiperiphery can be thought of as 
a sort of second-run theater for what were formerly core activities.

Location of the Semiperiphery

On the location of the semiperiphery, Arrighi and Drangel (1986) take 
Wallerstein to task for inconsistent, vague, and even contradictory depictions 
(pp. 13–14). Arrighi and Drangel themselves, in a section titled “Th e Concept of 
Semiperiphery,” off er a highly theorized account of how core-periphery hier-
archies are created and perpetuated (pp. 16–26), complemented by a short and 
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tion, the two boundaries delineate the three zones of the world-economy. Th e 
semiperiphery is composed of those countries with per capita national income 
levels that lie between the PC and PP boundaries.

It should be noted that this economistic approach is not shared by all world-
systems analysts. In particular, Chase-Dunn and Hall (1997) elaborate a typol-
ogy of semiperipheral development that is based more broadly on power and 
capacity to eff ect change than on simple income or wealth measures. Analyzing 
world-systems more broadly (i.e., not limiting themselves to the post-1950 world-
economy), they identify cases in which semiperipheral states successfully chal-
lenged existing world-system hierarchies through both military and commercial 
channels. Applied to the period of this study, their thinking might suggest, for 
example, that the Soviet Union be seen as a semiperipheral challenger to US 
post-war hegemony. Th is suggests a level of agency among semiperipheral actors 
that is absent from the Arrighi-Drangel conceptualization. For the purposes of 
this study, it is suffi  cient to note that the semiperiphery is in an economically 
subordinate position to the core of the world-economy, even though it may chal-
lenge the core in other ways (militarily, scientifi cally, ideologically, etc.). Th e mer-
chant city-states that Chase-Dunn and Hall identify as semiperipheral in their 
power-based typology would, in the context of this paper, be classifi ed as part of 
the core of the world-economy on account of their high income levels.

three approaches to structure

Several attempts have been made over the past twenty years to operational-
ize empirically the concept of world-system position. In one group of studies, 
methods developed for social network analysis have been applied to world trade 
and other international data to delineate structurally equivalent blocks of coun-
tries (Snyder and Kick 1979; Nemeth and Smith 1985; Kick 1987; Smith and 
White 1992; Van Rossem 1996). In a second group of studies, countries have been 
clustered by income level (Arrighi and Drangel 1986; Korzeniewicz and Martin 
1994). Studies in both traditions consistently uncover a three-zone partition of 
the world-economy. A third group of studies, however, is premised on the idea 
that the countries of the world fall on a continuum from core to periphery, with 
no attempt made at partitioning into zones (Terlouw 1992; Van Rossem 1996; 
Kentor 2000).

Chase-Dunn (1998) argues strongly for this third approach that operational-
izes world-system structure as multi-dimensional convergence of hierarchies of 
“political, military, and economic types of power/dependence relations” (p. 215). 
In this approach, world-system position is not a discrete role variable, but is more 
of a continuous status variable. Higher-status countries do not directly exploit 

specifi c lower-status countries, but are simply more able to gain advantages in the 
global economy than are their competitors. 

Th is critique, however, does not invalidate the idea of a discrete partitioning 
of the world-economy, but complements it. Th e division of the world-economy 
into discrete zones, however, is probably best thought of in terms of roles played 
by states, contra groups of specifi c other states. Status in the world-system, how-
ever, is more of an absolute measure of a state’s ability to project its will in the 
global arena. Th us, while India and China are clearly not core countries on the 
basis of their roles in the world-economy, they are high-status countries due to 
their large populations, activist international policies, and nuclear capabilities. 
On the other hand, while the Netherlands and Switzerland play unambiguously 
core country roles in the world-economy (both being wealthy centers of trade 
and administration), they carry less weight in the international arena than, say, 
China. Th e two perspectives are not mutually exclusive.

Th e arguments presented in this article are concerned more with diff erences 
between zones of the world-economy in the relationships among economic vari-
ables than with relative state status or power. Consequently, I will use a zonal 
characterization of the world-economy, rather than a continuous one. For a vari-
ety of reasons, however, network studies of world-system structure have yet to 
yield a convincing partition of the world-economy, while data limitations remove 
many countries from the network analyses, especially for periods before 1980. 
Th us, I turn to a third tradition of world-system classifi cation for my method-
ological inspiration. Th is tradition, represented by two benchmarking studies 
employing near-identical methodologies, maintains that world-system zones 
can be diff erentiated on the basis of income alone (Arrighi and Drangel 1986; 
Korzeniewicz and Martin 1994).

In what follows, I discuss in more detail the literature in the network and 
continuum traditions. I then move on to review the income tradition. My own 
operationalization of the structure of the world-economy, developed in the con-
text of the income tradition, will be presented in the following section.

The Network Tradition

In some ways, the network analysis tradition comes the closest to captur-
ing the idea of world-system zones as roles in the world-economy. Early studies, 
such as Snyder and Kick (1979) and Nemeth and Smith (1985) have been largely 
superceded by similar work by the same authors. Of the later studies, Kick (1987) 
and Van Rossem (1996) both build their blockmodels on multiple networks of 
dominance in world trade, military power, and political memberships. Although 
they use similar variable lists, they use very diff erent methodologies, and so arrive 
at very diff erent results.
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Kick (1987) builds his network model on eight overlapping networks of rela-
tionships among countries: trade, aid treaties, transportation/communication 
treaties, sociocultural treaties, administrative/diplomatic treaties, armaments 
transfers, and miliary confl ict. For each network, Kick codes the ties between 
each pair of countries into a 0/1 dichotomy. His data represent 130 countries for 
roughly the period 1970–75. Kick fi nds 11 structural blocks. His fi rst block is an 
obvious world-systems “core,” but his other blocks represent various other group-
ings of countries. Kick’s analysis is highly idiosyncratic, suff ers from necessary but 
arbitrary dichotomization, and does not yield obvious world-systems categories. 
While it is interesting to compare Kick’s results to those of other studies, Kick’s 
methodology does not provide a model for basic world-systems benchmarking.

Smith and White (1992) build their model around the concept of the “regular” 
or role equivalence of patterns of world trade. Role equivalence is an elaboration
of the more familiar structural equivalence concept in network analysis. 
Structural equivalence categorizes subjects on the basis of the similarity of their 
relationships with specifi c blocks of other subjects. Role equivalence goes one 
step further to group together blocks of subjects that have similar sets of struc-
tural relationships. Th us, if former French colonies form a structural block in 
relation to France and former British colonies another structural block in rela-
tion to Britain, under regular equivalence former colonies of all countries would 
form a role block in relation to all former colonists.

As a result of their use of role equivalence, Smith and White (1992) fi nd 
fewer blocks than other network studies of world-system structure. In fact, they 
confi rm the three-tier structure common to most theoretical models, although 
they detect some splitting of blocks two and three into sub-blocks. Th ey fi nd one 
block (core) with an overwhelming volume of in-block trade, a second block that 
trades heavily with the core but not within itself, and a third block with very little 
trade of any kind (p. 882, Table 6).

Th ere are three major drawbacks to the Smith and White methodology. One 
is the limited number of countries for which data are available. Th eir study was 
limited to just 63 nations, and new data for most of the remaining countries of 
the world are not forthcoming. Second, their results may be clouded by currency 
issues. Th e United Nations commodity trade statistics used by Smith and White 
are denominated in dollars at offi  cial exchange rates, and thus grossly misrep-
resent the true volumes of trade for all countries before the early 1970s and for 
most countries even today. Th ird, network analysis has not progressed to the 
point where weighted analyses are possible. Smith and White mitigate this prob-
lem by excluding countries with fewer than 1 million population, but all remain-
ing countries are weighted equally in the analysis.

Van Rossem’s (1996) methodology is similar to Kick’s. It involves the network 
analysis of dichotomized measures of import dependence, export dependence, 
diplomatic ties, arms trade, and troop presences. Van Rossem, however, uses role 
equivalence as his primary measure, rather than structural equivalence. However, 
his classifi cation of world-system “roles” lacks face validity when he places China, 
Brazil, and Saudi Arabia in the 1993 core while Sweden and Switzerland are 
placed in the semiperiphery and Norway, Ireland, and Israel are relegated to the 
periphery. Th ese odd results are probably an artefact of how he chose to opera-
tionalize his variables: he measures “export dependence,” for example, as having 
exports greater than 1 of GDP. Such high levels of dependence do not, of course, 
represent “dependence” at all, but are more likely a sign of economic strength. His 
measures of international prominence are more meaningful, however, and will be 
discussed in the section on world-system continua below.

All network-based methodologies suff er in varying degrees from the same 
shortcomings as Smith and White (1992). It is also diffi  cult to envisage how net-
work-based benchmarks can be applied out-of-sample: in other words, where 
does one classify countries that are not in the study? With data available for 
only 60–80 countries, some two-thirds of the countries of the world remain 
unclassifi ed by network methods (though admittedly these are mainly smaller 
countries). Until these major methodological problems are solved, studies in the 
network tradition will be more useful for analyzing world-system structure in 
detail at one point in time than for establishing continuous time series of world-
system zone boundaries.

The Continuum Tradition

Th e continuum tradition, built on the theoretical work of Chase-Dunn 
(1998), emphasizes the comparative ranking of states on a continuum or multiple 
continua of status and power. Th ree major studies to date have operationalized 
such continuous status hierarchies: Terlouw 1992, Kentor 2000, and Van Rossem 
1996. I discuss each of them in turn.

Terlouw (1992) uses the mean level of six indicators to operationalize what he 
calls “mean coreness.” Th ese are level of trade, stability of trade, GDP per capita, 
military power, embassies sent and received, and diplomats sent and received. 
Terlouw’s coreness measure is a good fi rst approximation of world-system status, 
but it suff ers from three key drawbacks: the even weighting of each of these fac-
tors in the fi nal measure, the big country bias, and the lack of geographic con-
trols. 

On the fi rst issue, it is diffi  cult to equate the combined importance of embas-
sies and diplomats, on the one hand, with GDP and military power on the other. 
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core activity in the productive mix of an economy. As Arrighi and Drangel argue 
in their landmark 1986 article:

The greater the weight of peripheral activities in the mix falling within the 
jurisdiction of a given state, the smaller the share of the total benefits of the 
world division of labor commanded by the residents of that state. The differ-
ences in the command over total benefits of the world division of labor must 
necessarily be reflected in commensurate differences in the GNP per capital 
of the states in question. We can therefore take GNP per capita expressed 
in a common monetary unit as an indirect and approximate measurement of 
the mix of core-peripheral activities that fall within the jurisdiction of a given 
state. (p. )

In their income-based approach to delineating the zones of the world-econ-
omy, Arrighi and Drangel (1986) plot histograms of the sum of the populations 
of nations falling into national income bins of .1 points on a logarithmic scale 
(base 10). Th us, for example, all nations with logged income between 2.0 and 2.1 
($100 and $125.89) have their populations assigned to the 2.0/2.1 bin; all nations 
with logged income between 2.1 and 2.2 ($125.89 and $158.49) have their popu-
lations assigned to the 2.1/2.2 bin; etc. Due to the fi ne level of the bins and the 
relatively small number of countries in the world, the resulting histograms are 
very erratic. Th e histograms average around 3 countries per bin, depending on 
the year, which means that many bins end up with no countries at all. At the 
other end of the extreme, one bin ends up with China, which puts the (popula-
tion-based) histogram literally off  the chart.

Th e authors solve this problem by using a three-bin moving average to smooth 
out the results across adjacent bins. Even so, the resulting histograms are quite 
coarse. Th ey delineated the zones using a formula that segmented zones at the 
troughs, with troughs defi ned as the mid-points between the peaks of adjacent 
zones. Korzeniewicz and Martin (1994) follow a virtually identical methodology, 
but use data for a larger number of countries and estimate zonal boundaries on 
an annual basis.

Th e income-based methodology is a sound approach to delineating the 
zones of the world-economy, and is fi rmly rooted in theory, but it is possible to 
substantially improve upon these two existing income-based studies. Babones 
(2002) made some improvements in smoothing technique, introducing normal 
random noise into the histograms to allow fi ner grained bins, but his methods 
were very computationally intensive and not easily replicated.

Below, I develop an improved methodology for creating income-based bench-
marks of position in the world-economy using easily replicated techniques, the 
most up-to-date data, and a very fi ne histogram bin size.

Second, his measures seem to be highly correlated with country size. Th is is not 
a problem for a measure of status, or “punch.” It is a problem for the study of 
role position—which is not, to be fair, what Terlouw sets out to study. Th ird, 
Terlouw makes no accommodation for geography, and it would be diffi  cult to 
see how he could. Countries with hostile neighbors, for example, will have larger 
militaries, but will in fact be less secure, not more secure, than isolated countries 
with small militaries. In any case, Terlouw’s work has been largely superceded by 
work in the same tradition by Kentor (2000).

Kentor takes a much longer view than any of the other studies considered 
here, attempting to measure world-system status over the entire 20th century. 
He starts with measures of countries’ positions on each of ten status variables, 
grouped into three dimensions: economic power, military power, and global 
dependence. He was not able to assemble data for all variables for all countries 
at all time periods, but used mean z-scores within each dimension to cover for 
missing data as long as one measure existed for each dimension. He weights eco-
nomic and military power equally, but gives dependence only half weight, on the 
basis of the low face validity of his results when dependence was weighted fully.

Kentor’s measures of world-system status are reported for 1900, 1930, 1950, 
1970, and 1990. Although he musters an impressive 98 cases for 1998, he has only 
52 countries in his database for 1970—and this despite a relatively liberal attitude 
towards missing data. Kentor’s is probably the most careful study to date in the 
tradition of measuring world-system status on a continuum of relative power, 
but the unlikelihood of ever assembling the data for status in 1970 or earlier 
makes it diffi  cult to use as a standard for studying long-term shifts in status. 
Kentor’s method will probably prove most useful for studying changing relative 
strengths within the core.

An interesting and generally overlooked operationalization of world-system 
status is provided by Van Rossem’s (1996) ranking of network prominence for 163 
countries and territories in 1993. Van Rossem’s prominence rankings suff er from 
the same variable measurement drawbacks as his network study (prominence is 
a measure of network centrality arising from his network analyses), but the idea 
is intriguing. A better-designed study using network prominence as a measure 
of status would nicely tie together the network and continuum traditions opera-
tionalizing hierarchy in the world-economy.

The Income Tradition

World-systems sociologists generally agree that all states contain some mix 
of core and peripheral type activities within their borders. If it is the case that 
core type activities are vastly more remunerative than peripheral type activities, 
it should be possible to use national GNP per capita as a proxy for the level of 
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an updated income approach for delineating the zones of 
the world-economy: introducing the structure of the 
world-economy (swe) analytical tool

Vast improvements in computing power and graphing techniques have made 
feasible the construction of more sophisticated histograms than those available 
to Arrighi and Drangel and Korzeniewicz and Martin (collectively, ADKM). 
In general outline, the income-based investigation of world-system structure in 
this paper echoes the ADKM methodology. Several refi nements, however, result 
in superior clarity and accuracy than was possible using ADKM’s techniques. 
In addition, the analysis has been brought up to date with data now available 
through 2002.

An important improvement introduced here is the construction of a 
Structure of the World-Economy (SWE) analytical tool. Th is is a Microsoft 
Excel spreadsheet that incorporates data on national income extracted from the 
World Bank’s (2004) World Development Indicators database. Th ese data are 
used to plot a smoothed histogram of the countries of the world (weighted by 
population) by logged national income level. Th e SWE tool is designed to be 
fl exible and user-friendly: users with no programming knowledge can use drop-
down menus to select from among six data series and four pre-defi ned panels of 
countries to customize their own model of the structure of the world-economy. 
Advanced spreadsheet users can tinker with the mechanics of the tool to easily 
produce even more variations with only minor changes to programming.

In what follows, I discuss the SWE implementation of the income approach 
in detail, highlighting similarities to and diff erences from the ADKM methodol-
ogy. For a screenshot of the SWE interface, see Figure 1. Reference to Figure 1 
may be useful in understanding the details presented below.

National Income Data

Both ADKM studies operationalized national income as gross national 
product (GNP) per capita, expressed in dollars at current (contemporaneous) 
exchange rates, then defl ated to constant 1970 dollars using a U.S. dollar price 
index. Th e resulting “real” national income fi gures (expressed in constant U.S. 
dollars) can then be used for inter-temporal comparisons of incomes as well as 
international comparisons. I refer to this as the FX methodology. Th e major 
drawback with the FX methodology is that reported exchange rates before the 
early 1990s are largely offi  cial (rather than market) rates, which are often highly 
distorted.

In the SWE tool, I have implemented the GNP/FX operationalization of 
national income as one of six available operationalizations. Th e base year has 

been updated to 1995, but otherwise the methodology is identical. However, in 
addition to FX-based GNP, I make purchasing power parity (PPP) based fi g-
ures available. PPP fi gures represent national income in welfare terms, adjusted 
for local (domestic) prices. Th ey represent the quantity of goods and services 
that a country’s GNP would enable it to buy on domestic markets within its own 
borders, rather than how much could be bought at world (international) prices.

I have also implemented a third operationalization of national income, which 
I call the “real local currency” (RLC) method. Th e RLC method sidesteps the 
controversy over exchange rate stability, instead converting all GNP fi gures to 
equivalent fi gures still in local currency terms but for a common base year for all 
countries. Th e base year I have implemented is 1995. Th en, GNP fi gures are con-
verted from local currency units to US Dollars using the exchange rate for that 
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choppy histogram, since individual countries still “fall off ” the moving average 
in discrete chunks. A better solution is to smooth the raw data with a function 
that has greater “memory” than the moving average function—one in which each 
country’s infl uence on neighboring bins falls off  gradually rather than suddenly. 
Th e gaussian kernel is one such function.

Gaussian kernel smoothing spreads each individual country’s observation 
over a normal distribution of area on the histogram. Th e mean of this normal 
distribution is the observed national income level for the country, while its stan-
dard deviation can be defi ned by the user. As with any normal distribution, 
roughly 95 of a country’s demographic weight will be apportioned within +/–2 
standard deviations of the mean. For example, Brazil’s national income level in 
2002 was approximately 3.3 on the log10 scale. Using a smoothing kernel with 
standard deviation 1.5, its demographic weight, instead of being concentrated in 
a single bin, is spread out over roughly twelve bins, from 3.0 to 3.6 on the log10 
scale. Th e greatest weight, however, is still placed in the bins closest to the mean 
(Brazil’s actual national income level). For an illustration, see Figure 3.

Th e SWE tool allows a choice of kernel standard deviations from 0 (no 
smoothing) to .2 (extreme smoothing), in increments of .01. (Note that for tech-
nical computational reasons, “0” is actually implemented as a standard deviation 
of .001, a diff erence that cannot be detected in the resulting histograms.) Th ere is 
no theoretical guidance as to what is an “appropriate” level of smoothing. Values 
in the vicinity of 1.0 seem to eliminate individual country spikes without obscur-

base year. Th e exchange rate chosen can be either FX or PPP based, although 
in the SWE only FX-based exchange rates have been implemented. Th e RLC 
method trades exchange rate error for infl ation measurement error in local cur-
rency units; for many or most countries of the world, this might be preferable. 
Th e choice of base year for making currency conversions is arbitrary; 1995 was 
chosen as representing a period of relative stability and widely available market 
exchange rates.

World Bank “Atlas” method exchange rates have been used for both the FX 
and RLC operationalizations.

While the existing ADKM literature on world-system structure uses GNP 
(gross national product) as the measure of national income, the SWE also imple-
ments GDP (gross domestic product) income fi gures. In broad terms, GDP rep-
resents the sum total of goods and services produced within the borders of a 
country. GNP is equal to GDP plus net international transfers, such as repatria-
tion of profi ts and individual remittances. Following the ADKM precedent, the 
results reported in this paper use the GNP/FX operationalization for national 
income, though all six possible combinations are available in the SWE tool.

Th e raw data for each of the six methods are drawn from the following World 
Bank (2004) data series:

GNP/PPP NY.GNP.MKTP.pp.CD—GNI, PPP (current international )
GDP/PPP NY.GDP.MKTP.pp.CD—GDP, PPP (current international )
GNP/FX NY.GNP.ATLS.CD—GNI, Atlas method (current US)
GDP/FX NY.GDP.MKTP.CD—GDP (current US)
GNP/RLC NY.GNP.MKTP.CN—GNI (current LCU)
GDP/RLC NY.GDP.MKTP.CN—GDP (current LCU)

Th e other two data inputs are population and the domestic infl ation rate for 
each country. Th e US GDP defl ator is used to adjust all US Dollar fi gures to the 
1995 base year:

Population SP.POP.TOTL—Population, total
Inflation NY.GDP.DEFL.ZS—GDP deflator (base year varies by country)

Aggregating to a Smooth Histogram

Th e AKDM studies construct histograms based on a bin width of .1 on the 
log scale of GNP/FX per capita. Th e SWE implements a fi ner bin size of .05. 
Without smoothing, this bin size would yield a spiky, diffi  cult to interpret histo-
gram of the distribution of national incomes (see Figure 2). 

Th e solution implemented by ADKM for the kind of spikes evident in 
Figure 2 is to introduce a multi-period moving average. While this yields an 
improvement in interpretability over the raw data, it still results in a relatively 
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Figure 2 – Countries by National Income Level (2002), Raw Data
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ing the overall shape of the histogram. Smoothing levels much greater than .2 
blur out all detail in the resulting histograms. Th e results reported below use a 
kernel of 1.5. A kernel of standard deviation 1.0 was used initially, producing very 
similar results, but transitions of countries across zonal boundaries sometimes 
caused annual instability in the specifi c locations of those boundaries. Increasing 
the smoothing kernel standard deviation to 1.5 eliminated this problem while 
leaving the general structure of the histograms unchanged.

Country Panels

Four pre-set panels of countries are programmed into the SWE tool: coun-
tries with full data (all income series) for 1975–2002 (allows uniform compar-
ison across all years and income operationalizations); countries with data for 
1975–2002 for the chosen income series (allows uniform comparison across all 
years for any given income operationalization); countries with data in the chosen 
year for all six income series (allows uniform comparison within one year across 
all income operationalizations); countries with data in the chosen year for the 
chosen income series (maximizes the number of countries available for one par-
ticular choice of year and income operationalization). Th e period 1975–2002 has 
been chosen as a benchmark period for two reasons. First, by 1975 substantially 
all of the countries of the world had achieved independence. Second, the World 
Bank’s PPP series begin in 1975. Advanced users can easily use the general infra-
structure of the SWE tool to build their own custom panels.

Population Weighting

Th e SWE tool off ers four options for weighting countries: population weight-
ing; population weighting with China excluded; no weighting; no weighting with 
all countries with 1995 populations under 10 million excluded. It is anticipated 
that most analysts will use the full population weights, as do the results presented 
in this paper. An option has been hard-coded, however, to allow users to exclude 
China. (Advanced users can easily modify the tool to exclude any countries they 
choose by modifying the “NOLARGE” fi eld on the Series Lookup page.) China 
and India each represent a substantial proportion of total world population, and 
thus any movement by China or India across zones of the world-economy would 
obliterate the resolution of the boundary between zones. In this regard, India 
is non-problematic, since its position in the world economy has changed little 
over the past forty years, and its recent rapid development has yet to lift it out of 
peripheral status. Th e treatment of China is more problematic. While it is still 
on the whole a poor country, its large demographic weight, combined with the 
kernel smoothing used in the SWE tool, can lead to a blurring of zonal boundar-
ies. As a result, the SWE tool contains an option for excluding China from all 
calculations. In the results reported below, China has, in fact, been excluded, on 
the argument that China’s recent growth, while remarkable, has not altered the 
rationale for categorizing the remaining countries of the world into peripheral, 
semiperipheral, and core zones.

Peak and Trough Analyses

Routines for automatically identifying peaks and troughs in the world-econ-
omy histograms have been incorporated into the SWE tool. A maximum of fi ve 
peaks and fi ve troughs (beginning from the left of the histogram) will be identi-
fi ed. Advanced users can easily customize this to as many peaks and troughs as 
are desired.

A peak (trough) is defi ned as a relative maximum (minimum) point over a 
range of seven histogram bins. Peaks are only reported if they represent a popu-
lation weight equal to at least 1 of the world total in a single bin. Troughs are 
only reported if they represent a population weight of not more than 2 of the 
world total in a single bin. Th ese two conditions prevent the reporting of “false” 
peaks and troughs that can arise from twin-peaked modes.

In addition to peaks and troughs, the total number of countries represented 
in the histogram and their combined population are reported on the cover sheet 
of the SWE tool.
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Figure 4 – Countries by National Income Level (1975)
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Figure 5 – Countries by National Income Level (1980)
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results

As an initial trial, the SWE tool has been used to chart the structure of the 
world-economy for the years 1975–2002, using a continuous panel of 103 coun-
tries with data available for the GNP/FX operationalization. A kernel standard 
deviation of 1.5 has been chosen, and China has been excluded. Snapshots of this 
distribution at fi ve-year intervals (1975, 1980, 1985, 1990, 1995, 2000) are reported 
in Figures 4–9.

Figure 6 – Countries by National Income Level (1985)
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Figure 7 – Countries by National Income Level (1990)
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Perimeter of the Periphery, Perimeter of the Core, and Zonal Modes

Th e existence of a tri-modal distribution of countries (weighted by popu-
lation) in the distribution of national incomes is unmistakable. Th rough all 
twenty-eight study years (1975–2002), a smooth and continuous metamorphosis 
of one year’s histogram into another’s is maintained. Clear troughs in the histo-
grams for every year mark the perimeter of the core (PC) and perimeter of the 
periphery (PP) (Arrighi and Drangel 1986). Peaks and troughs in the structure 
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Figure 9 – Countries by National Income Level (2000)
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of the three zones, only the core has experienced consistent growth, with both its 
mode and its upper boundary generally increasing over time. Second, the range 
of national incomes in the semiperiphery has widened substantially over time. 
Tracing the trajectories of the modes of the semiperiphery and periphery under-

of national income in the world-economy for 1975–2002 are reported in Table 1 
(in 1995 US Dollars) and graphed in Figure 10 (on a log10 scale).

