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Sociological Perspectives on Air Pollution: A Cross—National

Analysis of Social Determinants of Fine Particulate Matter (PM2.5)
WANG Yan

Abstract: The fine particulate matter (PM2.5) pollution is one of the major environmental problems
in the world. Based on the theoretical frameworks of political economy, ecological modernization, and
world systems, this paper explains how societal factors influence PM2.5 using data from 114 countries.
The overall findings support the ecological modernization theory. The level of PM2.5 substantially decreas-
es with the progress of modernization. More specifically, the relationship between urbanization and PM2.5
takes an inverted U-shaped form. Science, technology and environmental governance all contribute to the
decline of PM2.5. The findings also contradict the claims of political economists that economic develop-
ment has a linear effect on environmental degradation. The author also finds evidence for the transfer of
environmental risk worldwide and world systems theory is partially supported.

Key words: fine particulate matter; environmental sociology; ecological modernization; political econo-
my; world systems theory
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