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Abstract Introduction Literature Review Analysis/Results Conclusions 

This analysis offers a novel 

empirical approach that 

seeks to test the dominant 

theories of macro 

comparative environmental 

sociology: world-systems 

theory and world polity 

theory. In addition, we 

examine the environmental 

impact of urbanization. 

 

Our dependent variable is 

the national level per capita 

carbon footprint (Global 

Footprint Network 2009). 

This is a measure of 

consumption of carbon 

based products like oil and 

gas.  

World-Systems Theory 
The world-systems framework is concerned 

with the unequal exchanges across nations 

occupying different zones of the world-

system—the core, semiperiphery, and 

periphery—and the resulting states of 

dependency and relative stagnation in non-

core nations (Frank 1967; Wallerstein 1974, 

2004). 

 

Burns, Davis, and Kick (1997) and Prew 

(2010) conducted studies of carbon dioxide 

emissions (not footprints) and found they 

were positively correlated with having “core” 

status in the world-system. 

 

World Polity Theory 
The central argument of world polity theory is 

that nations are embedded in a world society 

that is growing increasingly dense and 

unitary. Within this world society is an 

ongoing process of institutional and 

organizational isomorphism that serves to 

diffuse world cultural norms and results in 

national governments that are increasingly 

homogeneous in structure and appearance. 

This can be seen in the isomorphic structures 

of government ministries, participation in 

treaties, domestic policies, and organizational 

ties. Integration with this world polity implies 

greater democratic freedoms and a more 

prolific organizational structure. (Meyer, Boli, 

Thomas, and Ramirez 1997; Boli and Thomas 

1997, 1999). 

 

There have not been any studies examining 

the relationship between world polity theory 

and carbon dioxide emissions or footprints. 

 

Impact of Urbanization 
In addition to the general theoretical 

perspectives discussed above, our analysis 

focuses on the process of urbanization as a 

cause of intensified carbon footprints.  

 

Crenshaw and Jenkins (1996) suggest that 

urbanization will diminish greenhouse gas 

emissions due to the efficiencies gained from 

agglomeration effects. In other words, there 

will be less need to transport items from place 

to place since everything will be more 

densely located in physical space. This of 

course neglects the role of global trade. To 

this effect, York, Rosa, and Dietz (2003b) and 

Jorgenson (2007) both find the opposite, 

maintaining that higher levels of urbanization 

are associated with higher levels of 

greenhouse gas emissions.  

 

Theoretical Tests (See 

Figure1) 

World-Systems Theory: we find strong 

support for the idea that core status is a distal 

(indirect) cause of intensified carbon 

footprints 

 

World Polity Theory: we find that core status 

in the world system is correlated with world 

polity integration, higher democratic 

freedoms, and a slightly diminished carbon 

footprint 

 

Urbanization: This analysis finds urbanization 

to be a chief cause of intensified carbon 

footprints 

Carbon consumption among 

core countries in the world 

system continues to overshoot 

the sequestration capacity of 

the Earth, creating the 

conditions for a global 

climatic catastrophe. As less 

developed nations increase 

production and urbanize, they 

too contribute significantly to 

climate change. In response, 

international organizations and 

groups integrated into the 

world polity are taking steps to 

explore alternative energies 

and demand greater 

commitments from nations to 

lower their carbon footprints, 

but the effect of these 

measures remains a source of 

debate. We explore this issue 

through a quantitative cross-

national analysis of the effects 

of world system position, 

affluence, urbanization, world 

polity integration, and 

democratic freedoms on per 

capita carbon footprints.  

. 

The results of our analysis are somewhat 

mixed. On one hand, the wealthiest (core) 

countries in the world are responsible for the 

highest per capita carbon footprints. On the 

other hand, they are the most integrated in the 

world polity, leading to the political climate 

most conducive to environmental reform. In 

fact, we have evidence that this integration 

leads to lower carbon footprints. 

 

On the whole, the sheer problem created by 

urbanization is not offset by environmental 

reforms. These will need to be more 

productive if progress is to be made in 

shrinking the carbon footprints in wealthy 

countries. 

A paper version of this poster was presented at 

the Rural Sociological Society in Boise, Idaho, in 

2011.  

Referenced material in poster, and full paper are 

available upon request.  

Contact: Gregory Fulkerson 

(fulkergm@oneonta.edu) 
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Figure 1. SEM Model of Carbon Footprint 

  

Notes: all estimates are standardized and statistically 

significant at the .05 level, with the exception of 

Democratic Freedoms which is significant at the .10 

level; Model Fit Statistics-CMIN=71.52, DF=29, 

ratio=2.466; NFI=.948, RFI=.902, IFI=.968, TLI=.939, 

CFI=.968, RMSEA=.105; n=134 

 

Country Per Capita Carbon Footprint 

Bosnia & Herzegovina         1.47 

Botswana                     1.48 

Brazil                        .04 

Bulgaria                     1.30 

Somalia                       .00 

Angola                        .15 

United Arab Emirates         7.82 

China     1.13 

United States                6.51 

Table 1. Some Carbon Footprint Examples 

Note: interpret the number as global hectares of 

land required to support the consumption of 

carbon based products, per person 