Figure 10 charts the trajectory over time of the distributional peaks, or modes, 
of the core (MC), semiperiphery (MP) and periphery (MP). It also graphs the 
evolution of the core-semiperiphery boundary (the “perimeter of the core” or 
PC) and the semiperiphery-periphery boundary (the “perimeter of the periph-
ery” or PP). A careful examination of Figure 10 reveals two salient features. First, 
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Figure 8 – Countries by National Income Level (1995)

1975 $13,335 $4,732 $2,661 $1,679 $422
1976 $14,962 $5,309 $2,661 $1,679 $376
1977 $14,962 $5,309 $2,661 $1,496 $376
1978 $14,962 $5,309 $2,661 $1,679 $376
1979 $16,788 $6,683 $2,985 $1,679 $376
1980 $18,836 $6,683 $3,350 $1,884 $422
1981 $16,788 $6,683 $2,985 $1,679 $422
1982 $14,962 $5,957 $2,661 $1,679 $376
1983 $13,335 $5,309 $2,371 $1,334 $376
1984 $13,335 $5,309 $2,113 $1,189 $376
1985 $13,335 $4,732 $2,113 $1,189 $376
1986 $14,962 $5,309 $2,113 $1,189 $376
1987 $18,836 $5,957 $2,113 $1,334 $422
1988 $21,135 $6,683 $2,371 $1,334 $422
1989 $21,135 $6,683 $2,661 $1,496 $422
1990 $21,135 $7,499 $2,661 $1,496 $376
1991 $21,135 $7,499 $2,661 $1,334 $335
1992 $23,714 $7,499 $2,661 $1,496 $335
1993 $23,714 $7,499 $2,661 $1,496 $299
1994 $23,714 $7,499 $2,661 $1,496 $299
1995 $23,714 $7,499 $2,985 $1,679 $335
1996 $23,714 $7,499 $2,985 $1,679 $335
1997 $23,714 $8,414 $3,350 $1,679 $335
1998 $23,714 $8,414 $3,350 $1,334 $376
1999 $23,714 $8,414 $2,985 $1,189 $376
2000 $23,714 $8,414 $2,661 $1,059 $376
2001 $23,714 $8,414 $1,884 $1,059 $376
2002 $23,714 $7,499 $1,884 $1,059 $376

PC Perimeter of the Core
PP Perimeter of the Periphery
MC Median of the Core

MS Median of the Semiperiphery
MP Median of the Periphery

Year MC PC MS PP MP

Table 1 – Defining Points of the World-Economy, 1975–2002
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scores just how little growth these zones have experienced over the past twenty-
eight years.

Mobility and the “Organic” Periphery, Semiperiphery, and Core

Given this long-run stability of the structure of the world-economy, it is 
meaningful to speak of sets of countries that are “organically” core, semiperiph-
eral, or peripheral countries. Th ese are countries that, in terms of income, typify 
each of the three zones (respectively). I have compiled a list of the countries that 
have been consistently classifi ed into a single one of the three zones of the world-
economy over the entire 28-year study period. Seventy-three out of 103 countries 
in the study fi t this defi nition of “organic” zone membership. In contrast to some 
other lists of organic zone membership, no special exclusions have been made 
based country size, oil exporting status, and the like. Th e countries are reported 
by zone in Table 2.

Clearly, the striking feature of Table 2 is the shortage of “organically” semipe-
ripheral countries. Th is is, however, not so surprising. Since the semiperiphery is 
an intermediate category, it is possible for countries to move through it in both 
directions, whereas both the core and the periphery have “hard” boundaries on 
one side. Countries never rise above the core, nor do they fall below the periph-
ery. In any case, the three big classically semiperipheral countries—Mexico, 
Brazil, and South Africa—do fall into the organic semiperiphery as operational-
ized here.

Th irty of the 103 countries in the panel did experience moves across zonal 
boundaries over the period 1975–2002. While this may seem like a substantial 
amount of mobility, most of this represents demographically small countries 
that have historically hovered near the zonal boundaries. Th ese 30 countries 
accounted for 75 total moves across zonal boundaries: 41 cases of upward mobil-
ity and 34 cases of downward mobility. Only 17 countries made stable one-way 
transitions of boundaries over the 28 year study period, out of a total of 103 coun-
tries in the panel (“permanence” being defi ned as a zonal shift lasting fi ve years or 
more). With the dramatic exception of South Korea, most of these transitions 
were related to changes in the prices of natural resources (see Table 3). Overall, 
the structure of the world-economy has been very stable over time, with little 
mobility across boundaries of its three zones.
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Figure 10 – Modes and Perimeter Point of the Zones of the 
World-Economy, 1975–2002

Table 2 – Countries that Are "Organic" to Each Zone of the 

Core Semiperiphery Periphery

Fiji

Belize
Brazil
Chile

Hungary
Jamaica
Malaysia
Mexico
Panama
Seychelles
South Africa
Tunisia
Turkey
Uruguay

Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hong Kong, China
Iceland
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Japan
Luxembourg
Netherlands
New Zealand
Norway
Singapore
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom
United States

Bangladesh
Benin
Bolivia
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Central African Republic
Chad
China
Congo, Dem. Rep.
Gambia, The
Ghana
Guinea-Bissau
Haiti
Honduras
India
Indonesia
Kenya
Lesotho
Madagascar
Malawi
Mauritania
Nepal
Niger
Nigeria
Pakistan

Papua New Guinea
Philippines
Rwanda
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Solomon Islands
Sri Lanka
Sudan
Togo
Zambia

World Economy
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conclusion

Th e SWE tool represents a comprehensive treatment of the use of national 
income statistics to illustrate the structure of the modern world-economy. It 
incorporates the methods used in previous income-based approached to world-
system structure, but allows much greater fl exibility. As the SWE is updated, 
future versions will likely incorporate additional pre-defi ned panels as well as 
taking advantage of the most recent data. In addition, as desktop computing 
power increases each year, fi ner and fi ner grained analyses will become possible. 
Due to its ease of use and updating, the SWE makes it realistic to track shifts 
in the boundaries separating zones of the world-economy on an annual basis, 
extrapolating the continuous time series already available for 1960–2002. Equally 
important, users can customize the SWE to chart the structure of the world-
economy based on their own preferred input assumptions. Th us, those who dis-
agree with the methodological choices made in this paper can easily experiment 
with the parameters of the SWE tool to arrive at their own conclusions.

Substantively, the empirical results presented here confi rm the long-held 
view that the world-economy is divided into three clear zones by national income 
level and that this division has been stable over a substantial period of time. Th e 
overall impression given by Figure 10 and Table 3 is that the semiperiphery is 

slowly but surely expanding at the expense of the other two zones. Th e range 
of national incomes represented in the semiperiphery roughly doubled over the 
study period, and eleven of eighteen observed “permanent” transitions were into 
the semiperiphery from other zones. Arrighi and Drangel are probably right to 
model the semiperiphery not as a transitional stage on the road to development, 
but as a permanent position in the world-economy. On the other hand, several 
examples suggest that contra Arrighi and Drangel upward mobility from the 
periphery to the semiperiphery is achievable—and for many countries, such a 
transition would represent a major improvement in living standards.

Th is suggests that perhaps we should consider shifting our mindset in think-
ing about development. Since much of the academic study of development is con-
ducted by core-based scholars, there exists a bias towards defi ning development 
in terms of growth towards core country status. Terminology refl ects this bias: 
the label “less-developed country” (LDC) is applied equally to semiperipheral 
and peripheral economies, whereas the “developed” countries are, broadly speak-
ing, the countries of the core of the world-economy. Rather than taking core 
county policies (free trade, liberalized capital accounts, fl oating currencies, etc.) 
as models to apply in all LDCs, it might make more sense to use semiperipheral 
countries as aspirational models for peripheral economies. In other words, the 
world might get more bang for its development buck by fostering transitions 
from the periphery to the semiperiphery, rather than shooting for the seemingly 
out-of-reach goal of seeking transitions to the core.

Transitions from the semiperiphery to the core have historically been rare, 
and have largely driven by chance (e.g., the discovery of oil) or massive trans-
fers (e.g., membership in the EU). Neither mechanism can be relied upon to 
drive policy in the poorer countries of the world more broadly. Of the indepen-
dent transitions to core status, Malta cannot be taken as a model, since its rise 
is almost entirely due to its strategic position astride Mediterranean shipping 
lanes. Th is leaves the case of South Korea as the sole example of a poor country 
rising to core status after 1975—though even in the Korean case some have sug-
gested that there has been an element of “development by invitation” (Cumings 
1984). Keeping in mind that the vast majority of the world’s population lives in 
the periphery of the world-economy, it would not be an unworthy goal to focus 
on ways to help peripheral countries attain semiperipheral income levels. While 
the current research gives no guidance on how to accomplish this goal, it does 
suggest that such a goal might be productively pursued.

Country Direction Year From

Algeria
Botswana
Cameroon
Costa Rica
El Salvador
Gabon
Guyana
Malta
Nicaragua
Saudi Arabia
St. Vincent and the Grenadines
South Korea
South Korea
Swaziland
Syrian Arab Republic
Thailand
Trinidad and Tobago
Venezuela, RB

Up
Up
Down
Up
Up
Down
Down
Up
Down
Down
Up
Up
Up
Down
Down
Up
Down
Down

1998
1980
1989
1983
1997
1986
1976
1988
1978
1997
1984
1976
1992
1989
1989
1988
1987
1986

Periphery
Periphery
Semiperiphery
Periphery
Periphery
Core
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Core
Periphery
Periphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Periphery
Core
Core

Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Periphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Periphery
Core
Periphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Core
Periphery
Periphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery
Semiperiphery

To

Table 3 – Eighteen Examples of Permanent Mobility (Transition Lasting a
 Minimum of Five Years)
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introduction

Natural resource consumption and resulting environmental degradation are 
among the most pressing issues confronting us today. Paradoxically, nations 

with larger ecological footprints generally experience lower domestic levels of 
particular forms of environmental degradation, including deforestation, organic 
water pollution intensity, and increasing greenhouse gas emissions intensity (e.g. 
Jorgenson 2003, 2004a, 2005). Moreover, these forms of degradation negatively 
impact the quality of life and general well-being of domestic human populations. 
For example, organic water pollution resulting from monoagricultural export-
oriented production in less-developed countries increases infant mortality rates, 
net of health expenditures, forms of human capital, and other social factors (e.g. 
Burns, Kentor, and Jorgenson 2003; Jorgenson 2004c; Jorgenson and Burns 
2004).

Th e ecological footprint / environmental degradation paradox is not neces-
sarily the consequence of increased problem-solving capacity due to greater affl  u-
ence and development. Rather, many social scientists posit that these relationships 
are illustrative of structural conditions and asymmetrical processes in which 
more-developed countries externalize their consumption-based environmental 

Many social scientists argue that more-
developed countries externalize their envi-
ronmental costs through the tapping of 
resources of less-developed countries, which 
reduces levels of consumption in the latter 
while increasing forms of environmental deg-
radation within their borders. However, these 
assertions lack systematic empirical support. 
This study offers a new conceptualization of 
the structure of international trade that may 
help to partly resolve this issue: weighted 
export f lows, which quantifies the relative 
extent to which exports are sent to higher-
consuming, more-developed countries. Our 
hypothesis is that less-developed countries 
with higher levels of exports sent to more-

developed countries exhibit lower domestic 
levels of resource consumption, measured as 
ecological footprints. In a series of regression 
models of per capita ecological footprints for 
less-developed countries in 2000, evidence is 
found supporting the hypothesis. The nega-
tive effect of weighted export f lows on the 
per capita footprints of nations is robust, net 
of the often cited impacts of capital intensity, 
urbanization, domestic inequality, human 
capital, and other export-related characteris-
tics. Results of this study provide empirical 
evidence of the environmental impacts of the 
structure of international trade and outline 
a new methodological approach to studying 
uneven ecological exchange.

abstract:
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impacts through the tapping of natural resources and produced commodities 
of less-developed countries, reducing material consumption for the latter while 
increasing particular types of environmental destruction within their borders. 
Th e general argument concerns the structure of international trade, particularly 
the fl ows of exports from less-developed countries to more-developed countries. 
Yet, these interrelated assertions lack appropriate empirical evaluation.

Th e present study begins to resolve the issues discussed above. Specifi cally, 
we test the following hypothesis: less-developed countries with greater levels 
of exports sent to higher-consuming, more-economically developed countries 
exhibit lower domestic levels of per capita consumption, measured as ecologi-
cal footprints. Th is hypothesis is sensitive to the potential uneven ecological 
exchange dynamics promoting disproportionate utilization of natural resources 
by developed countries at the expense of less-developed countries. Th e ecological 
footprint demand exhibited by less-developed countries, therefore, is not simply 
the consequence of domestic driving forces, including relative affl  uence and pop-
ulation pressures, but also the structural relations forged through international 
trade.

To test this hypothesis, we create an index of weighted export fl ows that 
quantifi es the relative extent to which exports of countries are sent to receiv-
ing nations with higher levels of economic development. Creation of this index 
allows for a more explicit examination of potential asymmetrical processes of 
international trade between countries. Using ordinary least squares regression, 
we incorporate this new index into a series of quantitative cross-national analy-
ses of the structural causes of per capita ecological footprints of less-developed 
countries, 2000. We include controls identifi ed by previous studies to be robust 
predictors of footprints, including level of economic development, urbanization, 
domestic income inequality, and human capital. We also consider the eff ects of 
other export-related factors and the extent to which domestic economies are 
service-based. Results of this study provide robust support for the tested hypoth-
esis, and underscore the importance of addressing the structural dynamics of 
international trade when analyzing material consumption and other environ-
mental outcomes, particularly the relative fl ow of exports and relevant attributes 
of receiving countries.

material consumption and the externalization of 
environmental costs

A growing body of empirical work in the social sciences addresses the struc-
tural factors that explain variation in cross-national levels of total and per capita 
consumption of natural resources in the contemporary world-economy. Th is 
comprehensive approach to material consumption and its environmental impacts 

focuses on the ecological footprints of nations (e.g. Jorgenson 2003, 2004a, 2005, 
forthcoming [b]; Jorgenson and Burns 2004; Jorgenson, Rice, Crowe, and Rice 
forthcoming; Rice 2005; Rosa, York, and Dietz 2004; York, Rosa, and Dietz 
2003). Th e ecological footprint measures the amount of biologically produc-
tive land required to support the consumption of renewable natural resources 
and assimilation of carbon dioxide waste products of a given population (e.g. 
Chambers, Simmons, and Wackernagel 2002). More specifi cally, national foot-
prints consist of the area of cropland required to produce the crops consumed, the 
area of grazing land required to produce the animal products, the area of forest 
required to produce the wood and paper, the area of sea required to produce the 
marine fi sh and seafood, the area of land required to accommodate housing and 
infrastructure, and the area of forest required to absorb the carbon dioxide emis-
sions resulting from energy consumption (Wackernagel et al. 2002).

Footprints are measured in area units where one footprint equals one hectare. 
Th is natural capital accounting framework captures indirect eff ects of consump-
tion that are diffi  cult to measure, and the approach does not require knowing 
specifi cally what each consumed resource is used for. However, footprints do not 
identify the locations where the consumed resources originate.

Jorgenson (2003, 2004a, 2005) analyzes the structural causes of per capita 
ecological footprints, and fi nds that a country’s level of per capita consumption is 
largely a function of its relative position in the international stratifi cation system, 
level of urbanization, domestic income inequality, and human capital. Th rough 
the unpacking of relative international power into its relevant geopolitical-
economic components, Jorgenson (2005) empirically illustrates that economic 
power in the form of capital intensity, military technological power, and overall 
export dependence are the structural driving forces of per capita resource con-
sumption.

Social scientists pay considerable theoretical and empirical attention to the 
environmental impacts of economic development (e.g. Burns, Kick, and Davis 
2003; Burns, Kentor, and Jorgenson 2003; Chase-Dunn and Jorgenson 2003; 
Foster 1999, 2002; Jorgenson forthcoming [a]; Jorgenson and Kick 2003; Moore 
2003; O’Connor 1998; Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Wallerstein 
1999). Relative economic power generally takes the form of capital intensity (i.e. 
GDP per capita), which often refers to the ability of a country to be more com-
petitive in the global marketplace (Kentor 2000). Countries with higher capital 
intensity generally contain articulated consumer markets that consume greater 
levels of material resources ( Jorgenson 2003, 2004a; York, Rosa, and Dietz 
2003).

To maintain profi ts, producers must constantly expand production, which 
requires additional ecological material inputs (O’Connor 1998). Schnaiberg 
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and urbanized regions contain intensifi ed articulated consumer markets relative 
to more agrarian areas. However, urban processes in less-developed countries 
vary substantially from more-developed nations. Many urbanized regions in 
less-developed countries are characterized by outdated manufacturing sectors 
that are exported from more-developed countries coupled with a shift towards 
export-oriented development (Grimes and Kentor 2003; Portes et al. 1997; Smith 
1996). Furthermore, many less-developed countries have experienced increased 
roles as nodes in the exportation of natural resources from regional extractive 
economies (Bunker 1985; Smith 1996).

Th us, the complicated processes of underdevelopment, emerging dependent 
industrialization, and economic stagnation limit the domestic levels of natural 
resource consumption in less-developed countries. Moreover, this is further exac-
erbated by their classically dependent, extractive-oriented domestic characteris-
tics and export-oriented production of goods for articulated consumer markets 
in higher-consuming, more-developed countries (e.g. Bunker 1985; Hornborg 
2001; Jorgenson 2003, 2004a, 2004b).

Neoclassical economic perspectives suggest that the overall structure of 
domestic economies greatly determines their overall environmental impacts. 
More specifi cally, it is assumed that nations with more service-based economies 
consume less material resources and emit less waste into regional ecological sys-
tems and the biosphere (e.g. Ehrhardt-Martinez, Crenshaw, and Jenkins 2002; 
Grossman and Krueger 1995; OECD 1998). However, York, Rosa, and Dietz 
(2003) fi nd no evidence indicating that nations with relatively greater service-
based economies consume fewer resources, and likewise, Jorgenson (2004d, 
forthcoming [a]) and Burns and Jorgenson (2004) fi nd no evidence suggesting 
that less-developed nations with relatively more service-based economies experi-
ence lower rates of deforestation and methane emissions intensity, net of other 
factors.

Many social scientists argue that more-affl  uent nations reduce their impacts 
on the environment within their own borders through the importation of 
resources and the exportation of wastes, a process commonly referred to as the 
“Netherlands Fallacy” (e.g. Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1990; Ehrlich and Holdren 1971; 
Frey 1998; Jorgenson forthcoming [b]). Developed countries possess the inter-
national political-economic power and institutional infrastructure to achieve 
improvements in domestic environmental conditions while continuing to impose 
negative externalities globally (e.g. Andersson and Lindroth, 2001; Chase-Dunn 
1998; Chew 2001; Foster 1999; Jorgenson, Rice, and Crowe forthcoming). Th e 
Netherlands fallacy suggests that domestic environmental conditions are not 
necessarily an accurate refl ection of the aggregate environmental burdens engen-
dered by domestic standards of living and rates of material consumption. It is 

(1980) and Schnaiberg and Gould (1994) characterize these processes as the heart 
of the treadmill of production. Producers are usually headquartered in devel-
oped countries, and outsource production and resource extraction to export-
dependent countries. Th e expansion of production and consumption usually 
takes the form of global commodity chains in which resources are added or mod-
ifi ed at every chain (Gereffi   and Korzeniewicz 1994; Jorgenson forthcoming [b]; 
Princen, Maniates, and Conca 2002). Produced commodities are usually trans-
ported to and consumed by developed countries with high capital intensity, and 
the majority of profi ts derived from these goods further increase the economic 
development of market economies that house the headquarters of producers (e.g. 
Bornschier and Chase-Dunn 1985; Kentor and Boswell 2003).

Many social scientists argue that less-developed countries generally have 
lower domestic levels of material consumption and ecological footprints 
because they tend to export produced commodities and raw materials to higher-
consuming, more-developed countries (e.g. Clapp 2002; Conca 2002; Jorgenson 
2003; Jorgenson, Rice, and Crowe forthcoming; Princen 2002; Rice 2005). 
Th e latter contain productive economies and articulated markets while less-
developed countries generally consist of more extractive oriented economies 
and disarticulated markets (Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000; Bunker 1985).¹ 
Moreover, less-developed countries with extractive economies are often highly 
dependent on a small number of primary exports, most notably agricultural 
products and other natural resources (e.g. Burns, Kentor, and Jorgenson 2003; 
Jorgenson 2004c; Tucker 2002). Dependence on agricultural exports lessens 
the well-being of human populations in many less-developed countries (e.g. 
Jorgenson and Burns 2004).

Less-developed countries with higher levels of domestic income inequal-
ity exhibit relatively lower ecological footprints ( Jorgenson 2004a). Th is type 
of outcome is often explained by two interrelated factors. First, the majority of 
the population has substantially lower income levels, and second, the domestic 
market focuses on the exportation of raw materials and commodities produced 
by means of dependent industrialization (e.g. Beer and Boswell 2002; Evans 
1979; Jorgenson 2003).

Overall, countries with higher levels of urbanization consume greater 
amounts of material resources ( Jorgenson 2003; York, Rosa, and Dietz 2003). 
Th ese areas require more resources to maintain the overall built infrastructure, 

¹. Disarticulated economies depend on external markets while articulated econo-
mies are more able to focus on domestic markets ( Jorgenson a; Bunker ).
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argued that any particular country’s environmental impact, positive or negative, 
is not simply the consequence of domestic factors but also its structured rela-
tions with other countries. To more fully conceptualize the complexity of con-
sumption related dynamics in a globalizing world, it is increasingly important to 
examine zero-sum relations among countries and the socio-economic and envi-
ronmental costs that are diff erentially incurred as a result (Hornborg 2001, 2003; 
Jorgenson 2005; Rice 2005).

Th e broadening and deepening of international trade provides a means by 
which intra-national patterns of production and consumption become domesti-
cally disassociated, particularly in regards to concomitant environmental impacts 
(Anderrson and Lindroth 2001; Chew 2001; Jorgenson 2004d, forthcoming [b]; 
Rothman 1998:185; Ekins 1997). Most social scientifi c studies of diff erent forms 
of environmental degradation analyze the eff ects of overall levels of exports (e.g. 
Burns et al. 1994; Jorgenson 2005; Kick et al. 1996; Rudel 1998), while other stud-
ies address the possible environmental and economic impacts of dependence on 
exports to a limited number of trading partners (e.g. Galtung 1971; Kentor 2000; 
Kentor and Boswell 2003). However, the structural processes and outcomes 
theorized by political-economic scholars and environmental sociologists focus 
upon the environmental impacts of the structure of exports, particularly the fl ow 
of raw materials and produced commodities from less-developed countries to 
higher-consuming, more-developed countries.²

A related perspective deals with material fl ows analysis. Th is orientation is 
quite popular in ecological economics. Researchers working in this area have cre-
ated meticulous natural capital accounting frameworks for measuring various 
international fl ows of bioproductive mass and other resources, but their analyses 
are almost exclusively descriptive by design (e.g. Fischer-Kowalski 1998; Fischer-
Kowalski and Amann 2001; Muradian and Martinez-Alier 2001). Many ecologi-
cal economists derive assumptions about uneven ecological exchange without 
directly testing and empirically identifying the actual connections between high 
resource consumption in developed countries and low consumption (and con-
comitant environmental degradation) in less-developed countries (e.g. Fischer-
Kowalski and Amann 2001; Muradian and Martinez-Alier 2001; Muradian, 
Eisenmenger, and Giljum 2003; Proops et al. 1999). Moreover, other relevant 
political-economic and social factors are not considered. 

summary of recent findings, theoretical arguments, and 
present hypothesis

A growing body of social scientifi c research indicates that the amount of 
material resources a country consumes is largely a function of its level of eco-
nomic development, urbanization, and other domestic social factors. Many of 
these studies identify a paradoxical series of relationships: countries with higher 
material consumption measured as ecological footprints experience lower domes-
tic levels of environmental degradation. Researchers and theorists argue that 
these relationships are illustrative of macro-structural conditions in which more-
developed countries externalize their consumption-based environmental costs 
through the infl ows of material resources in the form of produced commodi-
ties and raw materials from lower-consuming, less-developed countries. Th ese 
international dynamics of environmental externalization result in the reduction 
of resource consumption within the borders of less-developed countries. Put dif-
ferently, less-developed countries often have lower ecological footprints because 
they largely focus on the export of produced goods and raw materials to higher-
consuming, more-developed countries. Suppressed environmental consumption, 
therefore, is partly a consequence of asymmetrical processes enacted through 
international trade relations, shaping inequitable access to and utilization of 
global natural resources. However, these arguments lack systematic empirical 
evaluation.

In the subsequent analyses, we begin to address these disconnects between 
theories of uneven ecological exchange and prior quantitative cross-national 
research. Specifi cally, we test the following hypothesis: less-developed countries 
with higher levels of exports sent to more-developed (i.e. higher-consuming) 
nations exhibit lower domestic levels of resource consumption, measured as per 
capita ecological footprints. Prior to the analyses, we create an index of weighted 
export fl ows, which allows for the direct testing of the hypothesis.

construction of weighted export flows

We create a comprehensive index weighted by attributes of receiving coun-
tries: export fl ows weighted by per capita GDP. Th e index is calculated for 1990, 
and quantifi es the relative extent to which exports are sent to more-developed 
countries. Data required for the construction of the weighted index include rela-
tional measures in the form of export fl ows and attributional data that quan-
tify characteristics of receiving countries. Export fl ows data are taken from the 
International Monetary Fund’s 2003 Direction of Trade Statistics CD ROM data-
base. All fi gures are reported in current US dollars. Attributional data required 
for the construction of the indices include GDP per capita, which quantifi es a 

².  For relatively similar arguments concerning the structure of international trade 
and other outcomes, such as economic development and domestic income inequality, see 
Kentor and Boswell ; Rubinson and Holtzman ; Smith and White ; and 
Snyder and Kick . 
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country’s level of economic development. Th ese data are taken from Maddison 
(2001), and are in constant 1995 international dollars.

