
The rich run a global system that allows them to accumulate capital and 
pay the lowest possible price for labor. The freedom that results applies 

only to them. The many simply have to work harder, in conditions that 
grow ever more insecure, to enrich the few. 

Charles Moore 



Global Stratification of Nations 
 ...the unequal distribution of wealth, power, prestige, 

resources and influence among the world’s nations ... Put more 
simply, there is an extreme difference between the richest and 
poorest nations. 

 To understand global stratification, it is helpful to classify 
nations into three or four categories based on their degree of 
wealth or poverty, their level of industrialization and economic 
development, and related factors. 
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Global Stratification of Nations 
 post WWII global stratification system 

 First World: industrialized capitalist nations and allied nations 

 Second World: communist nations and allied nations 

 Third World: nations that didn’t fit in either first or second 
world, almost all of them from Central and South America, 
Africa and Asia 

 primarily a political classification rather than a stratification 
classification 



Global Stratification of Nations 
 post Soviet global stratification system 

 most industrialized nations 

 industrializing nations 

 least industrialized nations 



Global Stratification of Nations 
 As small, oil-rich nations grew in wealth and power, it became 

apparent that they did not fit in the post Soviet global 
stratification system. That system was expanded. 

 most industrialized nations 

 industrializing nations 

 least industrializing nations 

 oil-rich, non-industrialized nations 

 



Global Stratification of Nations 
 current, popular global stratification system based on 

measures such as GDP per capita (the total value of a nation’s 
goods and services divided by its population) 

 wealthy / high-income nations: most industrialized nations ... 
early industrialization contributed to their wealth ... many 
also colonial powers ... one-sixth of world population, four-
fifths of world wealth 

 middle-income nations: generally less industrialized than 
wealthy nations, many have abundant natural resources but 
still have high levels of poverty ... much variation in income 
and wealth ... one-third of world population 



Global Stratification of Nations 
 current, popular global stratification system 

 poor / low-income nations: least industrialized and most 
agricultural ... rely heavily on one or two crops so dependent 
on weather and global prices ... primarily nations in Africa 
and parts of Asia ... roughly half of world population 

 emphasizes the most important variable in global stratification: 
how much wealth a nation has ... Other differences among the 
world’s nations all stem from their degree of wealth or poverty. 

 Whether a nation is wealthy, middle-income or poor is heavily 
related to the continent on which it is found. 



Global Stratification of Nations 



Global Stratification of Nations 
 Nations can rank similarly on GDP per capita (or another 

economic measure) but still differ in other respects. 

 The UN’s Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite 
measure of a nation’s income, health and education. It is based 
on a formula that combines a nation’s GDP per capita as a 
measure of income; life expectancy at birth as a measure of 
health; and the adult literacy rate and enrollment in primary, 
secondary and higher education as measures of education. 

 Not surprisingly, the nations that rank high on human 
development are the wealthiest nations, and those that rank 
lowest on human development are the poorest nations. 



Theories of the Global Stratification of 
Nations 
 Sociologists use three primary theories to analyze the global 

stratification of nations. 

 development and modernization theory 

 Poor nations remain poor because they hold onto traditional 
attitudes, beliefs, technologies and institutions, such as 
traditional economic and governmental systems. 

 Modernists believe large economic growth is the key to 
reducing poverty in poor nations. 



Theories of the Global Stratification of 
Nations 
 dependency theory 

 Blames colonialism and neocolonialism (continuing economic 
dependence on former colonial nations) for global poverty. 

 Nations have developed at an uneven rate because wealthy 
nations have exploited poor nations through foreign debt 
and multinational corporations (MNCs). 

 Wealthy nations would not be as rich as they are today if 
they did not have these materials. The key to reversing 
inequality is to relieve former colonies of their debts so they 
can benefit from their own industry and resources. 



Theories of the Global Stratification of 
Nations 
 world systems theory 

 All nations are divided into a three-tier hierarchy based on 
their relationship to the global economy. A nation’s position 
in this hierarchy determines its own economic development. 

 Core nations are at the top of the 
global hierarchy as they can extract 
material resources and labor from less 
developed nations. They own most of 
the world’s capital and technology 
and have great control over world 
trade and economic agreements. 



Theories of the Global Stratification of 
Nations 
 world systems theory 

 Semi-peripheral nations generally provide labor and 
materials to core nations, which benefits core nations but 
also increases income within the semi-peripheral nations. 

 Peripheral nations are generally indebted to wealthy nations 
and their land and populations are often exploited for the 
gain of other nations. 



Maintaining the Global Stratification of 
Nations 
 social reproduction theory: Rich and powerful individuals and 

institutions perpetuate inequality to protect their status. They 
control the means of production, the media, schools and 
courts and often have strong influence in government.  

 multinational corporations: large corporations that do business 
in a number of different countries can exploit weak or poor 
countries for inexpensive labor and cheap raw materials 



Maintaining the Global Stratification of 
Nations 
 neocolonialism: tendency of most industrialized nations to 

exploit less developed nations politically and economically 

 New technology favors wealthiest nations, enabling them to 
maintain their global domination. 



The End 