Th e weighted export fl ows index is calculated as:
          N

Di = ∑pijaj

          j=1 

Where:
Di = weighted export f lows for country i
pij  = proportion of country i’s total exports sent to receiving country j
aj   = attribute of receiving country j (e.g. GDP per capita)

Th e fi rst step is to convert the fl ows of exports to receiving countries into 
proportional scores. More specifi cally, exports to each receiving country are trans-
formed into the proportion of the sending country’s total exports. Th e trans-
formation into proportions allows for cross-national comparisons of per capita 
levels of resource tapping that are not partly attributable to overall population 
diff erences between nation-states, sometimes referred to as  “the China eff ect” in 
the international economic inequality literature (e.g. Babones 2002; Firebaugh 
1999) or cross-national diff erences in the scale and intensity of environmental 
outcomes (e.g. Redclift and Sage 1998; Roberts 2001). Th e second step involves 
multiplying each proportion by the corresponding receiving country’s attribute 
of interest (per capita GDP). Th e third step is to sum the products of the cal-
culations in step two. Th e sums of these products quantify the relative level of 
exports sent to more-developed countries that generally exhibit larger ecological 
footprints.

methods

Our primary goal is to test a hypothesis derived from fundamental argu-
ments of environmental sociologists and political-economic scholars concerning 
uneven ecological exchange between nations. Th is involves the development of 
an empirical indicator that quantifi es the relative extent to which less-developed 
countries send their exports to nations with greater economic development. 
We incorporate this new index into a series of cross-national analyses of per 
capita ecological footprints for less-developed countries. Like other studies that 
restrict their analyses to less-developed countries, we argue that the domestic 
social infrastructure and relative position of less-developed countries in the 
world-economy create conditions in which the social and environmental impacts 
of political-economic characteristics vary substantially between developed and 
less-developed countries. For example, a developed country might send a high 
proportion of exports to other developed countries, but its relatively powerful 
position in the world-economy enables the developed country to import natural 

resources and produced commodities from less-developed countries.³ Moreover, 
developed countries generally possess domestic infrastructures and technologies 
that enable them to reduce some forms of environmental degradation within 
their borders (e.g. Burns, Kick, and Davis 2003; Kick et al. 1996).

We employ OLS regression and listwise deletion in all reported analyses. For 
comparison, the models we use here are similar to those tested in other recent 
studies of national-level footprints. Th ey include measures of economic devel-
opment, urbanization, domestic inequality, human capital, domestic economy 
structure, and other export-related characteristics.

Dependent Variable

Combined ecological footprint per capita, 2000, is the comprehensive measure 
of the total area required to produce the commodities consumed and assimilate 
the wastes generated for a given nation. Th ese data are taken from Venetoulis, 
Chazen, and Gaudet (2004).

Independent Variables ⁴

Weighted Export Flows, 1990 (natural log). Th ese data quantify the relative 
extent to which a nation’s exports are sent to more economically developed coun-
tries. We log this variable to correct for skewness.

³. Indeed, the value of the constructed weighted export fl ows index for Canada 
(as well as many other developed nations) is relatively high compared to many less-
developed countries. Th is is similar to other political-economic characteristics, including 
foreign capital penetration and foreign investment concentration (Grimes and Kentor 
; Jorgenson forthcoming[a]; Kentor and Boswell )

⁴. An anonymous reviewer posed a concern about our use of independent variables 
mostly for the year , which creates a  year time lag between these predictors and 
the dependent variable. Th e reasoning for this lag is primarily pragmatic and to ease 
interpretation of the fi ndings for readers. Measures for some of the independent vari-
ables are not available for more recent years, particularly export partner concentration 
and domestic income inequality. However, in a series of unreported analyses, we employ 
more recent measures of the remaining independent variables. Results for those analyses 
diff er very little from those reported in the current study. Th us, we choose to report fi nd-
ings for the analyses that involve the consistent  year time lag. Moreover, the dependent 
variable of the current study, per capita ecological footprints for , is correlated . 
with per capita footprints for . Th e  measures have been used as dependent 
variables in most relevant published studies (e.g. Jorgenson , a, ; Jorgenson 
and Burns ; York, Rosa, and Dietz ).
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Countries Included in the Analyses

We focus the analyses on less-developed countries categorized by the World 
Bank (2000). Specifi cally, we include countries not categorized as high income 
by the World Bank’s income quartile classifi cation. To maximize the use of avail-
able data, we allow sample sizes to vary among tested models.⁵ Table 1 provides 
descriptive statistics and Table 2 presents correlations for all variables included 
in the analyses.

findings and discussion

Results of the analyses are provided in Table 3. Our most noteworthy fi nd-
ing is that weighted export fl ows has a signifi cant negative eff ect on per capita 

Gross Domestic Product per capita (natural log), 1990 is included in nearly all 
cross-national studies of ecological footprints, and measures a country’s level of 
economic development. Th ese data are obtained from Maddison (2001), and are 
measured in 1990 international dollars. Consistent with most studies, we log 
these data to correct for skewness.

Gross Domestic Product per capita Change, 1980–1990 controls for the extent 
of a country’s average annual rate of economic development. We calculate average 
annual percent change scores using Maddison’s (2001) data.

Urban population, 1990 (residualized) controls for the percentage of a coun-
try’s population residing in urban areas. Th ese data are taken from the World 
Bank (2000). To correct for its high collinearity with GDP per capita, we regress 
this variable on per capita GDP and use the residuals as measures of urbaniza-
tion, which allows for analyses of its eff ects, independent of level of economic 
development.

Exports of goods and services as percentage of total GDP, 1990 (natural log) 
measures overall levels of exports and controls for the extent of a country’s inte-
gration into the world-economy. Th ese data are obtained from the World Bank 
(2000). We log this variable to correct for skewness.

Domestic income inequality, measured as gini coeffi  cients, controls for the 
distribution of income within countries. Th e year of measurement for gini coef-
fi cients vary slightly across countries, but range in the early 1990s. Th ese data are 
taken from the World Bank (2001).

Secondary school enrollment, 1990 (residualized) is an indicator of human cap-
ital, and is defi ned as the ratio of total secondary school enrollment, regardless of 
age, to the population of the age group corresponding to this level of education. 
Th ese data are obtained from the World Bank (2000). Like urban population, we 
residualize these data to correct for its high collinearity with GDP per capita.

Services as percentage of total GDP, 1990 controls for the extent to which a 
domestic economy is services based. Th ese data are taken from the World Bank 
(2000).

Export partner concentration, 1990 quantifi es the percentage or proportion 
of total exports to the single largest importing country. Th ese data are obtained 
from the World Bank (1996). Other studies model this indicator as a form of 
trade dependence in which high levels of export partner concentration make 
the host country more vulnerable to international market forces and allow the 
country receiving the largest proportion of their exports to obtain more favorable 
economic and environmental outcomes (e.g. Hirschman [1945] 1971; Jorgenson 
2004d; Kentor and Boswell 2003). Hence, the implementation of this statisti-
cal control reduces the likelihood of invalid inferences concerning the tested 
hypothesis.

⁵. Saudi Arabia and South Korea were found to be outliers and excluded from the 
reported analyses.
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ecological footprints of less-developed countries. Th e eff ect is almost identi-
cal in magnitude and statistically signifi cant across all models, which provides 
strong support for the tested hypothesis. Th is fi nding, coupled with the often 
identifi ed paradoxical relationships between the footprints of nations and levels 
of domestic environmental degradation, provides evidence of the externaliza-
tion of consumption-based environmental costs by more-affl  uent nations (Frey 
1998; Hornborg 2001; Jorgenson 2003, 2004a; 2005; Jorgenson and Burns 2004; 
Princen, Maniates, and Conca 2002; Rice 2005).

Turning to the other predictor variables, we fi nd that level of economic 
development positively aff ects per capita footprints, while the eff ect of rate of 
development is non-signifi cant across all tested models. Th e former fi nding is 
consistent with recent cross-national studies of footprints (e.g. Jorgenson 2003, 
2004a, 2005; Rice 2005; York, Dietz, and Rosa 2003). Level of urbanization 
positively aff ects per capita footprints in Models 1 through 3, but becomes non-

Table 3 – Standardized Coefficients for Analyses of Ecological Footprints 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Sample Size 69 57 54 52 44

Weighted Export Flows, 1990 -.171*
(-2.314)
[1.111]

-.176*
(-2.150)
[1.167]

-.177*
(-2.100)
[1.149]

-.182*
(-2.147)
[1.203]

-.214*
(-2.131)
[1.400]

Gross Domestic Product 
per capita, 1990 (log)

.739***
(9.447)
[1.243]

.751***
(8.482)
[1.358]

.761***
(8.153)
[1.410]

.883***
(8.955)
[1.621]

.889***
(8.538)
[1.507]

Gross Domestic Product per 
capita change, 1980-1990

.099
(1.092)
[1.657]

-.060
(-.615)
[1.644]

-.074
(-.708)
[1.782]

-.178
(-1.689)
[1.861]

-.218
(-1.741)
[2.179]

Urban Population, 1990 
(residualized)

.338***
(3.764)
[1.639]

.254*
(2.547)
[1.728]

.237*
(2.136)
[1.994]

.086
(.743)

[2.231]

.039
(.292)

[2.437]

Exports / GDP, 1990 (log) .110
(1.381)
[1.293]

.138
(1.583)
[1.322]

.133
(1.471)
[1.316]

.082
(.898)

[1.376]

.093
(.946)

[1.332]

Domestic Inequality -.106
(-1.265)
[1.226]

-.108
(-1.139)
[1.466]

.020
(.201)

[1.662]

.097
(.870)

[1.721]

Secondary Education, 1990 
(residualized)

-.027
(-.312)
[1.192]

.002
(.024)

[1.262]

-.011
(-.110)
[1.479]

Services / GDP, 1990 -.163
(-1.777)
[1.403]

-.127
(-1.313)
[1.296]

Export Partner 
Concentration, 1990

-.045
(-.401)
[1.720]

Constant
(.225)
.475 .635

(.292)
.787

(.338)
.100

(.047)
1.614
(.564)

2Adjusted R .665 .677 .672 .694 .690

Note: T-Ratios are in parentheses; VIFs appear in brackets; ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05

Per Capita, 2000 in LDCs
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non-signifi cant predictors of per capita footprints. Coupled with our most note-
worthy fi nding concerning the eff ect of weighted export fl ows, these results sug-
gest that the overall structure of exports is of more relevance to understanding 
variation in the ecological footprints of nations and perhaps the attendant forms 
of environmental degradation. More specifi cally, export fl ows and the attributes 
of receiving countries are central considerations when analyzing the variety of 
consumption-based environmental impacts of international trade.

Proponents of comparative advantage theory and other neoliberal perspec-
tives (e.g. Magee 1980; Ricardo [1821] 1951) might argue that the fi ndings of this 
study, particularly the negative eff ect of weighted export fl ows on the per capita 
footprints of less-developed countries, illustrate the overall environmental “ben-
efi ts” of trade (i.e. “trade specialization”). However, cross-national studies provide 
evidence that nations with lower footprints experience higher domestic levels 
of particular forms of environmental degradation and serious health problems, 
including elevated infant mortality rates (e.g. Jorgenson 2003; Jorgenson and 
Burns 2004; see also Lofdahl 2002). Undoubtedly, the health and well-being of 
populations are largely a function of access to adequate shelter and consumption 
of minimal levels of food ( Jenkins and Scanlan 2001; Jorgenson 2005), both of 
which are included in the composite footprints analyzed in the present study.

Th us, the per capita footprints of nations could be treated as a partial indica-
tor of human quality of life (Rice 2005; see also Prescott-Allen 2001). Moreover, 
a large proportion of the less-developed countries included in the current study 
exhibit footprints below their bio-capacity per capita⁶ (Venetoulis et al. 2004; 
Wackernagel et al. 2002). Indeed, their relatively low levels of globally sustainable 
consumption and high levels of domestic environmental degradation are charac-
teristics of underdevelopment stemming from asymmetrical exchanges between 
developed and less-developed countries (e.g. Chase-Dunn 1998; Emmanuel 1972; 
Hornborg 2001; Jorgenson 2005; McMichael 2004).

For less-developed countries to share in the development outcomes exhib-
ited by richer, more powerful countries they fi rst must secure access to greater 
levels of material consumption within the confi nes of the biologically productive 
limits of the global environment. Asymmetrical processes of ecological exchange, 
however, highlight the challenges in doing so when the structure of export fl ows 
increases the material consumption opportunities of more economically devel-

signifi cant and close to null when including services and export partner concen-
tration as additional controls. We speculate that the non-signifi cant eff ect in 
the two most fully-controlled models is partly an artifact of the reduced sample 
size and the use of traditional linear regression techniques, rather than indirect 
eff ects models that treat urbanization as a mediating variable, partly a function of 
economic development and other social factors (e.g. Jorgenson 2003; Jorgenson 
and Burns 2004; Kentor 2001). However, the eff ect of urbanization is not the 
central focus of the current study.

Domestic income inequality proves to be a non-signifi cant predictor of foot-
prints of less-developed countries when controlling for the structure of export 
fl ows, which contradicts the fi ndings of other recent studies (e.g. Jorgenson 2003, 
2004a). Like York, Dietz and Rosa (2003), we fi nd no evidence indicating that 
nations with more service-based economies consume lower levels of material 
resources. Th e eff ect of level of exports is non-signifi cant across all tested models, 
and export partner concentration also proves to be a non-signifi cant predictor 
of ecological footprints. Th us, the cumulative structure of export fl ows and the 
attributes of receiving countries are of more relevance than the overall level of 
exports or diversity of trading partners.

conclusion

Th is study provides a new approach to the analysis of international trade, 
material consumption, and concomitant environmental degradation. Foremost, 
we created an index that measures the relative extent to which exports of less-
developed countries are sent to higher-consuming, more developed countries. 
Using this new index, we tested and confi rmed the hypothesis that less-devel-
oped countries with higher levels of exports sent to more-developed countries 
exhibit lower domestic levels of resource consumption, measured as per capita 
ecological footprints. Th is fi nding is illustrative of the theorized structural condi-
tions in which higher-consuming countries externalize their consumption-based 
environmental costs through the tapping of raw materials and produced com-
modities from less-developed countries, which tempers material consumption 
levels, thereby restricting the ecological footprints of the latter countries (e.g. 
Jorgenson 2005; Rice 2005).

Consistent with other recent studies of national footprints, level of economic 
development and urbanization positively aff ect per capita footprints of less-
developed countries while the eff ect of size of service sector is non-signifi cant 
(e.g. Jorgenson 2003, 2004a; York, Rosa, and Dietz 2003). Th e latter fi nding crit-
ically challenges neoclassical economic arguments concerning the environmental 
impacts of domestic economic conditions (e.g. Grossman and Krueger 1995). 
Th e overall level of exports and relative diversity in trading partners prove to be 

⁶. Global bio-capacity per capita is calculated by dividing all the biologically pro-
ductive land and sea on earth by the total world population, which provides a general 
global estimate of human sustainable levels of consumption.
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oped trading partners at the expense of less-developed countries. Arguably, such 
uneven consumption dynamics are not only complicit in promoting increasing 
global environmental demand but also linked to the diminishing opportunities 
of less-developed countries to achieve socio-economic stability and domestic 
ecological protection. 

Th e next steps in this research agenda involve studying the eff ects of the 
structure of export fl ows on particular forms of environmental degradation, 
including deforestation, organic water pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions. 
Th ese future analyses coupled with the fi ndings of the present study will pro-
vide more comprehensive evidence of the uneven interrelationships between 
the divergent levels of resource consumption among nations and high levels of 
particular forms of environmental degradation within the borders of lower-con-
suming, less-developed countries.
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The fact that up to the 1960s¹ world population growth had been character-
ized by a hyperbolic² trend was discovered quite some time ago (see, e.g., 

von Foerster, Mora, and Amiot 1960; von Hoerner 1975; Kremer 1993; Kapitza 
1992, 1999). A number of mathematical models describing this trend have already 
been proposed (see, besides the above references, Cohen 1995; Johansen and 
Sornette 2001; Tsirel 2004; Podlazov 2004). Some of these models (e.g. von 
Foerster, Mora, and Amiot 1960; or Kapitza 1992) are rather compact but do 
not account for the mechanisms of this trend; some others (fi rst of all Kremer 
1993) account for this trend in a very convincing way, but are rather complex. In 
fact, the general shape of world population growth dynamics could be accounted 
for with strikingly simple models like the one which we would like to propose 
ourselves below (or the one proposed by Tsirel [2004]). 

With Kremer (1993), Komlos and Nefedov (2002), and others (Habakkuk 
1953; Postan 1950, 1972; Braudel 1973; Abel 1974, 1980; Cameron 1989; Artzrouni 
and Komlos 1985), we make “the Malthusian (1978) assumption that popula-

The fact that up to the 1960s world 
population growth had been characterized 
by a hyperbolic trend was discovered quite 
some time ago. A number of mathematical 
models describing this trend have already 
been proposed. Some of these models are 
rather compact but do not account for the 
mechanisms of this trend; others account for 
this trend in a very convincing way, but are 
rather complex. In fact, the general shape of 
world population growth dynamics could be 
accounted for with strikingly simple models 
like the one which we would like to propose 
ourselves: dN/dt = a (bK – N) N (1); dK/dt 
= cNK (2), where N is the world population, 
K is the level of technology/knowledge, bK 
corresponds to the number of people (N), 
which the earth can support with the given 
level of technology (K). Empirical tests per-
formed by us suggest that the proposed set of 
two differential equations account for 96.2–
99.78 of all the variation in demographic 

macrodynamics of the world in the last 12,000 
years. We believe that the patterns observed in 
pre-modern world population growth are not 
coincidental at all. In fact, they ref lect popula-
tion dynamics of quite a real entity, the world 
system. Note that the presence of a more or 
less well integrated world system comprising 
most of the world population is a necessary 
pre-condition, without which the correlation 
between the world population numbers gen-
erated by hyperbolic growth models and the 
observed ones would not be especially high. 
In fact, our findings could be regarded as a 
striking illustration of the fact well known in 
complexity studies — that chaotic dynamics at 
the microlevel can generate a highly determin-
istic macrolevel behavior. Against this back-
ground it is hardly surprising to find that the 
simplest regularities accounting for extremely 
high proportions of all the macrovariation can 
be found just for the largest possible social 
system — the world system. 

abstract:

¹. Actually, up to /. After –, as a result of the world demographic 
transition the actual world population dynamics began to diverge more and more from 
the hyperbolic curve, and by the present moment world population growth rates have 
declined dramatically as compared with . It appears possible to develop a math-
ematical model describing both pre- hyperbolic growth and the subsequent global 
demographic transition; however, this would go out of the scope of the present article. 

². Hyperbolic population growth implies that absolute population growth is pro-
portional to the square of population (unlike exponential growth in which absolute 
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tion is limited by the available technology, so that the growth rate of population 
is proportional to the growth rate of technology” (Kremer 1993: 681–2),³ and 
that, on the other hand, “high population spurs technological change because 
it increases the number of potential inventors…⁴ In a larger population there 
will be proportionally more people lucky or smart enough to come up with new 
ideas”⁵ (Kremer 1993: 685), thus, “the growth rate of technology is proportional to 
total population”⁶ (Kremer 1993: 682; see also, e.g., Kuznets 1960; Grossman and 
Helpman 1991; Aghion and Howitt 1992, 1998; Simon 1977, 1981, 2000; Komlos 
and Nefedov 2002). 

Th e simplest way to model mathematically the relationships between these 
two subsystems (which, given the current state of our knowledge, has not been 
proposed yet) is to use the following set of diff erential equations: 

dN/dt = a (bK – N) N () 

dK/dt = cNK () 

Where N is the world population, K is the level of technology/knowledge, 
bK corresponds to the number of people (N), which the earth can support with 
the given level of technology (K). 

With such a compact model we are able to reproduce rather well the long-
run hyperbolic growth of world population before 1962–3. 

With our two-equation model we start our fi rst simulation in the year 1650 
and do annual iterations with diff erence equations derived from the diff erential 
ones: 

Ki+1 = Ki + cNiKi 
Ni+1 = Ni + a(bKi+1 – Ni)Ni

We choose the following values of the constants and initial conditions: 
N = 0.0545 of tens of billions (i.e. 545 million);⁷ a = 1; b = 1; K = 0.0545;⁸ 
c = .05135.⁹ Th e outcome of the simulation, presented in Figures 1–2 indicates 
that irrespective of all its simplicity the model is actually capable of replicating 
quite reasonably the population estimates of Kremer (1993), the US Bureau of 
the Census (2004), and other sources (Th omlinson 1975; Durand 1977; McEvedy 
and Jones 1978: 342–51; Biraben 1980; Haub 1995: 5; UN Population Division 
2004; World Bank 2004) in most of their characteristics (see Figure 1) 

Th e correlation between the predicted and observed values for this imitation 
looks as follows: R = .9989, R² = .9978, p << .0001, which, of course, indicates 
an unusually high fi t for such a simple macromodel designed to account for the 
demographic macrodynamics of the most complex social system (see Figure 2).

We start our second simulation in the year 500 bce. In this case we choose 
the following values of the constants and initial conditions: N = 0.01 of tens of 

growth is lineally proportional to population). Th us, with exponential growth, if at the 
world population level of  million the absolute annual growth was , people a 
year, at the  billion level it will be  million people each year (the tenfold growth of pop-
ulation leads to the same tenfold increase in the absolute population growth rate). With 
hyperbolic growth, if at the world population level of  million the absolute annual 
growth was , people a year, at the  billion level it will be  million people a year 
(the tenfold growth of population leads to the -fold increase in the absolute popula-
tion growth rate). Note that the relative population growth rate will remain constant 
with exponential growth (. in our example), whereas it will be lineally proportional 
to the absolute population level with hyperbolic growth (in our example, population 
growth by a factor of  leads to the tenfold increase in the relative annual growth rate, 
from . to ).

³. In addition to this, the absolute growth rate is proportional to population itself—
with the given relative growth rate a larger population will increase more in absolute 
numbers than a smaller one. 

⁴. “Th is implication fl ows naturally from the nonrivalry of technology….Th e cost 
of inventing a new technology is independent of the number of people who use it. Th us, 
holding constant the share of resources devoted to research, an increase in population 
leads to an increase in technological change” (Kremer : ). 

⁵. Th e second assumption is in fact Boserupian rather than Malthusian (Boserup 
; Lee ). 

⁶. Note that “the growth rate of technology” means here relative growth rate (that 
is to which level the technology will grow in the given unit of time in proportion to the 
level observed at the beginning of this period). Th is, of course, implies that the absolute 
speed of technological growth in the given period of time will be proportional not only 
to the population size, but also to the absolute level of technology at the beginning of this 
period. 

⁷. We chose to calculate world population in tens of billions (rather than, say, in 
millions) to minimize the rounding error (which was to be taken most seriously into 
account in our case, as the object of modeling had evident characteristics of a blow-up 
regime). 

⁸. To simplify the calculations we chose value “” for both a and b; thus, K in our 
simulations was measured directly as the number of people which can be supported by 
the Earth with the given level of technology (K), and the population was allowed to 
adjust almost instantaneously to the growth of the Earth’s carrying capacity. 

⁹. Given the initial values of N and K, here (as well as in the subsequent simula-
tions) we chose constant c in such a way as to minimize the sum of squared residuals 
between the observed values and those predicted by our model. 
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Th us, it turns out that the set of two diff erential equations specifi ed above 
accounts for 96.2 of all the variation in the demographic macrodynamics of the 
world in the last 25 millennia; it also accounts for 99.66 of this macrovariation 
in 500 bce–1962 ce, and for 99.78 in 1650–1962 ce. 

In fact, we believe this may not be a coincidence that the compact macro-
model shows such a high correlation between the predicted and observed data 
just for 500 bce–1962 ce. But why does the correlation signifi cantly decline if the 
pre-500 bce period is taken into account? 

To start with, when we fi rst encountered models of world population growth, 
we felt a strong suspicion about them. Indeed, such models imply that the world 
population can be treated as a system. However, at a certain level of analysis 
one may doubt if this makes any sense whatsoever. For up until recently (espe-
cially before 1492) humankind did not constitute any real system, as, for example, 
the growth of the populations of the Old World, the New World, Australia, 
Tasmania, or Hawaii took place almost perfectly independently from each other. 
It seems quite clear, for example, that demographic processes in, say, West Eurasia 

billions (i.e. 100 million); a = 1; b = 1; K = 0.01; c = 0.04093. Th e outcome of the 
simulation, presented in Figures 3–4 indicates that irrespective of all its simplic-
ity the model is still quite capable of replicating rather reasonably the population 
estimates of Kremer (1993), US Bureau of the Census (2004) and other sources 
in most of their characteristics and in terms of the important turning points even 
for such a long period of time (see Figures 3 and 4).

Th e correlation between the predicted and observed values for this imita-
tion looks as follows: R = .9983, R² = .9966, p << .0001, which, of course, again 
indicates an unusually high fi t for such a simple macromodel designed to account 
for demographic macrodynamics of the most complex social system for c. 2500 
years (see Figure 4). 

Note that even the simulation started c. 25000 bce still produced a fi t with 
observed data as high as .981 (R² = .962, p << 0.0001).¹⁰ 
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Figure 1 – Predicted and Observed Dynamics of World Population Growth,
in Millions (1650–1962 ce) 

Note: The solid grey curve has been generated by the model; black markers correspond to the 
estimates of world population by Kremer (1993) for the pre-1950 period, and US Bureau of 
Census world population data for 1950–1962.

Figure 2 – Correlation Between Predicted and Observed Values (1650–1962) 
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¹⁰ Th e simulation was started in  bce and done with  centennial iterations 
ending in  ce. In this case we chose the following values of the constants and initial 
conditions: N = . billion (i.e. . million); a = ; b = ; K = .; c = .. 
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in the fi rst millennium ce did not have the slightest possible impact on the ones 
in Tasmania in the same time period. 

However, we believe that the patterns observed in pre-modern world popu-
lation growth are not coincidental at all. In fact, they refl ect population dynamics 
of a very real entity, the world system. We are inclined to speak together with 
Andre Gunder Frank (e.g., Frank and Gills 1994; but not with Wallerstein 1974) 
about the single world system, which originated long before the “long sixteenth 
century.” 

Note that the presence of a more or less well integrated world system com-
prising most of the world’s population is a necessary pre-condition, without 
which the correlation between world population numbers generated by our 
model and the observed ones would not be particularly high. For example, sup-
pose we encounter a case where the world population of N grew fourfold but 
was split into four perfectly isolated regional populations comprising N persons 
each. Of course, our model predicts that a fourfold increase in world popula-
tion would tend to lead to a fourfold increase in the relative world technological 

growth rate. But have we any grounds to expect to fi nd this in the case specifi ed 
above? Of course not. Yes, even in this case four times the number of people will 
likely produce four times more innovations. However, the eff ect predicted by 
our model would be observed only if innovations produced by any of the four 
regional populations were shared among all the other populations. However, we 
assumed that the four respective populations lived in perfect isolation from each 
other. Hence, as such a sharing would not take place, and the expected increase 
in the technological growth rate would not be observed, which would produce 
a huge gap between the predictions generated by our model and the actually 
observed data. 

It seems that it was precisely the fi rst millennium bce when the world system 
integration reached a qualitatively new level. A strong symptom of this seems to 
be the “Iron Revolution,” as a result of which iron metallurgy spread within a few 
centuries (not millennia!) throughout a huge space stretching from the Atlantic 
to the Pacifi c, producing (as was already supposed by Jaspers [1953]) a number of 
important unidirectional transformations in all the main centers of the emerging 
world system (the Circummediterranean region, the Middle East, South Asia, 

Figure 3 – Predicted and Observed Dynamics of World Population Growth, 
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Note: The solid grey curve has been generated by the model; black markers correspond to the 
estimates of world population by Kremer (1993) for the pre-1950 period, and US Bureau of 
Census world population data for 1950–1962.

Figure 4 – Correlation between Predicted and Observed Values
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and East Asia), after which the development of each of these centers cannot be 
adequately understood, described and modeled without taking into consider-
ation the fact that they were part of a larger and perfectly real whole—the world 
system. 

A few other points seem to be relevant here. Of course, there would be no 
grounds to speak about the world system stretching from the Atlantic to the 
Pacifi c even at the beginning of the fi rst Millennium ce if we applied the “bulk-
good” criterion suggested by Wallerstein (1974), as there was no movement of bulk 
goods at all between, say, China and Europe at this time (as we have no grounds 
not to agree with Wallerstein in his classifi cation of fi rst century Chinese silk 
reaching Europe as a luxury, rather than a bulk good). However, the fi rst century 
ce (and even the fi rst millennium bce) world system would be defi nitely quali-
fi ed as such if we were to apply a “softer” information network criterion suggested 
by Chase-Dunn and Hall (1997). Note that at our level of analysis the presence 
of an information network covering the whole of the world system is a perfectly 
suffi  cient condition, which makes it possible to consider this system as a single 
evolving entity. In the fi rst millennium bce no bulk goods could be transported 
from the Pacifi c coast of Eurasia to its Atlantic coast. However, the world system 
had reached, by that time, such a level of integration that iron metallurgy could 
spread across the whole of Eurasia within a few centuries. 

Th e other point is that even in the fi rst century ce the world system still 
covered far less than 50 of all the terrain of the Earth. However, what seems 
to be far more important is that already by the beginning of the fi rst century ce 
more than 90 of total world population lived just in those regions, which were 
constituent parts of the fi rst century ce world system (the Circummediterranean 
region, the Middle East, and South, Central and East Asia) (see, e.g., Durand 
1977: 256). Hence, since the fi rst millennium bce the dynamics of world popula-
tion refl ects very closely the dynamics of the world system population. 

On the one hand, it might not be coincidental that the hyperbolic growth 
trend may still be traced back to 25000 bce. Of course, I am not going to insist 
on the existence of anything like the world system, say, around 15000 bp. Note, 
however, that there does not seem to be any evidence for hyperbolic world popu-
lation growth in 40000–10000 bce. In fact the hyperbolic eff ect within the 25 
millennia bce is produced by the world population dynamics in the last 10 mil-
lennia of this period that fi ts the mathematical model specifi ed above rather well 
(though not as well as the world population dynamics in 500 bce–1962 ce [let 
alone 1650–1962 ce]). 

Th e simulation for 10000–500 bce was done with the following constants 
and initial conditions: N = 0.0004 of tens of billions (i.e. 4 million); a = 1; b = 1; 
K = 0.0004; c = 0.32. 

Th e outcome of the simulation, presented in Figure 5 indicates that the 
model is still quite capable of replicating rather reasonably the population esti-
mates of McEvedy and Jones (1978) and Kremer (1993) for the 10000–500 bce 
period (see Figure 5).

Th e correlation between the predicted and observed values for this imita-
tion looks as follows: R = .982, R² = .964, p = .0001. Note that, though this 
correlation for 10000–500 bce remains rather high, it is substantially weaker¹¹ 
than the one observed above for the 500 bce–1962 ce period and, especially, for 
1650–1962 ce (in fact this is visible quite clearly even without special statisti-
cal analysis in Figures 1, 3, and 5). On the one hand, this result could hardly be 
regarded as surprising, because it appears evident that in 10000–500 bce the 
world system was much less tightly integrated than in 500 bce–1962 ce (let alone 

Figure 5 – Predicted and Observed Dynamics of World Population Growth,
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Note: The solid grey curve has been generated by the model; black markers correspond to the 
estimates of world population by McEvedy and Jones (1978) and Kremer (1993).

¹¹ Note, however, that even for – bce our hyperbolic growth model still 
demonstrates a much higher fi t with the observed data than, for example, the best-fi t 
exponential model (R² = ., p = .).
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to fi nd the evolving unit. Th e basic idea was that it is impossible to account for 
the evolution of a single society without taking into consideration that it was 
a part of a larger whole. However, traditional world-systems analysis concen-
trated on bulk-good movements, and core–periphery exploitation, thoroughly 
neglecting the above-mentioned dimension. However, the information network 
turns out to be the oldest mechanism of world system integration, and remained 
extremely important throughout its whole history, remaining as important up to 
the present. It seems to be even more important than core-periphery relations of 
exploitation (for example, without taking this mechanism into consideration it 
appears impossible to account for such things as, the demographic explosion in 
the 20t century, whose proximate cause was the dramatic decline of mortality, 
but whose main ultimate cause was the diff usion of innovations produced almost 
exclusively within the world system core). Th is also suggests a redefi nition of the 
world system (ws) core. Th e core is not the ws zone, which exploits other zones, 
but rather the ws core is the zone with the highest innovation donor/recipient 
(D/R) ratio, the principal innovation donor.¹² 

Th us, it turns out that the sets of two diff erential equations specifi ed above 
account for 96.2–99.78 of all the variation in demographic macrodynamics of 
the world in the last 12,000 years. Indeed, our fi ndings could be regarded as a 
striking illustration of the fact well known in complexity studies — namely, that 

in 1650–1962 ce). What seems more remarkable is that for 10000–500 bce the 
best fi t is achieved with a substantially diff erent value of the coeffi  cient c, which 
appears to indicate that the world system development pattern in the pre-500 
bce epoch was substantially diff erent from the one observed in the 500 bce–
1962 ce era, and thus implies a radical transformation of the world system in the 
fi rst millennium bce. 

We believe that, among other things, the compact macromodel analysis 
seems to suggest a rather novel approach to world system analysis. Th e hyper-
bolic trend observed for world population growth after 10000 bce appears to 
be mostly a product of the growth of the world system, which seems to have 
originated in West Asia around that time in direct connection with the Neolithic 
Revolution. Th e presence of the hyperbolic trend indicates that the major part 
of the entity in question had some systemic unity, and, we believe we have 
evidence for this unity. Indeed, we have evidence for the systematic spread of 
major innovations (domesticated cereals, cattle, sheep, goats, horses, the plow, 
the wheel, copper, bronze, and later iron technology, and so on) throughout the 
whole North African–Eurasian Oikumene for a few millennia bce. As a result, 
the evolution of societies in this part of the world already at this time cannot be 
regarded as truly independent. By the end of the fi rst millennium bce we observe 
a belt of cultures stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacifi c with an astonishingly 
similar level of cultural complexity based on agriculture involving production of 
wheat and other specifi c cereals, cattle, sheep, goats, the plow, iron metallurgy, 
professional armies with rather similar weapons, cavalries, developed bureaucra-
cies, and so on — this list could be extended for pages. A few millennia before we 
would fi nd a belt of societies with a similarly strikingly close level and character 
of cultural complexity stretching from the Balkans to the Indus Valley (note that 
in both cases the respective entities included the major part of the contemporary 
world population). We would interpret this as a tangible result of the function-
ing of the world system. Th e alternative explanations would involve a sort of 
miraculous scenario — that the cultures with strikingly similar levels and charac-
ters of complexity somehow developed independently from each other in a very 
large but continuous zone, whereas nothing like that appeared in the other parts 
of the world, which were not parts of the world system. We fi nd such an alterna-
tive explanation highly implausible. 

It could be suggested that within this new approach the main empha-
sis should be moved to innovation generation and diff usion. If a society bor-
rows systematically important technological innovations, its evolution already 
cannot be considered as really independent, but should rather be considered as 
a part of a larger evolving entity, within which such innovations are systemati-
cally produced and diff used. Th e main idea of a world-systems approach was 

¹².  Earlier we regarded an “information network” as a suffi  cient condition to con-
sider the entity covered by it as a “world-system.” However, some examples seem to be 
rather telling in this respect. For example, Gudmund Hatt (: ) found evidence 
on not less than  Japanese ships accidentally brought by the Kurosio and North Pacifi c 
currents to the New World coast between  and . Against this background it 
appears remarkable that the “Japanese [mythology] hardly contains any motifs that are 
not found in America (which was noticed by Levi-Strauss long ago)” (Berezkin : 
–). Already this fact makes it impossible to exclude entirely the possibility of 
some information fi nding its way to the New World from the Old World in the pre-
Columbian era, information that could even infl uence the evolution of some Amerindian 
mythologies. However, we do not think this is suffi  cient to consider the New World as a 
part of the pre-Columbian world system. Th e Japanese might have even told Amerindians 
about such wonderful animals as horses, or cows (and some scholars even claim that a 
few pre-Columbian Amerindian images depict Old World animals [von Heine-Geldern 
; Kazankov ]), the Japanese fi shermen might even have had some idea of, say, 
horse breeding; but all such information would be entirely useless without some specifi c 
matter—actual horses. Hence, we would rather denote respective “system-creating” net-
works as “innovation diff usion networks” rather than just “information networks.” 
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chaotic dynamics at the microlevel can generate a highly deterministic macrolevel 
behavior (e.g. Chernavskij 2004).

To describe the behavior of a few dozen gas molecules in a closed vessel we 
need very complex mathematical models, which will remain incapable of predict-
ing long-run dynamics of such a system due to an inevitably irreducible chaotic 
component. However, the behavior of zillions of gas molecules can be described 
with extremely simple sets of equations, which are capable of predicting almost 
perfectly the macrodynamics of all the basic parameters (and just because of cha-
otic behavior at the microlevel). 

It appears that a similar set of regularities is observed in the human world 
too. To predict demographic behavior of a concrete family we would need 
extremely complex mathematical models, which would still predict a very small 
fraction of actual variation just due to inevitable irreducible chaotic components. 
For systems including large numbers of people (cities, states, civilizations) we 
would need simpler mathematical models having much higher predictive capac-
ity. Against this background it is hardly surprising to fi nd that the simplest regu-
larities accounting for extremely high proportions of all the macrovariation can 
be found just for the largest possible social system — the world system. 

Th is, of course, suggests a novel approach to the formation of the general 
theory of social macroevolution. Th e approach prevalent in social evolutionism 
is based on the assumption that evolutionary regularities of simple systems are 
signifi cantly simpler than the ones characteristic for complex systems. A rather 
logical outcome from this almost self-evident assumption is that one should 
study fi rst evolutionary regularities of simple systems and only after understand-
ing them move on to more complex ones.¹³ We believe this approach was some-
how misleading and led to an almost total disenchantment in the evolutionary 
approach in the social sciences all together.¹⁴ 
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In this study, I focus on those aspects of world-system expansion involved in its 
intrusion into new areas—the “broadening” of the world-economy—and the 

point at which we can reasonably say that the formerly external areas had been 
incorporated into the world-economy. Using the southeastern portion of North 
America as a case of world-system incorporation, this research seeks to contrib-
ute to the incorporation debate by focusing specifi cally on the social organiza-
tion and relations that characterized the people who occupied the region prior 
to European contact and how contact with the world-system altered those social 
formations. Importantly, this research builds on the often-overlooked contribu-
tion of its initial expansion and contact with formerly external areas to the newly 
emerging capitalist world-system where others have tended to focus instead 
on the eff ect of colonization of the area after 1606. I rely on previously pub-
lished records of sixteenth-century European explorations of the region along 
with contemporary archaeological fi ndings. Th e fi ndings suggest that during the 
sixteenth century the area not only contributed resources to the world-econ-
omy—most often in the form of relations, not necessarily formalized, supplying 

The broadening of the world-system, 
which involves the geographic expansion into 
previously external areas and integration of 
new economies into its network of economic 
relationships, is represented in world-system 
scholarship by two competing views. On the 
one hand, Wallerstein and his associates treat 
incorporation as being specifically contin-
gent on the routine and systematic economic 
exchange for durable goods produced in the 
previously external area to the benefit of the 
core. In contrast, Hall and Chase-Dunn con-
tend that incorporation is a synchronous pro-
cess that takes different forms depending on 

the relative locations within the hierarchical 
world-economy of both the previously external 
areas and the “incorporating” area. Using the 
sixteenth-century North American South-
east as an episode of incorporation, this study 
examines the contact relationship between 
early European explorers and the indigenous 
groups in the formerly external area. My goal 
is to illuminate more fully how contact may 
permanently alter the social organization and 
relations within the region and, consequently, 
the form taken by subsequent integration into 
the world-system.
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enslaved human labor—but that it also was permanently altered by the process. 
Th ese phenomena provide us with an opportunity to reassess the very nature of 
incorporation and to further our understanding of the reciprocal (So 1984) and 
synchronous (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1998) nature of the process. 

incorporation and world-system expansion 

The nature of incorporation—and in particular the point at which an 
area becomes “incorporated” into the world-system—has been the subject of 
active debate between two major factions in world-system analysis. On the one 
hand, Wallerstein identifies three types of areas as they relate to the world-
system: (1) external arenas, (2) incorporated areas, and (3) peripheralized areas. 
Importantly, in this view, external arenas remain external so long as trade rela-
tions with previously incorporated areas are based primarily on the exchange 
of prestige goods or on plunder (Wallerstein 1974: 302). Incorporation is seen 
as having occurred only when presumably core areas establish ongoing and sys-
tematic relations with economic actors in the previously external area, the stip-
ulation being that durable goods from the previously external area are routinely 
transported to the core. The incorporation of these formerly external areas is 
intensified as these regions become peripheral zones while, by its expropriation 
of surplus from the periphery (Baran 1957: 143), the core becomes more pros-
perous (Hopkins and Wallerstein 1982). Concurrently, internal structures are 
disrupted in the periphery, and its social institutions, particularly its economy, 
become dependent on core resources. Importantly, however, the development 
in the core becomes “dependent” on the exploitative exchange relations with 
the periphery (Chase-Dunn 1998). Although one can argue that core-peripheral 
relationships are mutually interdependent, disproportionate benefits accrue to 
the core and its economic actors (Baran 1957).

The Wallersteinian perspective has been criticized as being Eurocentric 
and state-centric because of its overemphasis on the effect on the world-system 
of capital’s expansion into formerly external areas without adequate consider-
ation of the effect on the periphery (Frank 1995b; LaLone 1999; Martin 1994). In 
their studies of pre-capitalist and peripheral areas, other scholars (e.g. Carlson 
2001, 2002; Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997; Frank 1973; Hall 1987, 1989; LaLone 
1999; Martin 1994) have extended the explanatory powers of the world-system 
perspective to encompass the various social formations found in the periph-
ery, both before and after incorporation into the world-system. In fact, by rec-
ognizing the importance of understanding the social organization and social 
interactions present in the external area before the intrusion of capitalist forces, 
the current research better illuminate the impact of initial political and social 

change that accompanies contact, not only with the world-system itself, but also 
on the agents of incorporation.

An expanding body of scholarship supports the assertion that incorpora-
tion is a variable process that takes different forms depending on a number of 
factors, including the relative location of both the previously external areas and 
the “incorporating” agent within the hierarchical world-economy (Hall 1987, 
1989; see also Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997; Frank 1995b). Consequently, there is 
growing acceptance for Hall’s proposition that the particular form incorpora-
tion takes in different parts of the world—from external regions to fully incor-
porated areas—can be situated along a hypothetical continuum representing 
a range of intensities in the integration of the formerly external area into the 
world-system (see Fig. 1). Placement along the “continuum of incorporation” is 
dependent on (1) the relative economic and/or military strength between the 
core and the area(s) being incorporated; (2) the social conditions, internal social 
structures, level of economic development, and type of state formation that exist 
in the area being incorporated; (3) the extent and nature of resistance to capi-
talist incorporation by people within the area being incorporated; and (4) the 
general level of development of the world-system itself (Shannon 1996: 129). 

At the weak end of the “continuum of incorporation” and encompassing 
the areas identified by Wallerstein (1974) as external to the world-system are 
located “contact peripheries,” which Hall (1986) distinguishes as having rela-
tively little impact on the core and are themselves little influenced by the world-
economy. At the strong end of the continuum falls what Hall refers to as “full-

Figure 1 – Hall’s “Continuum of Incorporation and Associated Factors” 

Strength of 
Incorporation

None Weak Moderate Strong

* As applied by Wallerstein 
Adapted from Thomas D. Hall, 1989. Social Change in the Southwest, 1350–1880. Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, p. 20. Used by permission of the publisher. 
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Type of Periphery Contact Periphery Marginal periphery or 
region of refuge 

Full-blown periphery or 
dependent periphery Arena 

External 



Shirley A. Hollis98 Contact, Incorporation, and the North American Southeast 

Third, because the influence of incorporation is cumulative, as a region 
becomes more tightly incorporated into the world-economy, “external pres-
sures impinge more forcefully on local groups. When such pressures are suf-
ficiently strong and of sufficient duration, the structure of local groups will 
be changed” (Hall 1989: 20–22). Importantly these structural changes tend to 
be less reversible even in the unlikely case of the incorporation project being 
abandoned (Wolf 1982: 311). It is also more likely that core development—and 
particularly core production processes—will become increasingly dependent 
on the continued availability of cheap resources from the new periphery. The 
stronger the incorporation, the more likely it is that local structures in the pre-
viously external area will be affected and the less likely it is that those in the 
newly incorporated area will be able to successfully resist the encroachment of 
external forces of social change. However, even though it may fail over the long 
haul, resistance may create political barriers or financial losses that impede the 
process (Dunaway 1996).

The first steps in North America’s incorporation into the European world-
system, while often framed as the “discovery of the New World,” imposed 
significant changes on the social organization of the native populations in the 
region that have received far less attention than the significant and well docu-
mented benefits that accrued to Western Europe. For instance, Frank (1978b: 
63) asserts that “the precious metals from the New World enabled Western 
European countries to settle directly or indirectly the deficit in the trade bal-
ance with the Orient” that had limited European merchants’ ability to expand 
their trade. Furthermore, according to Marx and Engels (1962: 3–4),

The discovery [sic] of America, the rounding of the Cape, opened up fresh 
ground for the rising bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese markets, the 
colonization of America, trade with the colonies, the increase in the means 
of exchange and commodities generally, gave to commerce, to navigation, to 
industry, an impulse never before known.

In what follows, I examine patterns of social organization and relationships 
that characterized much of the southeastern region of North America prior 
to European contact and incorporation. I focus specifically on the economic, 
political and social structures that had been established by the Mississippians 
and how they were affected by European contact, the goal being to understand 
more completely the effects of incorporation into the European world-system 
on pre-capitalist societies. Additionally, it is also my goal to examine the bi-
directional nature of incorporation.

blown” or “dependent peripheries.” The various forms of marginal peripheries 
and regions of refuge fall between the two extremes. 

Because many world-system scholars overlook the process Hall refers to 
as contact incorporation, they fail to consider the full social impact on these 
areas of “political domination…by an external power [and establishment of] 
economic relations with the capitalist world-economy, [even while] the domi-
nant patterns of production and reproduction within the region are still those 
typical of external arenas” (Arrighi 1979: 162). This study will show that even 
with contact—because earlier autonomous social structures, processes, and 
relationships are destroyed or deteriorate and cease to be dominant within the 
region—significant social changes may occur (Hall 1989). In the place of the old 
patterns of social organization new ones that are conditioned by core capitalism 
are imposed. 

First, increased influence f lows largely from the core to the periphery; in 
fact, some scholars argue that these less intensive types of incorporations, which 
often take the form of exploration or pre-emptive colonization, are necessary 
prerequisites to the later transition to capitalism that takes place in full incor-
poration (Hall 1989; Osgood 1904). However, there is less agreement regard-
ing the benefits gained from the relationship by the formerly external area. 
Importantly, the core is made more prosperous by the expropriation of surplus 
from the periphery (Baran 1957: 143). Concurrently, the periphery enters into 
a state of dependency on core relations and resources because its own internal 
structures have been disrupted (Bradby 1980). 

Second, Wallerstein (1988: 201) contends that incorporation into the world-
system “involve[s] sometimes the remolding of existing political structures, 
sometimes their dismemberment, sometimes the fusion of several, and some-
times the creation of entirely new and quite arbitrary delimited structures.” The 
transformation of formerly autonomous political structures is an important 
aspect of incorporation since the “alliance between political and economic fac-
tors…necessary to break down processes of [social] reproduction…are effected 
through a mixture of the political and the economic” (Bradby 1980: 104). It can 
be argued that this overlooks the impact of contact on social relations within that 
area, which I contend are equally important to any understanding of incorpora-
tion. This is the case since intra- and inter-class relations, institutional arrange-
ments, and relations both internal to the newly incorporated area and external 
with agents of capitalism in the core zones of the world-economy set the context 
within which subsequent local changes occur (Hopkins and Wallerstein 1987). 
It must be noted, however, it is a process that Wallerstein sees as occurring with 
full incorporation but not with less intense forms of incorporation. 
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the mississippian system

The Mississippian System¹ is widely recognized as having emerged between 
750 and 1000 c.e. and to have f lourished over the next five to seven centuries 
(Smith 1990). Comprising a network of relatively autonomous social groups or 
cultures, in the centuries immediately before and concurrent with European 
contact, the “core” of the Mississippian System was centered in the American 
Bottom near present-day Cahokia, Illinois. It encompassed most of the south-
eastern region of North America and occupied much of the region encom-
passing the Mississippi, Ohio, and Tennessee river valleys. Integrated into a 
complex economic, political, and social system, the Mississippians engaged in 
common exchange involving essential food-stuff, information, prestige-goods 
(Earle 1987; Peregrine 1992), and complex political and military alliances (De 
Pratter 1983; Hally 1993; Peregrine 1992; 1996a; Smith 1978; Smith and Hally 
1992; Wolf 1982). 

There is a general consensus among scholars that the Mississippian system, 
particularly its core region, had begun to disintegrate sometime between 1300 
and 1500 c.e. possibly from sustained warfare (Wolf 1982), unsustainable popu-
lation growth (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1998), relocation of population because 
of excessive demands by Cahokian elites (Pauketat and Emerson 1997), demo-
graphic changes caused by over-dependence on corn and the depletion of the soil 
(Galloway 1995), increased self-sufficiency in the peripheral areas, or the normal 
cycling between complex and simple chiefdoms that Anderson (1994: 8) argues 
happens when systems fail to “evolve more efficient higher-level regulatory or 
control units.” However, there is considerable support for Lewis’s assertion that 
the centuries between 1300 and 1700 c.e. “marked the greatest social complex-
ity of Mississippian groups” in the region surrounding the confluence of the 
Mississippi, Ohio, and Tennessee rivers (Lewis 2000: 290) and was apparent to 
European explorers upon their travels through the deep South in the sixteenth 
century. For instance, Spanish historian Pietro Martiere d’Anghiera, who trav-
eled through the southern Appalachian area in 1521 with the de Ayllon cara-
vel, described a single “ranked, hierarchical society with settlements over large 
areas owing allegiance and tribute to specific communities and leaders” (cited in 
Anderson 1994: 56–57). Members of the DeSoto expedition similarly noted in 
the 1530s the presence throughout the region of a distinct pattern of ceremonial 

temples and burial sites that were likely cultural remnants of earlier intercon-
nected and ranked social groups or societies (Curren 1984; Curren, Little, and 
Lankford 1982). Furthermore, Hudson (1990) provides evidence that the system 
continued to f lourish along the eastern lowlands as late as 1566 when the Juan 
Pardo expeditions passed through the area. 

What Peregrine calls the Mississippian System was characterized by, 
among other things, construction of ceremonial mounds and the organized pro-
duction of maize, beans, and squash (Jeske 1999; Muller 1997; Swanton 1946; 
Wolf 1982). This transformation allowed the emergence of a horticultural econ-
omy based largely on an increase in population, the organized production of 
corn, the emergence of a surplus, and an elaborate trade network. Additionally, 
the system was notably hierarchical (Jeske 1999) with a complex network of 
powerful leaders who became linked together into a “pan-Mississippian web 
of competition for access to prestige-goods” (Peregrine 1999: 1). The southeast-
ern groups were characterized by intraregional complex chiefdoms co-resident 
alongside less centrally organized social groups—“core-periphery differentia-
tion without much evidence of core-periphery domination” (Kowalewski 1996: 
29). For instance, de Soto’s journal describes “an elaborate social organization 

¹. Th e representation of the Mississippian system presented in this research is an 
“ideal type” based on an extensive review of the scholarly literature, primarily from the 
discipline of Archaeology.

Figure 2 – Variants of the Mississippian Culture

Source: Base map by Erwin Raisz, from the “Texas Beyond History” website 
http://www.texasbeyondhistory.net/tejas/fundamentals/miss.html. Used by permission of 
Raisz Landform Maps.

http://www.texasbeyondhistory.net/tejas/fundamentals/miss.html
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where chiefs lived in sacred buildings, manipulated social networks covering 
large territories and held the power of life or death over their subjects” (cited in 
De Pratter 1983). 

Although Hudson (1990: 53) argues that the Mississippian system was 
not so much a “culture” as a fundamental economic and social system that was 
transformed from the earlier Woodland tradition and was “marked by a perva-
sive and progressive sameness among Indians over a large area of the Southeast,” 
there is considerable evidence that a number of cultural variations made in the 
Mississippian System (see Fig. 2) originally emanating from the ‘core’ or center 
had first been developed at Cahokia (O’Brien 1992). The primary focus of the 
current research is on the Middle and South Appalachian Mississippians. 

The Middle Mississippian core region has been described as a ‘true 
Mississippian Culture’ of rulers, craft specialists, merchants, warriors, and 
other elites who from the central towns exercised control over the residents 
of surrounding farmsteads and villages (Porter 1974: 30–31). The culture 
was distinguished by “a more intensive and formal network of inter-regional 
trade, and perhaps a greater degree of political centralization (and perhaps 
ascribed positions of authority) than other Mississippian variants” (Peregrine 
1996a: xxi; see also Hudson 1990). It was also distinguished by the goods pro-
duced—unique pots and ceramic vessels, feathered ceremonial cloaks, and the 
like, created by craft specialists hired by the chief. This helped him maintain 
authority and legitimacy and to help seal the patron-client relationship that 
appears to have been the primary stabilizing factor in their world (Pauketat 
1994; see also Peregrine 1996b: 10). By 1100 c.e. the Middle Mississippian cul-
ture had encompassed the central Mississippi River valley, and the lower Ohio 
and Tennessee river valleys (Peregrine 1996b); and it had spread eastward across 
the Appalachian mountain chain and included middle and eastern Tennessee, 
northern Mississippi and Alabama and the northwestern corner of Georgia. 
The system included the paramount chiefdom located at the large population 
center at Cahokia (Hall 1991; Kelley 1991; Muller 1997; Peregrine 1996a) and the 
complex chiefdom at Moundville, in what is now central Alabama (Hudson 
1976; Peebles 1983; Peregrine 1996b).² 

The South Appalachian Mississippian culture groups were dispersed 
across the area south and east of the Appalachians. The population included 
organized and interrelated social groups in south Alabama, north Florida, 

Georgia, and the Carolinas. The variant of culture in this area differed in a 
number of ways from the Middle Mississippian groups. In particular, the South 
Appalachian groups were characterized by a less centralized political organi-
zation and their political and social leaders attained their positions because 
of their achievements rather than by way of a system of ascribed social and 
political ranking (Peregrine 1996b). Hudson (1976: 91) suggests that the South 
Appalachian groups may have in fact been part of “a local Woodland culture 
which was modified by borrowing from the Mississippian culture to the west.” 
This has lead Hudson to further propose that these migrants may well have 
become more centralized and joined the Mississippian system as a defense 
against encroaching populations, who possibly had migrated outward from the 
Cahokian center while it was still dominant until its collapse began around 1300 
c.e. (Jeske 1999; see also Swanton 1946: 14). 

indigenous structures and mediated social change

The manner in which the Mississippian System was first incorporated into 
the world-economy established in the formerly external territory a variety of 
new capitalistic social, economic, and political structures, which arguably con-
ditioned the development of the region for centuries to come (Hollis 2000). 
Basing my analysis on an extensive critical examination of published histori-
cal and archaeological research, I explore these unique political and economic 
structures that were in place prior to contact and how they may have influenced 
and were influenced by the incorporation of the region and its people into the 
world-system.

Political Structures

The Mississippian system was organized around a hierarchical network 
of chiefdoms, some simple, others complex, with a few paramount chiefdoms 
(see Fig. 3), and progression from one level to another was distinguished by the 
increasing number of levels involved in the group’s decision-making processes 
(Anderson 1994; Pauketat 1994).³ Simple Mississippian chiefdoms exercised 
authority and administrative control over a relatively small area that was com-

².  Th ere is disagreement as to whether it also encompassed Etowah and Coosa, in 
northwestern Georgia (Hally, Smith, and Langford ).

³.  A chiefdom is “a society with a defi nite structure, and with some systematic form 
of political organization…[including] a defi nite mechanism for replacing the political 
leader” (Hall : –). Service (: , –) describes chiefdoms as “redis-
tributional societies with a permanent central agency of coordination…[with] pervasive 
inequality of persons and groups.” 
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were decidedly hierarchical in nature and involved the payment of tribute (e.g. 
corn, preferred selections of deer meat, etc.) by the local community to those 
above it in the hierarchy (Kelly 1997; Knight 1990; Welch 1986) and the distri-
bution of exotic status markers to secondary mound sites in order to secure 
regional status positions (Peebles 1983). 

The mound sites that adjoined the population centers appear to have been 
largely ceremonial, administrative, or religious in nature. However, Johnson 
(1994: 114) contends that “the common folk may have gotten more than reli-
gious advice and alliances from the elites, for there is some evidence…that corn 
was stockpiled at the major centers presumably to carry the general populace 
through years of bad crops.” Barker (1992: 68) argues that such hoarding was 
more than likely used to foster a system for the legitimacy of elites and soli-
darity between them and the commoners. There is also support for the idea 
that it may have lessened intertribal conflict during lean times. In fact, Milner, 
Anderson, and Smith (1991) argue that the system mediated local conflict in 
a number of ways. In parts of the system—and this appears to have been par-
ticularly true in the South Appalachian area—complex chiefdoms may have 
emerged as a way of combining defensive forces against common enemies, per-
haps other but stronger Mississippians (Larson 1980). 

Whereas a purely kin-based system would have been characterized by 
status differences related to kinship, the Mississippian system differed in that 
the hierarchical class structure and status groups were almost certainly impor-
tant in structuring local relations of social control (Mehrer and Collins 1995). 
Consequently, it has been argued that the Mississippians could reasonably be 
identified as the beginning of a class system that might, if left uninterrupted, 
have led to the development of a state mechanism (Carneiro 1981; Pauketat 
1994). In the Mississippian culture, paramount chiefs also exercised ceremo-
nial, political, economic, and administrative control over villages that were 
often separated by great distances (Hudson 1990). As an example, the Coosas of 
Georgia dominated and exacted tribute from less-powerful bands throughout 
eastern Tennessee, northeastern Alabama, and northern Georgia. The Lady of 
Cofitachequi in what is now South Carolina exercised authority over a dozen or 
more lesser chiefdoms located from the coast far into the Blue Ridge mountains 
(Hudson 1976). The archaeological evidence suggests that these relationships 
were cemented with trade and social relations between remote local chiefdoms 
and powerful paramount chiefdoms which involved payment of tribute, ‘down-
the-line’ exchange, and powerful ideology necessary to subordinate and secure 
the allegiance of lesser and often distant chiefs (Pauketat 1994; Pauketat and 
Emerson 1997). This also may well have been the case with mortuary rituals 
and other burial practices performed throughout the system and associated 

prised of perhaps a small village or some number of farmsteads surrounded by 
uninhabited buffer zones (Scarry 1996a). These social formations differed in 
a number of ways from complex chiefdoms, which emerged when a powerful 
chief ’s sphere of authority expanded sufficiently so that he or she came to exer-
cise direct or indirect control over one or more other simple chiefdoms. 

Paramount chiefs enjoyed power sometimes over several complex chief-
doms and possibly some number of simple chiefdoms at the same time (Smith 
and Hally 1992). The leaders of these chiefdoms enjoyed control that was “one 
or two administrative levels above the local community” (Anderson 1991: 232). 
Furthermore, the relations between simple, complex, and paramount chiefdoms 

Figure 3 – Organization of Chiefdoms and Hierarchy of Control

Source: Anderson, David G.  1996.  “Fluctuations between Simple and Complex Chiefdoms: 
Cycling in the Late Prehistoric Southeast.” Pp. 233–252 in Political Structure and Change in the 
Prehistoric Southeastern United States, edited by John F. Scarry.  Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, p. 233. Used by permission of the publisher.



Shirley A. Hollis106 Contact, Incorporation, and the North American Southeast 

with the ceremonial mounds for which Mississippian settlements are noted 
(Nassaney 1989).

There is a good deal of evidence that elites controlled the production of 
unique and elaborate trade goods, such as clay pots, shell-tempered pottery, 
decorated vessels, f lint blades, axes, and beads made from sea shells that had 
been collected more than a thousand miles away. Additionally, they controlled 
exchange relations, information, and political alliances. For instance, they incor-
porated external groups into their sphere of influence, possibly by accommo-
dating groups seeking to strengthen their own positions or perhaps by imposing 
those relationships on them. 

Hierarchical classes and status groups were central to the expansion of the 
system and, typically, are important to the incorporation into its network of 
political, economic, and social relations of remote “external” regions. This is 
particularly important because expansion was so critical to meeting the need 
to increase productive capacity (Smith 1978). Kowalewski (1996: 30) contends 
that the “link between interregional diplomatic-military activity, basic produc-
tion, and regional and local settlement patterns [is an] obvious way for large-
scale interactions to structure behavior at the local and household levels.” The 
resettlement of Mississippian population groups into more remote areas was 
clearly one way productive capacity could have been increased and appropri-
ated by core powers. Importantly, the folklore of a number of southeastern 
indigenous groups would appear to support the notion that the composition of 
many of the southeastern culture groups had been the result of migrations into 
the area. For instance, Cotterill (1954) contends that the historic group known 
as the Catawbas, who claimed as their territory much of what is now South 
Carolina, believed that they had migrated from the neighborhood of the Great 
Lakes in some remote past. Likewise, the Cherokee share a similar story of their 
origins that places their ancestral roots in the same general area (Mooney 1982; 
Perdue 1989). It is reasonable to attribute such relocations to depopulation that 
resulted from the transoceanic diffusion of diseases (Crosby 1986; see also Hoig 
1998 and Hudson 1976), the ravages of assault and warfare, (Hudson 1976), and 
the capture, enslavement, and export of large portions of the population (Nash 
1992).

Economic Structures

The more complex Mississippian social groups were generally located in 
rich river basins in the interior and produced goods not only to meet the con-
sumption needs of the local people but also as objects of intraregional trade; in 
return, they received from great distances trade goods that were differentially 

distributed, with elites controlling other members’ access to them (Peregrine 
1992). Although Johnson (1994) contends that the trade lacked spatial and 
chronological continuity and was not an important factor in the Mississippian’s 
development, evidence suggests that the natives of the Southeast engaged in 
long-distance trade as early as around 3600 b.c.e. (Muller 1997). Certainly well 
before the emergence of the Mississippian system, “an extensive trade network 
appears to have developed during the Woodland period” and even in archaic 
Poverty Point (Hudson 1976). This network involved inhabitants engaging in 
regularized exchange of locally produced goods, which held some prestige value 
elsewhere, for goods they were lacking or that were scarce. For instance, fresh-
water pearls appear in archaeological sites far from the coastal areas of what is 
now South Carolina where they are indigenous. Copper from the Great Lakes 
area has been found in Mississippi, and copper and mica from the Appalachian 
area and marine shells from the panhandle of what is now northern Florida 
have been found throughout the system in the ruins of ancient villages (Hudson 
1990). 

Trade was not simply internal to the Mississippian system. For instance, 
regular trade between villages in the Appalachians and the Iroquois in the 
northeast was evident along the ancient Great Warrior Path that connected 
the areas, and even more distant trade is suggested by South and Central 
American artifacts unearthed among Mississippian ruins (Keel et al. 1996). 
However, there is evidence that trade networks expanded after the emergence 
of the Mississippian system and became directly integrated into new patterns 
of exchange and distribution that operated under a new set of rules as regards 
power and prestige. The control of trade relations and the distribution of pres-
tige goods to peripheral areas within the Mississippian system accounted in 
part for the power exercised by paramount and complex chiefdoms, which, in 
turn, was associated with greater stability and security than was evident in areas 
external to the system where intertribal warfare was more frequently a way of 
life (Peregrine 1992; Scarry 1996b). 

In spite of similarities between the various Mississippian cultures—which 
can in part be accounted for by the dispersal of people and regularized communi-
cation and trade—natives of the Southeast were a “diverse peoples whose social, 
political, and economic relations with each other were complex” (Trigger and 
Swagerty 1996: 327). Indigenous social systems ranged from the simple groups 
engaged in more nomadic activities (Hudson 1990) that were mainly located in 
the piedmont and along the coastal regions to relatively more advanced horti-
cultural societies that were consistently involved in the production of maize, 
beans, squash and other agricultural staples, were technologically superior and 
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It is worth noting here that Europeans’ experiences in North America were 
to be quite different than in other parts of the Americas, in large part because 
the indigenous people lacked the strong centralized state mechanisms that had 
been found in South and Central America and which served as the principal 
instrument by which the Spaniards would “dominate and colonialize them…
[and] organize the division of labor that would put the indigenous population 
at their service” (Frank 1978b: 43). Because the North American people and 
their labor were more loosely organized and less centrally controlled by their 
paramount chiefdoms, Europeans were hindered from establishing the coercive 
labor controls and mechanisms of domination they would have needed to more 
effectively exploit the population. As a result, relations between the indigenous 
groups and the Europeans were more conflictual in nature. Nonetheless, thou-
sands of natives were kidnapped and enslaved by the Europeans and placed into 
coercive labor systems elsewhere, mostly in the West Indies and Brazil (Curtin 
1990), and, in the process, the indigenous peoples’ capacity to physically and 
socially reproduce themselves was greatly diminished.

Contact and Conquest

Archaeological evidence establishes that when the Norse arrived in the 
area of Newfoundland and Labrador on the North American continent around 
1000 c.e. (McGovern 1980) they soon departed, leaving few traces behind them 
with no indication of long-term damage to the populations with whom they 
surely came in contact. However, the journals left by Colón and his commenta-
tor Las Casas document a bloody conquest that resulted in the enslavement 
and death of thousands of native people (Smith [1776]1937; Sauer 1966; Frank 
1978a). Confident in the superiority of European skills of war and technology, 
Colón took a stance toward the indigenous populations that foreshadowed 
what would become the dominant pattern followed by Europeans in dealing 
with the North American natives. Although he boasted that “with fifty men 
we could subjugate them all and make them do whatever we want” (cited in 
Zinn 1980: 1), he used considerably more men to succumb the native people 
and enact his plan. He, along with other Europeans, succeeded in destroy-
ing most of the native populations from the Caribbean islands alone between 
1492 and the 1520s. Their demise came at the hands of soldiers who tortured, 
mutilated, murdered, enslaved, waged war, and imposed upon them inhuman 
labor conditions and exposed them to a variety of contagious diseases. In fact, 
Sauer (1966) estimates that the population of Santo Domingo alone declined 
from about a million inhabitants to “insignificant numbers” during the period 
of Colón’s occupation. This first recorded contact in many ways established a 

most often organized into complex chiefdoms.⁴ While many of the natives of 
the Southeast lived as village dwellers with extensive hunting territories, few of 
the Mississippians were nomadic (Trigger and Swagerty 1996). This is at least 
partially related to the mode of production adopted under the new cultural and 
economic system—that is, the organized production of corn and other food 
products and extensive trade in prestige goods—and partially related to the 
organization of the population into relatively permanent centers, often with 
elaborate defensive structures and political alliances. The argument is made 
here that the less organized, more mobile people that later settlers encountered 
might better be explained by the violent convergence of unequal world-systems 
that led to the destabilization of previously cohesive groups, as proposed by 
Wolf (1982), Peregrine (1992; 1996a), and Kowalewski (1996).

the mississippians and european contact

From 1500 onward, Spanish explorers and conquistadors, along with their 
enslaved Africans and natives, made contact with people who lived along the 
coast of Florida (Anderson 1994) and farther inland. For instance, in 1513, Ponce 
de Léon encountered indigenous people who clearly had prior experiences with 
European contact (Swanton 1946), indicating almost certainly that de Léon 
was neither alone nor first in his quest for slaves and other sources of wealth. 
Throughout the sixteenth century, while Europeans were exporting tons of gold 
and silver and thousands of enslaved natives from the Americas, they were also 
introducing onto what had been ‘virgin soil’ contagious diseases from which the 
indigenous people had no natural resistance (Crosby 1972, 1976). What ensued 
has been described as highly lethal “germ warfare” (Trigger and Swaggerty 1996) 
that weakened the ability of the native populations to ward off the advance of 
‘civilization’ and to withstand the forced labor to which they found themselves 
subject (Jennings 1975). Evidence, however, tells us that the native people did 
not succumb to their conquerors willingly, but rather exerted substantial resis-
tance. However, the warfare that ensued, in the face of the Europeans’ superior 
technology of war, further weakened them.

⁴.  Prestige or luxury goods are part of such a complex of social relations because 
they are often vital in the social reproduction of political relations and power structures 
(Abu-Lughod ; Schneider ). Chase-Dunn and Hall (: ) also assert that 
“all regularized material exchanges should be included as criteria for system bounded-
ness. Th us, it is necessary to consider how relatively localized networks of bulk-goods 
exchange are nested within much larger networks of prestige-goods exchange in any 
system.” 
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colonial model that applied to European contact with most native American 
populations. 

There is no record to suggest that when Colón landed in the Bahamas in 
1493 he or his men traveled on to the North American mainland. History next 
tells of Giovanni Caboto (John Cabot) and his crew of eighteen sailors landing 
in 1497 somewhere between Maine and Labrador, claiming the “new founde 
lande” for the British crown, and establishing the basis for England’s claim to 
North America (Croxton 1990).⁵ Although there is no known account of Caboto 
and his men having had direct contact with indigenous people, European goods 
located at archaeological sites far removed from that area have led Trigger and 
Swaggerty (1996) to speculate that they could well have been artifacts from 
the Caboto voyage, and, at the same time, can be taken as an indicator of the 
natives’ involvement in a complex pattern of long-distance trade. This suggests, 
too, that, when we consider the migratory range of the various bands of native 
North Americans, it is at least possible that native groups in the distant interior 
soon felt the effects of the European pathogens the explorers almost surely car-
ried and would have passed on to anyone with whom they came into contact. 
In fact, I suggest, the diffusion of European diseases through the contacts may 
well account for the accelerated depopulation of the Mississippian culture that, 
in some parts, had begun to collapse around 150 years earlier. 

When Hernán de Soto traveled though the Southeast between 1539 and 
1543, there were already indications of extensive depopulation in certain areas, 
indicating that they had also come into direct or indirect contact with European 
pathogens, in this case left, along with Spanish weaponry and other goods, by 
the expedition of Lucas Vásquez de Ayllón as it attempted colonization in 1526, 
or perhaps Giovanni da Varrazzano’s men. While da Varrazzano’s explorations 
were concentrated along the eastern coastline in 1524, De Ayllón led some 500 
colonists up a river he named the Río de Guadalupe, to a site on what is now 
called Parris Island, South Carolina, and perhaps beyond. Of equal importance 
to this discussion, de Ayllón also captured and enslaved natives and exported 
them to the West Indies, where they presumably were sold into the sugar indus-
try (Nash 1964). This suggests that, although these early colonization attempts 
were unsuccessful, they were aimed, not simply at exploration and plunder, as 
had been the primary goal of the Europeans, but also at establishing permanent 
settlements and the capture and export of slaves. 

In spite of their failures and our difficulty in assessing the full impact of 
their early contacts, we know that virtually the entire Savannah River valley 
had been depopulated or abandoned by 1540 when de Soto arrived in the area 
(Hudson 1976). And although there is no way to know for certain whether the 
depopulation was associated with European diseases or warfare with Ayllón’s 
men, or both, the location of artifacts from that expedition having been found 
some distance inland from the original landfall indicates that the events were 
related (Hudson 1990; Hoig 1998). Importantly, it is entirely possible that the 
natives’ experiences with Europeans produced the open hostility that subse-
quent explorers encountered (Brown 1966; Hoig 1998). These encounters could 
have also been associated with the hostility already noted between various 
native groups.

Our understanding of the role of the European states in these early encoun-
ters and efforts at colonization is important to the current discussion because it 
was through these early explorations that European powers institutionalized in 
North America a particular form of state-sponsored domination. For instance, 
although private adventurers were instrumental in carrying out Europe’s colo-
nialization policies, they did so under the auspices of the various state powers 
(Beers 1908), but with the anticipation of great personal profit and the private 
acquisition of large tracts of income-producing land. European royals extended 
to various “explorers” monopoly rights to conquer and plunder previously ‘unset-
tled’ regions in exchange for a share of the profits and subsequent sovereignty 
over newly settled areas. The charter served as the mechanism that legitimated 
the colonial project in large part because charter holders were designated as rep-
resentatives of the King, and the King of God. This can be seen in the charter 
granted to de Soto by the Spanish crown, which included the following terms:

[Y]ou will take…five hundred men with the necessary arms, horses, muni-
tions, and military stores; and…make the said conquest and settlement 
within a year first following,…you will take the necessary subsistence for all 
that people during eighteen months—rather over than under that time—
entirely at your own cost and charges…. I bestow on you the conquest of these 
lands and provinces.

I give you…power and authority…to conquer, pacify, and populate the 
lands…. [Y]ou shall choose…have the two hundred leagues…with the annual 
salary of fifteen thousand ducats, and five hundred ducats gratuity…. [T]hat 
of the gold which may be taken from the mines shall be paid us the tenth,…; 
but from the gold and other things that may be got by barter, or is spoil got 
by incursions, or in any other manner, shall be paid us thereupon one-fifth 
of all…. [A]ll other, of the character that may be and is found, whether by 
finding it by accident or discovering it by search, shall pay us the half…and 

⁵. Peregrine (a) argues that this cultural pattern was a defi ning characteristic 
of the Mississippian system.
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shall any person or persons have gold, silver, stones, or pearls, taken or found, 
as well in the said graves,…or Indian temples…or other concealed religious 
places, or interred…and do not make it known…they have forfeited all the 
gold and silver, stones and pearls, besides the half of their good to our tribunal 
and exchequer. (Cited in Hudson ) 

The king endowed de Soto with the authority to conquer sovereign peoples, 
plunder their temples and gravesites, capture them and sell them as slaves, steal 
and destroy their property, and establish over them feudal-like domains. And 
de Soto and his men appear to have carried out their mission with enthusiasm 
and determination. 

Important to the relative success of his missions, de Soto was an experi-
enced conquistador when he arrived on the North American continent, having 
joined at the age of eighteen Pedro Arias Dávila’s expedition to the West Indies. 
By 1530, after exploring the Florida coast with Ponce de León, he had amassed 
considerable wealth by developing a lucrative slave trade in Central America. 
Joining Francisco Pizarro in his plundering of Peru in 1532, de Soto had been 
a critical force in the Spanish defeat of the Incas (Bourne 1922). Endowed with 
immense wealth but jealous of Pizarro’s success, de Soto returned to Spain 
in search of a governorship of his own in the Americas. He was subsequently 
appointed governor of Cuba and commissioned by the crown to conquer what 
is now Florida (Milanich and Hudson 1993). 

Superior technologies of war, horses, and attack hounds gave de Soto and 
his men a decided advantage over the natives, who when they tried to avoid 
contact or subjugation were simply tracked down and killed or enslaved. And 
because De Soto was experienced at conquering and enslaving Indians and 
Africans and operating in a hostile environment where Europeans were in a 
distinct minority, he was also experienced at operating with impunity as he 
used brutal and coercive measures to establish and maintain social control. 
Furthermore, he could justify these acts to himself and those around him by 
advancing the blend of colonial ideology and Christian rhetoric of the day as 
described by Adam Smith ([1776]1937: 528–29):

The pious purpose of converting [the natives] to Christianity sanctified 
the injustice of the project. But the hope of finding gold there was the sole 
motive which prompted them to overtake it…. All the other enterprises of 
the Spaniards in the world subsequent to those of Columbus seem to have 
been prompted by the same motive. It was the thirst for gold.

Evidence that the de Soto expedition caused even more extensive demo-
graphic changes and social transformations than earlier explorations is revealed 
by contrasting the accounts of his expedition with those left by subsequent 
explorers (see e.g. Hudson 1990). The effect of his entourage on the native 

populations was especially destructive, in part because their extensive travels 
throughout the Southeast brought them into direct contact with more of the 
native populations than did the shorter pathways taken by earlier explorers. 
There are, however, also indications that the tactics used by de Soto in dealing 
with the local populations were more savage than those used by others, with the 
possible exception of Colón. Examples of the abusive nature of de Soto’s rela-
tions with the natives are found in his own journal as he recorded accounts of 
his entourage journeying through the South, beginning with his first landing on 
the Florida coast (Milanich and Hudson 1993). For example, las Casas recorded 
that soon after their landing on the coast of the Florida peninsula in 1539:

Captain Juan Ruiz Lobillo went out with about forty or fifty infantry, and 
they captured several Indian women…. On another occasion, de Soto sent 
Juan de Añasco with some infantry in the ship’s boats along the shore…. 
Añasco killed nine or ten Indians…. De Soto sent Vaso Porcallo with forty 
cavalry and some infantry, but when they got to where Añasco was the Indi-
ans had already f led. When they failed to find Indians on the island, the 
Spaniards spread out and conducted raids, capturing some women. (Cited in 
Milanich and Hudson )

Although the records of these few days are typical of the entire expedition, 
they also give evidence that at almost every major settlement, the services of 
scores of men were exacted to carry supplies and contraband. Additionally, as 
many as a hundred women were demanded at the same time for unspecified 
purposes (Hudson 1976). 

While some captives were able to escape from de Soto en route, hundreds 
more perished from disease, heat, and overwork; others were killed for dis-
obeying or misunderstanding instructions. As the de Soto expedition traveled 
northward from southern Florida they kidnapped and enslaved natives at vir-
tually every stop. The provisions transported from Cuba were limited, fell far 
short of meeting the terms of the royal charter, and required the expedition to 
locate food wherever they went. Consequently, de Soto and his men frequently 
destroyed entire crops and storage facilities of entire villages as they stole food 
supplies presumably necessary to supply the dietary needs of the large entou-
rage.⁶ This would have been important not only in depriving these native groups 
of supplies required to meet their own dietary needs, but also in the mainte-

⁶.  Th e acceptance by other European nations of this claim by England was based 
on the rule that the nation who succeeded in fi rst landfall had the strongest claim to 
dominion and is evidence of the informal rules of colonization that earlier represented 
the interstate system (Beer ).



Shirley A. Hollis114 Contact, Incorporation, and the North American Southeast 

diseases. Within a few years the effects had diffused to the remainder of the 
region’s population. In the decades following de Soto’s expedition, numerous 
Spanish, French, and English groups made contact in one form or another with 
many of the region’s natives. 

Among the various attempts to colonialize the region were expeditions led 
by Tristán de Luna y Arellano, who with his entourage traversed Alabama and 
northwest Georgia between 1559–61, attempting to establish a Spanish colony 
on the Alabama River (Milanich and Hudson 1993). Jean Ribaut headed a 
group of French Huguenots who established a colony on Port Royal Sound in 
1562; they subsequently abandoned the site and moved to the mouth of St. Johns 
River in what is now northeastern Florida (Covington 1975). Although, John 
Hawkins, who in 1565 was en route home to England, saved the French from 
certain starvation, later that year, Pedro Menéndez ousted them and estab-
lished a Spanish colony nearby (Milanich and Hudson 1993). Juan Pardo led 
two expeditions through what are now Georgia, South and North Carolina, 
and eastern Tennessee, one in 1566–1567 and the second in 1567–1568 (Hudson 
1990). 

In any number of documented cases, we have evidence of Europeans hunt-
ing down, capturing, and enslaving unfortunate natives as they traveled through 
the area. In most cases, their missions retained the character of de Soto’s—they 
were largely exploitative and destructive. Even Catholic priests, who, under the 
auspices of the Spanish, were established in missions, frequently had no less 
devastating an effect on the native populations than had the conquistadors. 
Although later expeditions may have had less dramatic effects than his, the de 
Soto expedition nonetheless continued the process of depopulation and desta-
bilization that had followed the earlier explorers through the region. 

Another factor in the destablization of the region’s political structure is 
recounted by Hudson (1990). Hudson contends that the European’s techno-
logical advantage in various relationships of conquest and trade with the natives 
allowed them to intervene in established political and social relationships. In 
some cases this occurred because the natives had acquired from the Europeans 
weapons and tools that their enemies lacked and in some cases because explor-
ers directly participated in warfare between competing chiefdoms. For instance, 
one of Juan Pardo’s Spanish officers, having been left behind to live with the 
chief of Joara in what is now western North Carolina, joined an attack against 
the Chiscas (Hudson 1990).⁸ In a later expedition, de Luna helped a powerful 

nance of hierarchical relations within the extended social group. This is indi-
cated by the fact that, although every village had corn and other foodstuff on 
hand, the villages of complex and paramount chiefdoms throughout the region 
held especially large stores of corn that were apparently distributed to villages 
during droughts and other crop failures. 

Although the noted stores of food were particularly attractive to the Spanish 
whose daily needs were great, the natives did not always freely relinquish their 
much-needed supplies. Consequently, de Soto and his men frequently destroyed 
crops and robbed corncribs along the way and left the villages ill prepared to 
meet the approaching winter.⁷ Consequently, De Soto records that, as word 
spread in advance of his expedition, entire villages were abandoned and resi-
dents scattered throughout the countryside to avoid being kidnapped and rav-
aged. The abandonment of their villages, however, did not stop de Soto and 
his men from destroying not only their crops but also their burial places. The 
materials the natives had used in building their sacred temples were taken to 
construct temporary quarters for themselves, after these holy places were first 
pillaged and ransacked (Milanich and Hudson 1993: 63). The long-term effects 
of such destruction are not recorded, but they almost certainly led to reduced 
prestige and legitimacy for local leaders and the lessening of the ideological 
power associated with their sacred places. 

Disparity in the technologies of war between the Europeans and natives 
played a major role in de Soto’s conquest and decimation of the native popula-
tions. Ships, weapons, armor, and other material advances gave the European 
conqueror a decided advantage in warfare. However, Hudson (1976: 113) con-
cludes, “it was the horses that won the battle for the Spaniards. The Indians 
were superior to Spanish foot soldiers, but they were no match against the cav-
alry.” This was demonstrated at the battle of Mabilia, which Hudson (1990) 
describes as an ambush of de Soto and his men by natives who had banded 
together in an apparent effort to better defend themselves from the expedition 
and its destructive effects. 

The de Soto expedition made its way through Florida, into what is now 
North Carolina, westward into eastern Tennessee, southward into northern 
Georgia, and across Alabama to Mississippi before turning northward again 
into western Tennessee. After de Soto’s death, his men continued westward 
into Texas before returning to the Gulf Coast. This circuitous route exposed 
thousands of the indigenous people directly to the Europeans, their culture and 

⁷.  Hudson (: ) asserts that “sixteenth-century expeditions, being unable to 
carry along a suffi  cient supply of food, had to obtain it, by persuasion or force, from the 
people they encountered.”

⁸.  Th e Spanish belief that the Chiscas had gold and controlled three gold mines 
may have been the actual motive for the attack.
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Coosa chief in extracting tribute from a rival town which had rebelled and with-
held its duty (Anderson 1996). Intervening on behalf of one chief or another 
was not the sole domain of the Spanish; the French engaged in intergroup war-
fare in Florida as well. Importantly, this gave those who were allied with the 
Europeans a significant advantage. 

It is reasonable to conclude that European involvement in the local affairs 
of the native groups had a decidedly selfish motive. As an example, Hudson 
(1975: 16) describes the alliance formed in 1562 by French Huguenot settlers in 
Florida with the Timucuans, who at first “seemed to control the passageway to 
the Appalachian Mountains, reputedly rich in gold and silver.” Consequently, 
the French, who joined their attack on a neighboring group, quickly severed 
that earlier relationship and established a new alliance with the neighboring 
chief who, it was discovered, actually controlled the sought-after passageway to 
the supposed riches of the Appalachians. 

The benefits Europe received from the conquest of the Americas have been 
well documented. Between 1503 and 1660, during which time 32 thousand tons 
of silver were exported to Europe largely from Mesoamerica (Frank 1995a), 
world markets in silver and gold developed (Bernstein 2001). This, in turn cre-
ated a new merchant and capitalist class in Europe (Weatherford 1990) where 
wealth had previously been based on ownership of land. Perhaps most impor-
tant of all, the “age of discovery” became a global movement rather than simply 
a European contest for wealth and regional power. 

The Demise of the Mississippian Culture

In the aftermath of the various European explorations—particularly the de 
Soto expedition—demographic shifts throughout the Southeast brought about 
significant social changes. Within two centuries of first contact, almost the 
entire indigenous population of the Southeast had been exterminated. Perdue 
(1989: 28), for example, estimates that 95 percent of the population died. As a 
matter of fact, Trigger and Swagerty (1996: 390) maintain that the natives of 
the Southeast suffered the greatest decline of any region in North America. As 
has been noted, entire villages were depopulated by smallpox and other diseases 
contracted from de Soto and his men, while countless others lost many men 
to warfare, ambush, and murder. The Spanish also kidnapped and enslaved 
numerous men, women, and children with the apparent intent of transporting 
them to West Indies cane fields and sugar mills. These practices instituted in 
North America a mode of labor control similar to the one that had helped to 
make Spain’s conquest of South and Central America so lucrative. 

The published records of various explorations reveal that it was a common 
practice to leave behind emissaries, often to cement relations with particular 
chiefs. These Europeans frequently interjected themselves into local political 
relationships, disrupting them, and consequently contributing to the friction 
between various native groups and between the natives and the Europeans. 
Some of these disruptions were mended with time but others carried over into 
relations with subsequent generations of natives, explorers, and settlers and 
contributed to open conflict. 

A second phenomenon was the beginning of ‘hybridizing’ the native popu-
lation with the introduction of European and African blood. For instance, we 
know that many European soldiers escaped from their respective expeditions 
with the presumed intent of finding their way back to ‘civilization,’ stayed to live 
among the natives and left descendents of French, Spanish, African, and other 
foreign blood. For instance, Cockran (1967: 46) relates that de Soto: 

Left behind in the Creek country two or three deserters and strays, one of 
them a Negro. One of the soldiers…and the Negro settled down to Creek 
life and probably fathered, as did many of the army, Creek children. Thus the 
main contribution of this first incursion of Europeans into the Creek country 
was a stream of Spanish genes, tinged with Negro.

Additionally, many of the mass captures included women, some of whom 
were enslaved and carried to the West Indies or other locations and others who 
were released or escaped to return to their own people. There can be little doubt 
that in the wake of such incidents, numerous offspring of mixed lineage were 
left behind, and, because most southeastern native cultures were matrilineal 
(Awiakta 1993; Green 1992; see also Perdue 1999), offspring, regardless of pater-
nity, would have automatically been integrated into the mother’s clan. At the 
same time Europeans began the hybridization of the indigenous population 
(Cockran 1967), they also began the ‘whitening’ of the native population and the 
beginning of a racial phenomenon that in time would greatly transform internal 
class relations. 

Chiefdoms that had managed to survive contact with Europeans had been 
permanently altered—their cultures had been modified to accommodate new 
political and power relations and to incorporate foreign technology, goods, and 
customs. Most chiefdoms had been weakened and replaced by a “lower level of 
sociopolitical complexity” (Hally 1996) and were succeeded by more politically 
decentralized tribes (Smith 1978; Smith 1992). At the same time their economic 
organization had shifted from a sustainable and diversified economy that 
incorporated horticulture, hunting and foraging, and trade in various prod-
ucts including prestige goods to an increased dependence on hunting (Cochran 
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1967), particularly hunting necessary to secure the fur they produced for export 
to Europe (Dunaway 1994). Although the effect would not show itself imme-
diately, the introduction of horses was part of this transformation (Dunaway 
1997); their adoption into the native culture led to increased mobility that, in 
turn, contributed to an increased dependence on hunting. The native popula-
tions thereafter were more susceptible to seasonal and climatic variations and 
became more migratory, and consequently often finding themselves in conflict 
with neighboring groups with whom they competed for territory, increasingly 
scarce game, and trade routes (Trigger and Swaggerty 1996). 

Contact with Europeans undermined the power, privilege, and prestige 
that had been enjoyed by powerful chiefs and headmen and which had con-
tributed to the stability of what otherwise was a relatively fragile population. 
For instance, Hudson (1990) and others conclude that the destruction and 
theft of stores of corn needed by the village leaders to sustain the local people 
over the winter or though periods of low crop yields disrupted the native econ-
omy (see also Dunaway 1994), almost certainly leading to protracted periods 
of hunger and undernourishment.⁹ That in turn would have directly contrib-
uted to the changes in birth and mortality rates, both of which helped speed 
demographic changes and relocations, further diminishing the population’s 
vitality, accelerating system decline, and undermining the legitimacy of elite 
leaders. Additionally, Trigger and Swagerty (1996) assert that, because of their 
having been overworked under forced conditions and enslavement, along with 
the increased death rate, the population declined significantly. Furthermore, 
because family relations were disrupted, the indigenous birth rate fell drasti-
cally, a phenomenon that had a serious impact on the native population’s ability 
to regain self-sufficiency and to defend itself. In sum, disease and malnutrition 
had rendered the population too weak to seek new sources of food, care for its 
young, or to physically and socially reproduce itself (McNeil 1989).

The European expedition leaders who sought to establish dominance over 
the native populations also undermined in a number of ways the elite struc-
tures of accumulation, which had contributed to the stability of the economic 
arrangements, legitimacy of the system, and status of chiefs. First, they intro-
duced European goods, particularly weapons and armor, into the indigenous 
system of trade. Second, European explorers, who presented themselves as 
supreme chiefs, kings, and emissaries of God, frequently demanded allegiance 

and tribute from local chiefs, disrupting the indigenous political alliances. Both 
de Soto (Milanich and Hudson 1993) and Juan Pardo (Hudson 1990) had arbi-
trarily ‘designated’ new high chiefs along the route as a matter of convenience 
and in order to secure food and other provisions for themselves. Thus, a realign-
ment of intergroup loyalties was effected and almost certainly had far-reaching 
effects in terms of information and power networks. These transformations 
were important because the nature of the relations between the various groups 
in their prior state had been indicative of early pre-state formations that might 
otherwise have been expected to develop (Pauketat 1994; Trigger and Swagerty 
1996). They also suggest that the political structures that had existed in indig-
enous southeastern societies before European contact influenced the nature of 
that contact.

Hudson (1976: 206) argues that, although trade continued between native 
groups and with European explorers, many of the material symbols and arti-
facts associated with the earlier powerful chiefdoms suddenly disappeared soon 
after contact. This appears to have been caused by the collapse of the complex 
chiefdoms and the entire Mississippian system. This is evidenced by the appear-
ance, where there had earlier been powerful chiefdoms, of a number of loosely 
confederated groups (Scarry 1996b: 226) that appears to have resulted in the 
relocation of entire culture groups from one area to another.9 This is important 
because, although village groups often changed locations in the Mississippian 
era, they most often involved movement across short distances. Furthermore, 
following contact with Europeans, this pattern became much more common, 
seemingly because of the breakdown of political structures (Wolf 1982; Hudson 
1990) that had encouraged trade and communication across long distances. 

The social formations that emerged from the widely dispersed Mississippian 
groups formed what came to be identified as the southeastern Indian ‘tribes’ 
with whom the later settlers came into contact in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The Cherokee, whose ancestors had lived east of the Appalachian 
Mountains and deep in the mountains on the Nolichucky and French Broad 
rivers, relocated before 1700 farther west and south. East of the Appalachians, 
what had before been several chiefdoms reformed into two distinct bands, the 
Upper and Lower Cherokee. Hoig (1998: 10) contends that the ‘more rebellious’ 
groups that lived on the Nolichucky and French Broad formed the Overhill 
Cherokee as a separate group and moved into the Little Tennessee River valley, 
which had earlier been occupied by Muskogean people (Hudson 1976). The 
Muskogeans, in turn, had relocated farther south, into Georgia and Alabama. 
The great Muskogean paramount chiefdom Coosa, which had been located 
at the headwaters of the Coosa River in north Georgia, upon disintegration, 
had reappeared some distance further to the southwest in central Alabama. 

⁹. Hudson (: ) documents numerous cases of de Soto’s forces seizing stored 
corn from villages and administrative centers throughout the region.
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There, they joined with other groups to form what began to be identified by 
Europeans as the Creek Nation.¹⁰ Others retreated further south into what is 
now Florida.¹¹ 

The eighteenth-century native American chronicler James Adair observed 
that except for their languages, these various southern groups had far more cul-
tural similarities than differences (Hudson 1976). This could be accounted for 
by their having had common roots in the Mississippian system. Nonetheless, 
Bruce Smith (1978) asserts that in a number of ways they were a noticeably 
different people than their ancestors with whom Europeans first had contact: 
(1) They were more loosely connected to other groups throughout the region 
and more competitive and warlike; (2) many had reverted from organized hor-
ticulture to a more nomadic existence and increased dependence on hunting 
and gathering for their subsistence; and (3) most importantly, their populations 
had thinned dramatically and both their natural and military defenses were 
weakened.

discussion and conclusions

Although the conquerors had not drawn the southeastern region into a 
clearly established division of labor in the production and export of bulk goods, 
as Hopkins and Wallerstein (1987) have suggested is necessary for incorpora-
tion, beginning with early contact Europeans had ‘harvested’ slaves from within 
the Mississippian system and had exchanged them into the circuits of trade that 
made up the Atlantic colonial complex. They traded enslaved native Americans 
to West Indian and South American planters in exchange for gold, silver, and 
sugar, which in turn were traded, possibly in “southern India for indigo-died 
cloths that were in demand in Senegal. These cloths might have been sold in 
Senegal—not for slaves, but for gum and for Senegalese cloths that were in 
demand farther down the coast in Dahomey. In exchange, Europeans would 
have gained ownership of enslaved Dahomeians, which would have been sold, 

in turn, in the New World, and variants of the same cycle could be played out 
again” (Curtin 1990: 142). In short, this was the emergence of the Atlantic circuit 
of trade that became increasingly important in the development of Europe and 
parts of America, the underdevelopment of Africa, and the peripheralization of 
the West Indies and the American South. Maize, which was indigenous to the 
area, entered that circuit of trade around 1500 when missionaries, merchants, 
and slave traders transported its seeds to Africa (McCann 2001). This set into 
motion in the Old World changes in the production of food crops that was per-
haps one of the most significant ecological consequences of European contact 
with the western hemisphere (Crosby 1972; Hobsbawm 1992; Lang 1975).

It would be many decades before the US South would be fully incorporated 
into the world-economy, in large part because its early contact with the world-
system—which I suggest here was a form of incorporation—made it a part of 
the Atlantic economic complex that emerged from the contest among European 
powers for territory and wealth. It was also important that the struggle by west-
ern European nations for world hegemony in the southeastern part of North 
America contributed to the weakening of the Dutch and the rise of Spain, 
England, and Portugal (Parry 1961). The incorporation by various European 
powers of the different parts of the Americas also contributed to the develop-
ment of Europe’s economy, in terms of both supply and demand; in particular it 
supplied, as has been shown, enslaved workers to the West Indian and Brazilian 
sugar economies that were important in the European circuits of trade. And as 
is evidenced by the transfer over long distances of artifacts from early European 
contact, it created in the native populations a demand for European goods 
that entered their own prestige goods trade networks and inextricably altered 
political and social relations. And, more importantly perhaps, it resulted in sig-
nificant demographic changes that weakened resistance, decentralized political 
control, and increased intertribal conflict. 

The primary goal of the current study has been to consider the concept of 
incorporation within the context of historical evidence left by European con-
tact with the North American Southeast. The reciprocal role incorporation 
played between the indigenous populations of the North American Southeast 
and the capitalist world-system reveals a great deal more about the effect of con-
tact on populations external to the system than had previously been thought. 
Many scholars have considered incorporation of the area to have effectively 
begun with English settlement in 1608 (see e.g. Dunaway 1996). This, I argue, 
overlooks the vast amount of historical data about pre-settlement contacts and 
their effect on both the indigenous populations and the European economies. 
As the current study illustrates, the indigenous populations were dramatically 
changed by the contact so that they ceased to be external to the world-system, 

¹⁰.  Hudson (: ) identifi es the southeastern tribes in the historic period by their 
language groups, as follows: Algonkian (e.g. Powhatan and Shawnee), Iroquoian (e.g. 
Cherokee and Tuscarora), Siouan (e.g. Tutelo, Biloxi, Catawba), and Muskogean (e.g. 
Choctaw, Chickasaw, Alabama, and Creek). Although other languages groups existed in 
the South, the above included most of the region’s population and can be traced to the 
pre-Columbian people, most of whom had been part of the Mississippian system.

¹¹.  A part of the Creek Confederacy forced out of Georgia formed the Seminole 
move to Florida, one of the last tribes to arrive on the Florida peninsula ( J. Wright 
).
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a perspective that has been strengthened by clarifying the effect contact had on 
the relationships of the various European actors with the native peoples and the 
natives’ relationships with each other. 

Given the frequency and extent of conquest and plunder and the trans-
formation of internal social, political, and economic structures, the evidence 
presented here suggests that by 1600 Europeans had already incorporated the 
region into the world-economy and the region had for some decades ceased to 
be ‘external’ to the European capitalist world-economy. Because the transfor-
mation that took place in the sixteenth century did not involve a complete artic-
ulation of capitalism, the form of incorporation that is most applicable to the 
region falls along the ‘contact’ and the ‘marginal’ end of Chase-Dunn and Hall’s 
(1997) continuum of incorporation. In the process of contact and the beginning 
of incorporation, the internal structures of accumulation in the Mississippian 
system had been transformed and the mode of accumulation, which had earlier 
been characterized by many of the features of a tributary system, had receded 
and political structures and modes of accumulation had been permanently 
transformed. Importantly, if contact with Europeans had ceased at any point 
after 1530 the Mississippian system would almost certainly have been unable 
to reestablish itself and certainly not in its earlier form.¹² And, at the same 
time, the social, economic, and political relations among European economic 
actors were sufficiently changed by the incorporation of the region that, had 
contact ended prior to 1608, the capitalist world-system almost certainly would 
not have returned to its pre-contact condition; much like the North American 
Mississippian societies, it had been permanently transformed by the experi-
ence. 

In conclusion, this research draws together evidence that the early European 
contact in the southeastern portion of North American not only contributed to 
the establishment of trade relations with other parts of the emerging world-
system, but also led to the subsequent planting of European settlements on 
the North American continent. Second, it emphasizes the fact that, at a time 
when the institutions of slavery and serfdom were subsiding in their homelands, 
Western Europeans were extending plantation economies into the New World 

and, simultaneously, infusing Europe with new sources of wealth. Third, it sug-
gests that experience gained by Europeans in their early incorporation of the 
southeastern portion of North America contributed to the struggle between 
Spain, England, France, Portugal, and other European nations in their quest for 
economic dominance and opened the way for the rise of the first global empires 
in world history, along with the incumbent conflicts that followed. Fourth, 
I conclude that from this milieu, the early agents of capitalism expanded the 
emerging network of world-wide commercial trade and European capitalist 
enterprise, and, in the process, established a model of imperialism that would 
guide subsequent conquests and lay the foundation for what would become a 
global movement.
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Joe Bandy and Jackie Smith, eds. . Coalitions Across Borders: Transnational 
Protest and the Neoliberal Order. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefi eld.  pages, 
isbn --- paper. http://www.rowmanlittlefield.com

In this volume, Bandy and Smith have collected several essays that address 
the successes, issues and barriers in the development of transnational social 

movement coalitions. Th e coalitions discussed in the volume 
deal with social protest against “the neoliberal order” or what 
has been more commonly referred to, at least in the United 
States, as economic globalization. Th e essays take a sympa-
thetic approach to the development of these coalitions (albeit 
with some critique), each highlighting specifi c case studies of 
transnational coalitions and protest campaigns. Some of the 
essays ramble more than others, but each provides important 

insight into the processes of coalition development across social movement 
sector, organizational, and national boundaries.

After a brief introduction to the volume, the book is divided into four over-
lapping sections. Part  addresses some key challenges faced by transnational 
coalitions; Part  presents two examples of successful coalitions; Part  focuses 
specifi cally on labor coalitions and issues; and Part  presents two cases of spe-
cifi c transnational campaigns along with a concluding chapter by the editors.

Smith and Bandy’s introduction notes that “globalization” is commonly por-
trayed as purely an economic phenomenon which displaces local and national 
control over economic transactions, giving political and economic power to 
transnational economic bodies such as the World Trade Organization and mul-
tinational corporations. A common assumption of globalization’s supporters is 
that giving primacy to the economic sphere will “trickle down” to have a positive 
impact upon other elements of social life throughout the world. Th is version of 
globalization is referred to as “globalization from above.” However, this version 
of globalization is contested by numerous contemporary protest movements. In 
contrast to “globalization,” these protest movements are involved in what Smith 
and Bandy call “internationalization,” or the increasing integration of the world 
through civil society. Th e development of “transnational relations among non-
governmental networks, social movements and intergovernmental organizations 
such as the UN, which lay the foundation for a democratic global governance and 
a world polity” (p. ) form a “globalization from below” that directly challenges 
“globalization from above.”

From a social movements perspective, “globalization from below” requires 
completely new tactics, strategies and frames. Lobbying a national government 
makes less sense when a target company or agency (e.g., the WTO) is not bound 

to a single government and whose offi  ces and impacts cross national boundaries. 
Th e need to challenge entities beyond one’s own national boundaries requires 
that activists and organizations learn more about the workings of foreign govern-
ments, to work with their counterparts in other countries, and to adopt diff erent 
frames about social issues that enhance their international impact. Smith and 
Bandy provide some evidence of the extent to which transnational social move-
ment organizations (TSMOs) have developed around the theme of globalization 
(or multiple themes subsumed under the impacts of globalization); however, they 
also note that a substantial portion of transnational protest/social movement 
activity takes place outside formalized channels, represented by less formalized 
networks and coalitions (which are less easily quantifi ed). Unfortunately, they 
also note that TSMOs (and by implication many of their less formalized coun-
terparts) tend to duplicate aspects of global inequality, namely that TSMOs 
rarely have memberships that span North and South (i.e., the “global” North and 
South defi ned by economic position as opposed solely to geographical location) 
and that TSMO participants typically come from countries with already estab-
lished democracies and some recognition of human rights.

In Part  (“Movements and Challenges”), MacDonald presents a discussion 
of how, despite using the language of inclusion and diversity, transnational coali-
tions against free trade in the Americas, as well as the academic literature on 
these coalitions, have tended to exclude gender issues and analysis. She argues 
that we cannot assume that actors aligned with these protest coalitions are 
“inherently progressive, inclusive, and democratic” and that, like anything else, 
we must “subject their claims to careful analysis” (p. ). Also in Part , Faber 
addresses the development of environmental justice movements and frames in 
the United States. He asserts that the framing of environmental justice in the 
United States has focused almost solely on issues of race and minority status, 
which have made it diffi  cult to draw ties with the developing world where envi-
ronmental justice is “largely a politics of the majority” (p. ) struggling for their 
basic human rights and survival. Yet, he argues that the increasing recognition 
“that the abuse of human rights and the environment go hand in hand,” has the 
potential to create a “radically new international environmental movement” (pp. 
, ).

Part  (“Models of Coalition”) begins with a chapter by Cullen on a success-
ful coalition among diverse (and often ideologically dissimilar) NGOs within 
the European Union (referred to as the Platform) to address numerous impacts 
of European economic integration. Among the factors that motivated coopera-
tion among these NGOs were shared general social agendas, political constraints 
and fi nancial resources. Chief among the factors that allowed them to manage 
internal confl icts were: () experienced leaders who could bridge between groups 
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and perspectives; () a focus on “transversal issues” that highlight similarities 
that “are perceived as more important than existing diff erences” (p. ); and () 
providing “added value” to each coalition member (i.e., coalition membership 
enabled access to resources that each member organization might not have been 
able to get on their own). Wood’s chapter in part  analyzes the development 
of Peoples’ Global Action (PGA), which began as a transnational coalition to 
coordinate global, massive street protests against “globalization from above.” Th is 
coalition managed to maintain its cohesion even while it resisted formalization, 
which many argue would have aided its ability to coordinate eff orts among such 
a diverse group of entities. Because organizations and activists from the global 
North often have more resources, they ironically tend to dominate coalitions 
attempting to alleviate global inequities; yet, the PGA explicitly developed rules 
and structures to avoid Northern domination. 

In Part  (“Perspectives on Labor Solidarity”), Brooks provides a disturbing 
account of how activism intended to help residents of the global South can actu-
ally end up hurting them. She provides a close up look at the fi ght against child 
labor in the garment industry in Bangladesh, juxtaposing U.S. activists’ concerns 
for the treatment of children with the economic consequences to Bangladeshi 
families and Bangladeshi protest of U.S. protectionism and imperialism. Th e 
focus on child labor alone allowed activists—and businesses—to ignore other 
important social issues and promoted the paternalistic notion that residents of 
the global South, particularly women and children, are passive, voiceless victims 
of global development. Waterman’s chapter focuses on the international labor 
movement and the degree to which it has developed ties with other movements 
that oppose “globalization from above.” Th ere is a tension between the old, insti-
tutionalized labor movement(s) and “the possibility of a new social movement 
labor internationalism” where labor can be an equal partner with other social 
movement actors defying the neoliberal order (p. ). Th e fi nal chapter in part  
by Seidman analyzes the development of corporate codes of conduct (the Sullivan 
Principles) used to address activist concerns about American companies doing 
business in apartheid South Africa. Th ese codes were monitored by private agen-
cies and enabled concerned consumers to adjust their purchases based on infor-
mation provided about the companies. Positive lessons to be learned from this 
case with regard to contemporary transnational coalitions are that international 
pressure is usually necessary to get corporations to change their behavior (or at 
least to change their reporting of it); that the use of organizational pressure (e.g., 
divestment of accounts by universities) as opposed to that of individuals is key 
to getting corporations to respond; and that moral clarity is also important in 
creating change (i.e., no one could really argue that apartheid was a good thing). 
However, the dubious way in which these codes were developed, monitored 

and evaluated left many questions about their actual impact on communities in 
South Africa and whether such a code system currently could be utilized to hold 
multinational corporations accountable. 

Part  (“Transnational Campaigns”) begins with a chapter by Juska and 
Edwards that analyzes a U.S.-Poland coalition between the Animal Welfare 
Institute and Samoobrona, a radical Polish farmer’s organization, to oppose a 
large pork producer’s intentions to create large scale, vertically integrated pork 
production facilities in Poland. Th e presence of strong national movements in 
both the U.S. and Poland, the ideological compatibility of the two organizations 
involved, a favorable political opportunity structure which made industrial live-
stock production less palatable to Polish leaders, and the clever strategizing and 
eff ective leadership of the two organizations all worked together to make the 
campaign a transnational coalition success story. Foster’s chapter provides an 
insider’s point of view with regard to the relatively informal Trinational Alliance 
against NAFTA. While the coalition failed to derail NAFTA, it spawned several 
other accomplishments, namely that it helped activists and organizations within 
North America build up expertise on trade and policy issues, it fostered personal 
linkages and collaboration across diff erent movement sectors and across borders, 
and it enhanced public knowledge of trade impacts.

As Bandy and Smith note in their concluding chapter, each of the essays pre-
sented in the volume document the ways transnational networks and coalitions 
have formed and continue to form “to coalesce into a transnational civil society” 
(p. ). Such networks face both “internal confl icts and external limitations,” 
exemplifi ed by the essays herein. Sympathetically, the authors note: “understand-
ing how activists have managed to forge unity amid diversity will uncover the 
possibilities for developing the democratic potentials of civil society and poten-
tially the world system” (p. ). Based on their own observations and review of 
the literature, as well as the essays included in the volume, Bandy and Smith list 
several social conditions that they feel enable the development of transnational 
networks: () the presence of international organizations—governmental or 
non-governmental—that facilitate networks; () the presence of well-organized 
national level movements; () the presence of well-organized foreign movement 
allies; () pre-existing similarities among movements of diff erent societies; () 
the capacity for regular communication between national level movements; () 
institutions—government and/or corporate—that are open to change; () eco-
nomic conditions that enable movement resource building; () the absence of 
international political confl ict; and () mass public dissent. Similarly, they note 
that there are four sources of internal confl ict that need to be addressed within 
transnational social movement networks: () resource disparities; () confl icts 
over organizational and leadership forms; () confl icts over identity; and () 
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confl icts about goals and strategies. Th e authors further identify four internal 
activities that promote the successful development of coalitions: () the commit-
ted and eff ective leadership of movement brokers—leaders who can readily “go 
between” groups, perspectives and/or identities; () the development of “transna-
tional public spheres” or forums for coalition action (e.g., conferences); () fl ex-
ible and democratic organizational forms and cultures which strive to protect 
members’ autonomy even while uniting vastly diverse entities; and () promoting 
the perceived success of coalition, as success tends to bolster support for and 
membership in a coalition.

In conclusion, this book serves as an excellent early attempt to understand 
transnational social movements and coalitions. As a social movements text, it 
engages several theoretical areas, including resource mobilization, political pro-
cess, new social movements, and framing. Despite having to wade through an 
occasional sea of acronyms, readers will fi nd that the book provides a wealth of 
information about specifi c movements across several countries. Methodologically 
the essays revolve around mostly qualitative and case study analysis. In addition 
to being a worthwhile read to activists involved in the issues of “globalization 
from below,” this book would serve as a nice addition to courses in social move-
ments, social change, world systems, macro-sociology, contemporary politics, 
and globalization.

Angela G. Mertig
Department of Sociology and Anthropology
Middle Tennessee State University
a1mertig@mtsu.edu 
© 2005 Angela G. Mertig

John H. Bodley. . Power of Scale: A Global History Approach. Armonk, NY: ME 
Sharpe.  + xviii pages, isbn --- paper. http://www.mesharpe.com

John Bodley is best known for his textbooks and writings on indigenous 
peoples, but in this book he makes an interesting and provocative foray into 
long-term social change. His experience in textbook writing shows through in 
a clear exposition. Th ere is little mention of world-systems analysis, but this 

does not mean that it is not germane to world-systems issues, 
especially world-systems evolution. Indeed, Power of Scale is a 
helpful introduction to the many debates and issues involved 
in world-systems evolution. His basic thesis, is individual drive 
for power has generated growth and created social problems. 
Th ese, in turn, inhere to a large degree in the problems of scale 
and size: the larger a group the greater the potential for hier-

archy which some individuals will promote and turn to their own advantage. It 
is an avowedly anti-class argument. While many readers will debate and argue 
against the anti-class argument, many will fi nd the scale discussion insightful.

He begins with a proposition that power networks construct what he calls 
“imperia.” An imperia can refer to a household, a chiefdom, a state, or a world-
system. By scale he means absolute size. Size, he argues, has several threshold 
levels, typically at orders of magnitude. Elites direct social growth, concentrat-
ing power, but succumb to “human weakness” and turn that power increasingly 
to their own benefi t, even while noting that larger imperia can benefi t society 
at large. While emphasizing individual action and responsibility, he also rejects 
claims that unfettered capitalism is good for society. In fact, its major problem 
is continued, uncontrolled growth.

He sees three broad categories of imperia: tribal, imperial, and commercial 
(approximately what others call kin-ordered, tributary, and capitalist modes of 
accumulation). Bodley argues that tribal imperia have little incentive to pro-
duce more than they need. “Imperial imperia” drive toward constant expan-
sion to feed the egos of elites, often leading to overextension and collapse, and 
subordinate the economy to political ends, an argument that draws on Karl 
Polanyi. With the appearance of commercial imperia, or capitalism, groups of 
individuals, in the form of corporations, push for constant growth and exten-
sion of commodifi cation. Th is brief summary does not do justice to the subtlety 
and fi nesse in his argument. Th e nuances are better illustrated in the second 
chapter which provides detailed examples: drawing heavily on the Ashaninka in 
the Amazon Rainforest, early Th ai kingdoms, late Th ai and Balinese “imperia,” 
and early United States.

From these examples he returns to the issue of scale. Th is is where he pro-
vides the most insights. He notes the pervasiveness of “power laws,” where 
changes in organization typically co-occur with orders of magnitude or size. 
He argues that size, for societies, may be maladaptive in that it allows larger, 
less adaptable societies to wipe out smaller, more adaptable ones. Because of 
limited human cognitive capacity, say, the ability to be closely familiar with 
order of magnitude  people, larger societies must invent some sort of hier-
archy to persist. Th ere are two points here. First, this is not a teleological argu-
ment. Rather, only those societies or groups that develop some sort of hierarchy 
can grow and remain stable above certain thresholds, typically powers of ten 
over . Second, change and growth are not “natural” or “inevitable.” Rather 
they are the result of actions of individuals or small groups of elites who benefi t 
directly from them. Once hierarchies exist, it is possible, and in the interest 
of elites, to grow even larger by building even steeper hierarchies. Th e second 
point is the one most likely to raise dispute.

http://www.mesharpe.com/mall/resultsa.asp?Title=The+Power+of+Scale:+A+Global+History+Approach
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Chapter four describes how elites take over. Bodley is careful to note that this 
is not a conspiracy theory. Elites do compete. However, they have the resources 
to maximize their own interests over the interests of others. He illustrates by 
detailed examination of the works of Carneiro and of Leach showing how lead-
ers use position to gain more, and in the process produce further growth. Th e 
following chapter explores the growth of European elites, again illustrating the 
power of scale. Chapter six unpacks Bodley’s version of the growth of the com-
mercial elites in the United States. A key point from these chapters is that it is 
the formation of the fi rst imperia that is crucial. Once they are created, the pro-
cesses are regular, if specifi c to the particular elites who shape that growth. Th at 
is, while individual actions are crucial, they are part of a larger, logical process.

Th e last three chapters examine possible counter-imperia. Key among 
these are the resistance of “tribal” peoples against states. He then re-examines 
Levelers, Luddites, Owenites, Anarchists and so on as possible counter-imperia. 
He presents evidence that the English poor did not benefi t from early industrial 
growth. Even what he calls the Utopian Capitalists, such as the Rockefeller 
Foundation, fail to solve any of the inequities. Again, growth inevitably leads 
to concentration of power and wealth, making matters worse, not better. Th is, 
of course, is not news. What is new here is harnessing this analysis to issues of 
scale and arguing that the triumph of neoliberalism is actually due to actions 
of a rather narrow elite. Th roughout these discussions Bodley claims to refute 
Marxian class analysis. But his argument can be readily reinterpreted to sup-
port it, especially in those forms that examine class segments and class fractions. 
Still, he does hold specifi c actors accountable for the current state of aff airs.

He concludes that an optimal scale for human and humane existence would 
be for societies in the range of one to two hundred thousand. He does note, 
however, that some technologies, like telecommunication may need a minimum 
population base of ten million to be workable. Th e key points, as Bodley sees 
them, are to abandon the ideology of growth and to develop smaller scale societ-
ies. He notes that tribal imperia have minimal inequality, but more importantly 
have exhibited an ability to remain more or less stable, in the same ecological 
environments for centuries, and in some cases millennia. Th is is something that 
no state, ancient or contemporary, has been able to achieve. What is missing 
in this proscription is any suggestion of how to democratically and collectively 
choose no growth as a goal.

In such a brief sketch, Bodley’s argument may seem overly facile. His 
detailed discussions, however, are full of insights. Not surprisingly given his 
anthropological work on and with indigenous peoples, he is at his best when he 
is discussing “tribal” imperia and the transition to states. Still, his ideas on scale 
and his attempt to show that there are specifi c movers and shakers behind the 

growth of scale are insightful and thought provoking. His main contribution to 
the discussion of many old problems is this new angle of approach and an analy-
sis of scale as a factor in, and of, itself. In this sense his analysis complements 
and supplements other work.

Last, but far from least, the pedagogical value of Power of Scale should be 
noted. Th e book can be very useful in courses to open a variety of discussions 
and debates, even if it is used as a foil to develop other arguments. Bodley’s argu-
ments that “bigger is not always better” and that elite power means decreased 
human rights for commoners are clear and provocative to students. He makes 
a compelling argument that one cannot examine the East India Company, the 
colonization of the global South, or certainly any of the world wars without 
considering their global repercussions, including politics and human rights. 
Th us, Power of Scale can be an excellent introduction to other texts on world-
systems analysis, especially for students who are only beginning to encounter 
serious approaches to global social science.

Th omas D. Hall
Department of Sociology and Anthropology
Colgate University & DePauw University
thall@depauw.edu

and

Kimberly Peyser
Department of Sociology and Anthropology
Colgate University 
kpeyser@mail.colgate.edu
© 2005 Th omas D. Hall & Kimberly Peyser

Wilson P. Dizard Jr. . Inventing Public Diplomacy: Th e Story of the U.S. 
Information Agency. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.  pages, isbn --- 
hardcover. http://www.rienner.com/viewbook.cfm?BOOKID=1420

In the manufacture of consent for its policies and practices abroad, the power 
elite of the American Empire—the dominant corporate, military, and political 
sectors—depends heavily on the arts of propaganda and public diplomacy. To 
be sure, the fi st of force always lies in reserve for the recalcitrant, a fact to which 

recent history in Afghanistan and Iraq attests. Nonetheless, 
shaping public attitudes towards the means and ends of US 
foreign policy has proven an effi  cient standard practice for the 
expansion of global domination. Over the past fi fty years prob-
ably as many boots have stepped onto foreign soil via diplomatic 
designs as through armed means. Inventing Public Diplomacy, 
by Wilson P. Dizard Jr., is a friendly examination of a key com-
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ponent of the American project to shape world opinion: the US Information 
Agency (USIA).

Of the multitude of published works concerning US public diplomacy (too 
many to recount here), observers from points beyond the charmed circle of 
government operatives have penned the majority. However, the Association for 
Diplomatic Studies and Training (ADST) and the Diplomatic and Consular 
Offi  cers, Retired (DACOR), have joined forces to produce a book series organiz-
ing the history of diplomacy and intelligence services from the standpoint of the 
diplomat and the information agent. Th e ADST is functionally and structurally 
close to formal state power. An NGO whose mission is to strengthen the effi  cacy 
of US diplomacy, it is located on the campus of the National Foreign Aff airs 
Training Center, home to the State Department’s Foreign Service Institute 
(FSI), and works alongside the FSI to complement the latter’s work, managing 
the archives of US diplomatic history and providing these materials to historians 
and diplomats. Th us the ADST plays a role in the way global history is shaped, 
both in the manner in which the past is recorded and interpreted by historians, 
and by supplying a ready and ideologically-consistent history for diplomats to 
base their present and future work upon. Inventing Public Diplomacy is a product 
of this project.

Dizard’s account of US propaganda operations is that of a dedicated 
insider. From  to , he served in the State Department and the US 
Information Service (USIS). His expertise is international communications. 
Th e aim of Inventing Public Diplomacy is to measure the ideological impact 
of the US Information Agency and its precursors. Dizard’s account is sympa-
thetic, although his appraisal is at times candid, such as his acknowledgement 
that Reagan’s Central American adventures, which entailed extensive use of the 
agency, involved illegal conduct. He is also frank in depicting the agency as a 
propaganda operation—one that matched the operations of other countries and 
regions with whom the US competed for global advantage. However, he fails to 
discuss as problematic the deeper aims of the agency and its sister organizations, 
namely, their function as instruments of global capitalist domination. Moreover, 
he fails in an explicit objective of his study: to substantiate his claim that, because 
the agency refl ected the national strategic interests of the day, its structure and 
practices are explicable within analyses of that larger context. In the fi nal analysis, 
because of Dizard’s loyalty to the agency, the book fails to develop a critical his-
tory of either the USIA or the geopolitical context.

Th e book begins with an overview of the USIA. Created in , state elites 
designed the USIA as an element of public diplomacy in the Cold War milieu. 
Th e mission of the agency was to present to contested parts of the world an ide-
alized image of America that would promote foreign support for the economic 

and political aims of the United States. Dizard contends that until the USIA, 
America had no global propaganda system. He attributes this to “American 
exceptionalism,” theorizing that isolationism and disengagement with European 
cultural models were the major causes of America’s delayed entry into ideologi-
cal warfare. Th is insular view of the world dominated elite consciousness until 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on June , . Much as the attack on the 
World Trade Center on September ,  shattered America’s sense of invul-
nerability, Pearl Harbor made a big world seem much smaller. In response, US 
elites built a global communications apparatus.

Th e path to the USIA was a blend of international restructuring, his-
torical conjuncture, the evolving confi guration of intelligence and propaganda 
networks, and the personalities of leaders and sponsors. Th e Offi  ce of War 
Information (OWI) established the Voice of America (VOA) shortwave news 
service in February  to take advantage of new communications technologies 
that had emerged from WWI. Th e overseas component of the OWI was the 
USIS. Nelson A. Rockefeller pushed the Roosevelt administration to embrace 
a larger role in the struggle against the Nazis, especially in checking their grow-
ing infl uence in the southern hemisphere of the Americas. Th rough the Offi  ce 
of the Coordinator of Inter-American Aff airs (OCIA), which Rockefeller ran 
out of the State Department, the United States distributed pro-American press 
throughout South America and the Caribbean. Dizard credits Rockefeller with 
having devised the template for the US IA, the purpose of which was to penetrate 
Europe with pro-American propaganda in a fashion similar to US American 
operations. A related eff ort was the Coordinator of Information (COI), also cre-
ated by Roosevelt in . Th is agency morphed into the Offi  ce of Strategic 
Services (OSS) in . Th e COI and OSS represented the fi rst institutional 
steps towards the creation of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Th e principal activity of the US propaganda eff orts during the late s 
and s was to counter what President Harry Truman called “imperialistic 
communism” and its “propaganda of slavery.”  In , Truman signed into law 
the Smith-Mundt Act, which established ideological operations as a permanent 
part of US foreign policy. Legislative backing played a vital role in legitimating 
Truman’s “Campaign of Truth,” a propaganda off ensive coordinating the infor-
mation services of the United States and other capitalist countries. Th is direc-
tion fi gured into the design of psychological operations that accompanied the 
creation of the National Security Council and the CIA in . Th e academic 
community, including research units at MIT, Harvard, and Columbia, joined 
with the government intelligence community in designing psychological opera-
tions, in turn contributing to the development of the public opinion and public 
relations industry.¹  Corporations with an interest in overseas operations and 
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markets fi nanced the operations. Largely based upon a particular reading of 
George Kennan’s thinking about the motives and nature of the Soviet Union, 
a view of the world emerged in which communications sciences were seen as a 
vital weapon in political warfare.

When Eisenhower formally consolidated the various propaganda agencies 
in  under the name USIA, the US commercial media, which was likewise 
extending its infl uence over world markets, moved to coordinate its activities 
even more closely with the government. Th e goal of the public and private mix 
of information was to shape cultural attitudes and present the United States, 
its products and services, as an attractive alternative to communism, as well as 
foster the development of business climates favorable to overseas investment. 
USIA and corporate propaganda targeted Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 
countries with which, according to Dizard, the United States had limited previ-
ous cultural engagement. Th e USIA used several methods to preach the gospel 
of Americanism abroad, including shortwave radio, leafl ets, magazines, news 
bulletins, pamphlets, a worldwide library network, exhibits on American life, 
and exchange programs. Th e activities of the USIA overlapped with the DOD 
and CIA, and USIA subsidies were vital in helping US media corporations 
establish fi rms in foreign countries.

During the Kennedy years, elites restructured the USIA to keep pace with 
rapidly changing world realities and to refl ect a unifi ed ideological response to 
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev’s declaration of “wars of national libera-
tion.”  According to the US intelligence establishment, the USSR was sponsor-
ing communists and left-wing guerrilla groups throughout the periphery of the 
capitalist world economy. Propagandists depicted global communism as a red 
army on the march. Th e US responded to the Soviet threat with modernization 
theory, a set of assumptions that posited that the infusion of Western ideals 
and values would, if adopted, catapult the backward peoples of the undevel-
oped world into modernity. Th e USIA scaled back operations in Europe and 
Japan and stepped up activities in the periphery to advance the off ensive. As 
a point of comparison, Dizard documents that in  the USIA had twenty-
four posts in thirteen African countries. Four years later, there were fi fty-fi ve 
posts in thirty-three countries on the African continent. To give its propaganda 
operations more polish, the Kennedy administration brought CBS documen-

tarian Edward R. Murrow on board. Murrow believed the agency should not 
just inform but persuade. He oversaw propaganda operations during such tense 
moments as Operation Mongoose, the covert program to sabotage the Castro 
regime in Cuba, the disastrous Bay of Pigs incident, where CIA-trained exiles 
attempted to overthrow the Cuban government, and the Cuban missile crisis in 
, in which the Soviet Union endeavored to build missile sites in Cuba.

During the s and s, the USIA took advantage of several opportuni-
ties and struggled with many challenges. Th e agency successfully exploited the 
triumphs of the Apollo space program to project the image of a strong America 
abroad. Advancements in civil rights, however ineff ective these were in dealing 
with the racist heart of America, allowed USIA propagandists to claim vic-
tory in the struggle for racial justice, which the Declaration of Human Rights 
had made an explicit priority in . Th e always-present specter of nuclear 
holocaust continued to present problems for the USIA; the agency confronted 
a world that understood the problem of nuclear weapons through the prisms 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Th e scandalous Nixon administration and the 
appointment of the ideologically-driven Frank Shakespeare to the USIA, which 
caused the agency’s objectivity to come into question, presented still more chal-
lenges. In response to the ideological bent of the agency under Nixon, Jimmy 
Carter moved to curtail the USIA’s propaganda eff orts by suppressing activities 
he deemed “covert, manipulative, or propagandistic,” and renaming the agency 
as the US International Communications Agency. Carter’s attempt to steer the 
agency back towards its original mission—as objective information disseminat-
ing agency—would be short lived.

Politicization of the USIA reemerged during the s under Ronald 
Reagan. Although changing international communications patterns, such as 
commercial information fi rms and advanced communications technologies, 
complicated the agency’s mission, Reagan’s desire to wage intensive ideological 
warfare against the “Evil Empire” guaranteed that the USIA would see growth 
in its budget and a more aggressive outlook. Reagan doubled the USIA budget 
(its annual budget reached nearly one billion dollars by the end of the decade). 
Th e administration threw out the policies on balanced news treatment, and 
the USIA became a propaganda organ for the Reagan regime. Th e USIA 
became closely associated with the Special Planning Group (SPG), created in 
, an association that made the agency a policy participant and not just a 
mouthpiece for US policy goals. Th e SPG was behind the creations of Project 
Democracy, which Reagan later restructured as the National Endowment 
for Democracy (NED). Th e SPG, along with the State Department’s Offi  ce 
of Public Diplomacy, became part of Reagan’s shadow government during the 
Iran-Contra Aff air.

¹. For a detailed historical account of this, see Christopher Simpson, Th e Science 
of Coercion: Communications Research and Psychological Warfare – (Oxford 
University Press, ).
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Th e last chapters in Dizard’s book end the study of the USIA in an abrupt 
manner, despite the number of pages dedicated to the matter. We learn that 
in , Clinton returned public diplomacy operations to the Department of 
States and eff ectively closed down the USIA as an independent agency. In put-
ting the agency to bed, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright eulogized that 
it was “the most eff ective anti-propaganda institution on the face of the earth.”  
Th e State Department takeover put operations formerly conducted by the 
USIA quite low on the priority list, evidenced by the fact that President George 
W. Bush waited nine months before appointing an undersecretary of state for 
Public Diplomacy and Public Aff airs.

In his conclusion, Dizard suggests that the weakness of USIA-style opera-
tions during this period was in large part due to an inability to adapt to changing 
threats. Terrorist organizations, such as al Qaeda, present a problem for state 
propaganda operations. As Richard Holbrooke mused, “How can a man in a 
cave outmaneuver the world’s leading communications society?”  Th e US gov-
ernment had no method for eff ectively spinning a threat unattached to a state 
apparatus. In an eff ort to be more eff ective in the “war on terrorism,” the White 
House took over propaganda production, creating the Coalition Information 
Center, which ran a -hour war room staff ed with offi  cials from the NSC, 
DOD, CIA, and State Department. Th is was followed in July of  with the 
creation of the Offi  ce of Global Communications.

Dizard leaves out much of the story. Because of these omissions, he fails to 
locate US propaganda operations within the structure of geopolitics and global 
capitalism. Dizard tells his readers what many of them already know: Th e offi  -
cial mission of the USIA from its inception through the s was, as Brigadier 
General Robert McClure put it during the Korean War, to win the “struggle for 
men’s minds.”  Th is was, for US elites, the qualitative essence of “modern war” 
and it was embodied in the ideological components of Containment policy. Th e 
USIA’s purpose was to counter Soviet propaganda, what Ayn Rand charac-
terized before the US House of Representatives’ Committee on Un-American 
Activities in   “as anything which gives a good impression of communism as 
a way of life.” And this the agency did well into the s; under Reagan, in con-
junction with the National Security Council, the agency launched the “Project 
Truth” campaign, parroting Truman’s “Campaign of Truth,” thus book-ending 
the USIA’s role in the anti-communist crusade.

However, Dizard leaves unexplored the consequences of the fall of the 
Soviet Union. How were the bureaucrats and professionals going to justify the 
USIA’s existence with the specter of communism no longer haunting the West?  
Th ere was, it turns out, a pressing need. Guided by Clinton’s foreign policy 
team, and led by director Joe Duff y, the agency adopted a new role, best articu-

lated by the NSA’s Anthony Lake: “the successor to a doctrine of containment 
must be a strategy of enlargement—enlargement of the world’s free community 
of market democracies.”²  With this charge, the primary mission of the agency 
shifted from anti-communist activities to pushing liberalization of trade policy. 
In short, with the Soviets out of the way, the USIA openly pushed the transna-
tional project of capitalist globalization. 

Of course, in the fi nal analysis, the “Clinton Doctrine” was not inconsistent 
with or even a departure from the founding mission of the USIA, since its goal 
had really always been to push the virtues of capitalism abroad and involve the 
private sector in this eff ort. Indeed, the aggressive push for liberalization began 
under Reagan with the creation of the NED and the Center for International 
Private Enterprise (CIPE). Changes in the agency refl ected greater shifts in the 
process of globalization and state strategy to shape that process. In the s, 
the development of the global system demanded reorganization of the US 
propaganda network. In , Clinton, with Congressional backing, brought 
all nonmilitary state international propaganda operations—including Radio 
and TV Marti, Radio Free Europe, Radio Free Asia, Radio Liberty, Voice of 
America, and Worldnet television—under USIA control.  Th e USIA was put 
to the task of selling international trade agreements, such as NAFTA, and 
stressing the importance of membership in such transnational organizations 
as the WTO.  It was a prominent preacher of the gospels of deregulation and 
trade liberalization. Th e agency also pushed for the expansion of NATO, help-
ing to transform that Cold War military structure into a transnational security 
apparatus, as well as collaborated with the Drug Enforcement Administration 
to regulate global narcotics traffi  cking. All of this history is left out of Inventing 
Public Diplomacy.

Finally, Dizard fails to suffi  ciently criticize the agency for its failures to 
articulate its purpose to the US citizenry and to involve non-business interests 
in shaping a collective vision of the nation’s aims in the world. Th e Smith-Mundt 
act sought to exclude non-corporate voices by prohibiting the targeting of US 
audiences with programming aimed at foreign audiences. Th e image of America 
projected abroad was—and continues to be—neither generated nor consumed 
by Americans. Nancy Snow contrasts the alternatives: “Millions of private citi-
zens, both here and abroad, are using their collective vision to promote a one-

². Anthony Lake, “From Containment to Enlargement,” Address delivered at the 
School of Advanced International Studies, Th e Johns Hopkins University, Washington, 
DC, September , .
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world community—not a one-world market—where diverse cultures are united 
in eff orts to combat poverty, oppression, pollution, and collective violence. In 
contrast to the USIA’s boardroom-style globalization, many of these citizen 
activists favor more freedom of movement for people and greater regulation on 
the movement of capital.”³  Clearly, then, the initial design and guiding vision 
of the USIA was to serve as a propaganda instrument for the imperial project 
to spread capitalism across the planet, illustrating Marx and Engels’ famous 
axiom that the executive of the capitalist state is but an organ for pursuing the 
common interests of the capitalist class.

Andrew Austin
Department of Social Change and Development
University of Wisconsin-Green Bay
Green Bay, Wisconsin
austina@uwgb.edu
© 2005 Andrew Austin

Victor M. Ortíz-González. . El Paso: Local Frontiers at a Global Crossroads. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.  pages, isbn --- paper. 
http://www.upress.umn.edu/Books/O/ortiz-gonzalez_el.html

Victor M. Ortíz-González’s El Paso: Local Frontiers at a Global Crossroads 
tackles the complex phenomenon of economic and social integration at one 
of its most intense points of contact: the U.S.-Mexico border. At fi rst glance 

the book would appear to off er a feast for the reader. Ortíz-
González weaves threads of post-modern theory, Marxist 
geography, and contemporary political economy into a series 
of ethnographic studies of concrete responses to globalization 
in El Paso, Texas.

Th e micro- and macro-approaches combined with empiri-
cally grounded theory is intuitively appealing. So too is the 
general point that Ortíz-Gonález seeks to make: the dual 

function of the border as a bridge and a barrier between Mexico and the United 
States creates unique challenges for the residents of the region. Local interests 
are consistently subordinated to non-local interests—“alienated instrumentali-
ties”—while the dominant images of the region as a site of transgression and 
hybridity fail to capture the reality.

Unfortunately the eff ort falls short. Th e book is theoretically weak and 
unwieldy in its organization. Th ere are also serious problems of data that stem 
from the author’s apparent disdain of “evidence”—a word he felt needed to be 
placed in quotes at one point (p. ). And so, instead of theory helping to orga-
nize data and the data helping to inform the theory, both theory and data are 
lost in labyrinths of post-modern jargon without either supporting the central 
assertions that Ortíz-González makes.

On the theoretical front, Ortíz-González uses theory almost ornamentally. 
Snippets of Michel Foucault, Henri Lefebvre, and David Harvey are introduced 
and invoked from time to time even when they fail to shed light on the point the 
author is making. After a series of case studies the reader is informed that these 
stories “illustrated diff erent spatial practices infl uencing the local labor market 
and underscored gender and class divisions” (p. ). Apart from the fact that, 
as with everything in the known universe, the stories all took place “in space,” 
nowhere is it made clear how these vignettes exemplify “spatial practices.”

Nor is there any further clarifi cation of how the distinction between 
spaces of place and spaces of fl ow or how the notion of “hyperspace” enhance 
our understanding of life in El Paso or anywhere else on the border. Instead, 
selected pieces of diff erent theorists are displayed without really engaging any 
single theory or even an attempt to synthesize or explain contradictory frames 
of reference.

In the absence of an organizing framework, the book meanders. Personal 
history, anecdotes, observation, speculation, and ethnographic data are all 
thrown together in border tales of varying length that have an uncertain and 
uneven relationship to the themes of the book. Some of the most bold and inter-
esting assertions are simply left hanging without any apparent eff ort to grapple 
with providing “evidence” to support them.

For example, Ortíz-González argues that border cities are eff ectively 
“administrative fi ctions” lacking in the “basic administrative capacities to ful-
fi ll most residents’ needs” (p. ). It’s an interesting point which, if pursued, 
might make for interesting reading. How do the overlapping jurisdictions of 
the various branches of federal, regional and state government (not to men-
tion the private jurisdiction of capital and international obligations under the 
North American Free Trade Agreement) aff ect the abilities of cities to fulfi ll 
their basic administrative functions? Th e answers are nowhere to be found in 
the book.

Indeed, it is often unclear how exactly the author’s descriptions of El Paso 
are unique to the border region at all. Ortíz-González argues at one point 
that the “persistent frontier condition” of El Paso is related to the discrepancy 
“clearly manifested in the limited control that local workers, entrepreneurs, and 

³. Nancy E. Snow, “Foreign Policy in Focus: United States Information Agency,”  
Interhemispheric Resource Center and Institute for Policy Studies  (), August .
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public offi  cials have regarding relocation decisions of major global employers” 
(p. ). Isn’t this what much of the literature on globalization has been arguing 
for decades now?

Lacking both a solid theoretical foundation and systematic organization, 
the book relies heavily on anecdote and speculation. For example, the author 
argues at one point that the distrust generated by El Paso’s subordination to 
non-local interests is demonstrated by “a disproportionate amount of road rage 
for a city the size of El Paso” (p. ). At another point he asserts that “Millions 
of people cross the border in both directions” (p. xvii). Whether it’s millions a 
year, a month, a week, millions more or fewer than last year, is never addressed 
and ultimately appears not to matter much because, as the author argues later 
on, “Regardless of actual numbers, the fl ow of immigrants, visitors, and com-
muters has major impacts” (p. ).

A more empirically-minded reader might think that the actual numbers 
would be closely related to the impact that the fl ows of immigrants, visitors and 
commuters have on the city. Indeed, this is a central part of Ortíz-González 
thesis, that the growing numbers of border crossings and the intensifi ed links 
between Mexico and the United States have signifi cantly eroded the quality of 
life on the border.

But never mind. Ortíz-González has a wonderful facility with language. 
He moves adroitly from one tale to another, seeming to enjoy the word play. But 
ultimately the various points that he makes begin to collide.

Ortíz-González argues against the representation of the border as a site 
of social disorganization and chaos in his critique of García Canclini’s Hybrid 
Cultures (p. ). And yet, by the conclusion of the book, Ortíz-González has 
come full circle and argues that the “multiple and irregular developments, the 
frontier/frontera overlap implodes the border region. Th is implosion creates a 
persistent chaos and dislocation, perpetuating the dislocating subordination of 
the region” (pp. –).

One of the central assertions of the book—that local interests are subor-
dinated to the non-local interests—is undermined not only by the fact that 
Ortíz-González never actually identifi es a set of interests that can be defi ned 
as “local” but by the fact that his ethnographic studies illustrate that so-called 
“local interests” are sharply divided along lines of class and ethnicity. Examples 
of non-local interests dominating the local look suspiciously like local elites 
taking advantage of opportunities that are not available to lower-class residents 
of El Paso (p. ).

Given that Ortíz-González’s methodology of choice is ethnography, it 
seems more than little strange to read about the “incongruous and callous 
bureaucratic attitudes” of local public-sector workers administering a program 

for retraining displaced workers and their “myopic emphasis on the workers’ 
lack of education” (p. ). Ethnography, after all, is supposed to help us learn 
how others view their reality. Instead, throughout the book we get a picture of 
how Ortíz-González views the reality of his subjects but not much of a sense of 
how the inhabitants of El Paso view theirs.

Michael Agar argues in his classic on the ethnographic method, Th e 
Professional Stranger, that the “truth” of stories is less important than the infor-
mation that the stories convey about the group that believes them. Th e stories 
that Ortíz-González shares generally fail to provide that insight. And when he 
asserts that “the transformations in the region are beyond the scope of paradig-
matic pronouncements and of the selective gaze that recognizes only what it 
already has in mind” (p. ) it is diffi  cult not to think that this is actually an apt 
description of Ortíz-González’s book.

Dag MacLeod
Offi  ce of Court Research
Judicial Council / Administrative Offi  ce of the Courts
dag.macleod@jud.ca.gov
© 2005 Dag MacLeod

John M. Talbot. . Grounds for Agreement: Th e Political Economy of the Coff ee 
Commodity Chain. New York: Rowman & Littlefi eld Publishers.  Pages, isbn 
--- paper. http://www.rowmanlittlefield.com

If you judged the health of the coff ee sector by the price of a latte at your 
local Starbucks, you might be surprised to learn that at least since  there 

has been a global crisis in coff ee that exacerbates the poverty 
of coff ee producers, including many smallholders around the 
world. John Talbot’s tightly argued and carefully constructed 
historical sociology of the coff ee commodity chain from  
to the present illuminates these processes in stark detail. 
Grounds for Agreement takes coff ee as a case within which to 
examine and explain world-historical processes of unequal 
relations of production and trade. Th e result is an excellent 

book that argues forcefully for a return to regulated markets on social justice 
and ecological grounds.

Th e analysis builds methodically from discussion of the structure of the 
global coff ee commodity chain under U.S. hegemony, – (chap. ); to 
struggles over its governance during the developmentalist period of regulation, 
– (chap. ) and the neoliberal globalization period of coff ee crises, 

http://www.rowmanlittlefield.com/Catalog/SingleBook.shtml?command=Search&db=^DB/CATALOG.db&eqSKUdata=0742526291
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–present (chap. ); through struggles over “forward integration” into the 
more highly capitalized instant coff ee segment of the global chain (chap. ); and 
reaching its climax in discussion of the distribution of surplus along the chain 
(chap. ) and the (limited) potential for alternative trade such as organics and 
fair trade to alter the deep structure of the coff ee chain (chap. ).

Th eoretically, Talbot’s project merges a world-systems approach—includ-
ing but not limited to the analysis of global commodity chains—and Arrighi’s 
systemic cycles of accumulation with a food regimes approach. In laying the 
theoretical, methodological and historical-material grounds for his analysis in 
the fi rst two chapters, he begins with the world-systems premise that one must 
analyze the whole world-economy if one is to understand the commodity chain. 
Th e analysis of the coff ee commodity chain that follows, as he concludes, is much 
more complex than Gereffi  ’s now well-known distinction between producer-
driven and buyer-driven chains. Talbot fi nds that diff erent segments of the com-
modity chain may have diff erent governance structures. One may wonder why 
he sees the need to create a “more complete typology” (p. ), but that’s a small 
quibble.

Bringing in the material characteristics of coff ee as the “archetypical tropical 
commodity,” Grounds for Agreement builds on Friedmann and McMichael’s food 
regimes work to focus on the fourth agri-food complex of the tropical commodi-
ties. In doing so, Talbot introduces the key concept of the “tree crop price cycle,” 
which he returns to later in the narrative. To summarize succinctly, due to the 
three to fi ve year lag between planting new coff ee trees and their producing fruit, 
growers will tend to overplant when the price is high and to take too many trees 
out of production (or not maintain them) when the price is low. As a result, there 
are exacerbated cycles in world prices. Because of the tree crop price cycle, Talbot 
observes a “central role of ecology” in determining the structure of the (tropi-
cal) commodity chains. Th us, as Stephen Bunker has argued more generally, the 
characteristics of the commodity matter tremendously for the political economy 
of the commodity, regional development in extractive and in this case agricul-
tural regions, and global relations of unequal development. Surprisingly, Talbot 
does not cite Bunker’s work or his work with Ciccantell that moves further than 
Arrighi’s in the direction of giving analytical weight to raw materials (and, by 
extension, agricultural commodities like coff ee) in studies of global hegemony.

Th e last theoretical tool Talbot deploys is Polanyi’s concept (via Arrighi) of 
the “double movement.” Th ere have been a series of double movements in the 
coff ee commodity chain where extensions of the self-regulating market have 
inevitably created movements for social protection against the ravages of the 
market. Further combining the material arguments with the Polanyian ones, 
Talbot argues that when the extension of the free market in coff ee has resulted 

in coff ee crises due to the tree crop price cycle, there have been countermove-
ments of coff ee growers pressuring states to protect them against the uncertain-
ties of the market. Declining commodity prices led to the collective actions of 
coff ee producing states to construct the International Coff ee Agreement (ICA) 
in the s; the triumph of the U.S.-led neoliberal vision created the ultimate 
breakdown in and the ensuing coff ee crisis; and now, he argues, we are in a 
period of another double movement wherein renewed market regulation is pos-
sible—and desirable.

Power is at issue in much of the book. Chapter  on “Struggles over Regulation 
of the Chain” details the ways in which producing states leveraged their control 
over domestic segments of the global coff ee commodity chain into the ICA and 
even aimed to control world market prices through infl uencing coff ee markets 
in consuming countries. It is here that the main thesis of the book emerges: 
that “grounds for agreement” has existed at key historical moments, in  and 
also, notably, in  several years after the killer frost of  in Brazil. Th at 
frost led to a large price spike followed by a gradual decline that set the stage for 
renegotiations over the ICA. As Talbot observes, of the s commodity agree-
ments around oil (e.g. OPEC), bananas, rubber, cocoa, bauxite, copper and the 
like,“Th e coff ee agreement was arguably the strongest and most successful … due 
to the collective strength of the coff ee producers” (p. ).

But the ICA had perpetual problems due to the structural tendency towards 
overproduction, as well as the interests of the U.S. hegemonic state in fostering 
a transition to unfettered neoliberal trade. Overproduction occurred because of 
the tree crop price cycle upswing following the frost; “technifi cation” of coff ee 
production with new, high-yield varieties (ironically at the initiative of periph-
eral producer states and local capitalist classes but to the ultimate benefi t of core 
capital); the debt crisis and global export promotion; and the very export quota 
rules of the ICA which encouraged high levels of production to obtain quotas in 
the next year. In the end, however, Talbot explains how the U.S. government—
not European importers who in part viewed the ICA as a form of restitution for 
colonial exploitation—in alliance with a “dissident” group of smaller, new pro-
ducer countries brought down the ICA in . Part of the story is an ideological 
reorientation that accompanied the organizational change in the making of U.S. 
agricultural trade policy, moving it from the State Department’s purview to the 
Offi  ce of the United States Trade Representative (USTR) in  when Carter 
was still President.

Th e remainder of the book, in essence, is an analysis of the ascent of the 
powerful transnational corporations (TNCs) in the coff ee commodity chain, 
which given the prior capacity for collective state action by peripheral produc-
ers was not a given. From a detailed history of mergers and acquisitions, Talbot 
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charts the consolidation of capital in coff ee trading and manufacturing under 
four major manufacturing TNCs that now control over  percent of global 
coff ee sales and eight TNCs controlling the majority of trade. Th ese giant trad-
ing and fi nancial companies, for whom coff ee is but one commodity among their 
repertoire of tricks. Indeed, the increased fi nancialization of the world economy 
led to a shift from hedging to speculation in coff ee futures “independent of supply 
and demand conditions” (p. ), weakening the link between futures prices and 
real conditions while increasing the need for market information—something in 
which the TNCs have an edge. Talbot’s discussion of the complexities of futures 
markets is clear and insightful.

Th e increasing power of the TNCs has meant that in the post-ICA world 
of the s, there was a massive, real transfer of coff ee stockpiles to consuming 
country locations at bargain prices with little change in the retail price of a pound 
or cup of coff ee. And in the producing countries, coff ee marketing boards and 
monopoly exporting were dismantled from Columbia to Rwanda, leading grow-
ers into feeble attempts to pressure their states to re-regulate the market. Taking 
an implicit cue from Dunaway and Clelland’s review of Gereffi   and Wyman’s 
() Commodity Chains and Global Capitalism in the fi rst issue of this jour-
nal,¹ Talbot pays close attention to the extraction and distribution of surplus 
along the commodity chains. In Chapter , “Where does your coff ee dollar go?,” 
Talbot convincingly demonstrates, despite all the diffi  culties in obtaining reli-
able data, that the main benefi ciaries are the TNC roasters who gain the larg-
est share and handle the largest volumes. As they gained control of the whole 
chain and not just the core segments of it, they maintained high retail prices 
despite crashing green coff ee prices and increased their share of income by  
percent. Examining cost of production fi gures he shows that coff ee growing was 
broadly profi table from the mid-s to late s but has since been in crisis. 
In /, the average coff ee grower obtained only  cents from tending a tree 
producing one pound of roasted coff ee beans that sold for four dollars, and that 
income is gross, before fertilizer, pesticide and other inputs. Leading TNCs 
like Nestle (for which some data emerges) garner surplus of perhaps  to  
percent of retail price.

Today, Talbot sees little potential in the variety of specialty coff ee, fair 
trade and organic trade alternatives being proposed and tested in small niche 
markets. Specialty coff ees, he explains, emerged in response to quality declines 

that accompanied the overproduction and coff ee price crises of the past decade 
or more. Th eir purveyors have been taken over or grown into TNCs, notably 
Starbucks. Th e fair trade and organics trade, while useful to a small number 
of farmers, face a number of contradictions. Not least is that these are small 
and niche. Talbot doubts that they will alter the structure of world trade. Th e 
problem is that they rely on the “C” futures contract market as a benchmark for 
the band of price premium that is possible (e.g. C + x cents / pound where C is 
the Central American Arabica coff ee price). In addition, the price premium to 
farmers has already created overcapacity leading fair traders to market some of 
their product at lower prices.

Instead, Talbot concludes, “A real resolution of the crisis requires struc-
tural change.” (p. ). He argues for the importance of a Polanyian double 
movement toward re-regulating the market. Peripheral states, he argues, should 
once again serve as buff ers between the small growers and the immense power 
of the TNCs. Th ey need to engage in production controls and agree on a fair 
price range in a commodity with fairly stable world demand. One question that 
goes begging is why state regulation of the market should be more likely or 
eff ective in the current (post)neo-liberal moment. Unfortunately, as Talbot 
demonstrates, the grounds for agreement are weak in the current conjuncture. 
One possibility is that the “race to the bottom” competition among producers 
to produce the cheapest coff ee possible, which has resulted in very poor qual-
ity coff ee and pushed thousands of people off  the land, will reach a crisis that 
results in social mobilization. But that is diff erent from the multilateral state 
negotiations that Talbot supports in the creation of a new International Coff ee 
Agreement. 

Perhaps this is a weakness of the approach and one cannot expect him 
to cover everything in this one book. Still, while Talbot incisively details the 
contours and history of the global commodity chain in coff ee and negotiations 
across and within the chain, he off ers limited interpretation of the successes 
and failures of specifi c peripheral actors beyond the Polanyian double move-
ment against the structural constraints of the world system based in a con-
juncture of geographical distribution of coff ee production and geopolitics of 
coff ee importing nations. In my view, the lack of qualitative attention to key 
nation-state cases in the coff ee trade means there is little analysis of the class 
character of peripheral states. In fact, he takes a surprisingly benevolent view 
towards the tropical states and their marketing boards and export control agen-
cies. Although recognizing weaknesses and corruption in Africa, for example, 
Talbot sometimes seems to fall into a blurring of the boundaries between large 
producers and small holders in the Th ird World, implicitly at least confl at-
ing producer country success in gaining a greater share of the chain’s surplus 

¹. See Wilma A. Dunaway and Donald Clelland, “Review of Commodity Chains 
and Global Capitalism.” Journal of World Systems Research,  (). Available at 
http://jwsr.ucr.edu/archive/vol1/v1_r5.php.
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with benefi ts for the millions of coff ee growers. He realizes it is more compli-
cated than this but maintains that state agencies cushioned growers from price 
swings. Occasionally, in his shorthand, Talbot simplifi es “producer” and “con-
sumer” countries and reifi es “Brazil” or “Colombia” in the process.

A further criticism I have is that more could be said about questions of 
method. Th e book relies on historical sociology and “theoretically driven incor-
porated comparisons” (p.). Indeed, Talbot makes excellent and consistent 
comparisons. Some of the comparisons are among actors: between US and 
European importing states and fi rms, between diff erent categories of producer 
states, e.g. those producing Robusta or Arabica and newer entrants (“other 
milds”) who became crucial to the demise of the ICA in . Other compari-
sons are temporal (e.g., between diff erent moments of negotiation over the ICA 
and between the eff ects on the price cycle of the  Brazilian frost and the less 
severe – cycle when ICA quotas were in eff ect). 

Th e research relies predominantly on the tools of historical sociology: pri-
mary use of materials from the ICA archives and secondary reading of primary 
sources, including key coff ee trade journals, as well as periodicals (mostly the 
New York Times). Th is has been supplemented in some way by interviews with 
ICA offi  cials and NGOs and activists. In the passages based on secondary 
materials, I sometimes found a lack of suffi  cient citations. Lengthy passages, 
for example on the history of coff ee, the technology of production, and the pro-
ducer country cases, deserved more references in my view. And, in the qualita-
tive passages, such as when Talbot writes that the “dissident group of producers” 
acted as a bloc in – because they “felt that they had common interests” 
(p.), I am curious: How does he know? Th ere are a small number of footnotes 
to interviews with key ICA and TNC offi  cials; but I wish he had included more 
of the fi eld work in the book, such as that pertaining to the older ‘coff ee men’ 
who look down on the newer futures traders (p., n. ).

Moreover, I wonder if Talbot in his more recent work will return to the 
questions of hegemonic cycles and transition raised in the opening theoretical 
chapter. In other words, how might the further decline of U.S. hegemony aff ect 
the future structure of the coff ee commodity chain? Have Japanese trading 
companies taken a diff erent relationship to global trade and production than 
U.S.-based transnationals? Has the Chinese state, or Chinese fi rms for that 
matter, become involved in coff ee like so many other commodities?

Finally, a timeline of key events and tipping points and a chart or two 
condensing the information on corporate ownership and mergers would have 
helped the reader to keep track of the complexities.

All in all, Grounds for Agreement makes an outstanding contribution to his-
torical world-systems analysis in general and the politics of commodity chains 

in particular. It is superior to many of the books available on globalization since 
it actually shows the relationship between commodity characteristics, market 
fi nancialization, and the increased power and wealth of TNCs in the past fi f-
teen years. It would be eminently useful in classes on world-systems, globaliza-
tion, and development at the graduate and advanced undergraduate level. And 
it should spur debates about how to organize, democratize, or otherwise alter 
the deep structures of inequality inherent in global production and trade.

Paul K. Gellert
Visiting Fellow
Institute of Asian Cultures
Sophia University
Tokyo, Japan
pkgellert@yahoo.com
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