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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This seminar is about wealth and income inequality: how they have changed, how institutions produce and 

sustain them, and how policy can shape them.  We will consider the evidence and debates on a range of 

related topics including: the origins of the increase in economic inequality that began in the late 1970s; the 

distribution of wealth and income within and across countries; globalization and the spread of financial 

markets; elites; entrepreneurship; inheritance; and taxation.  Through readings and discussion, students will 

develop a familiarity with key theoretical perspectives from across the social sciences and an understanding 

of the methodological challenges inherent to studies of economic inequality.  Particular attention will be paid 

to the U.S. context in this course, albeit not exclusively. 

 

Type of course 

Seminar 

 

Language 

English 

 

Required course materials 

None 
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ACADEMIC EXPECTATIONS 

Students are expected to complete all readings and assignments in advance of the section meeting and to 

actively participate in class discussions.  All work submitted is expected to be the original work of the 

student. 

 

Attendance policy 

Attendance is mandatory for course meetings and will be taken at each session. As a courtesy, please e-

mail me in advance if you are not able to attend.  You do not, however, need to provide a reason for the 

absence as I am not able to excuse them.  Please direct all excuses to the academic secretary. 

 

Students are expected to arrive in class on time.  Repeated tardiness will negatively impact the participation 

grade and count towards absences in accordance with the University policy. 

 

Late work policy 

Work submitted after the stated deadline will receive a 25-percentage point penalty for the first day late, plus 

the same point deduction for each additional day late.  For example, if a 20-point assignment is due on 

Sunday afternoon and submitted on Monday (within 24 hours after the deadline), 5 points will be deducted 

from the grade.  If the assignment is submitted on Tuesday (within 48 hours after the deadline), 10 points will 

be deducted.   

 

If extraordinary circumstances prevent you from completing an assignment on time, please notify me as soon 

as possible in advance. Exceptions will only be granted in the most severe and limited cases. 

 

Distractions in class 

While computers, tablets, and, to a lesser extent, phones can be useful for notetaking, they can also be 

detrimental to your learning and that of your peers.  Still, this class is not a ‘device-free’ course.  We will 

occasionally use devices for activities and you are free to use them to take notes if you prefer.  It is 

expected, however, that you will refrain from checking your email, responding to messages, working on other 

assignments, or using social media during class.  Participation points will be deducted for repeat offenders. 

 

Grading criteria 

The course grade consists of the following components: 

• 15% Participation 

• 30% Weekly reading memos 

• 25% Take home midterm 

• 30% Take home final 
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COURSE ASSIGNMENTS 

Participation 

Participation is graded on both your level of participation in class discussions and on your completion of 

certain in-class exercises.  In-class exercises vary according to the lesson, but may consist of short tasks, 

assignments, or quizzes focused on the session’s learning goals.  These exercises are generally graded 

based on completion and effort rather than on mastery of the content. 

 

Reading memos 

Starting the second week of class, students will be expected to submit a reading memo on the week’s 

assigned readings by 3:00pm the day before class (i.e., generally Sunday by 15:00).  These memos are 

intended to be an opportunity for you to digest and analyze the week’s readings independently before class.  

They also allow me to ensure that you are keeping up on the course readings and to follow up on general 

misconceptions or issues. 

 

Your memo should be relatively brief, around 1-3 paragraphs long and less than 2 pages in length double-

spaced (it’s even better if you can keep it to a single page).  It should be written in complete sentences, not 

bullet points.  You do not need to write an introduction or conclusion and you should not spend an excessive 

amount of time fine-tuning your writing.  It is meant to be a quick piece of writing to convey a few thoughts. 

 

In terms of content, there are no specific requirements other than that you engage substantively with the 

reading.  This means, for example, that you avoid making lengthy comments about your enjoyment (or 

dislike) of a particular article, normative statements about your beliefs on an issue, and that you are not 

raising superficial questions that can be easily answered by reading the text.  Instead, you might briefly 

summarize a few key points of the reading(s) and then offer some questions about a concept or the logic of 

an argument.  You could also make a critique, relate the reading to other ideas or theories, or offer some 

suggestion of how the research might be applied or extended in some way.  These are a few ideas and you 

are free to engage with the readings in other ways. 

 

Memos will generally receive a score of 16/20 if they follow the requirements described above and slightly 

higher or lower if they are exceptional or unsatisfactory, respectively.  You can miss up to two reading 

memos during the semester - the lowest two grades will be dropped. 

 

Exams 

There are no sit-down exams for this course.  Instead, there will be two take-home exams assigned during 

the semester which you will complete within a specified time frame in response to specific prompts.  Each 

exam will likely consist of a short-answer component and a free-response question.  More detail will be 

provided during the semester. 

 

Course Moodle site 
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In-class activities, assignments, a regularly updated schedule, and other course materials, including grades, 

will be posted to the course Moodle site. 

COURSE SCHEDULE 

A list of assigned readings for each week is provided below.  A number of the readings, especially in the 

beginning of the course, are selections of longer texts which have been edited for length and published in 

Inequality in the 21st Century: A Reader, edited by David B. Grusky and Jasmine Hill.  No books are 

assigned in their entirety. 

The schedule may change as the course progresses.  See the course Moodle site for copies of all assigned 

readings and the latest syllabus and course schedule. 

Part I - INCOME INEQUALITY 

Session 1 (29 January): Introduction 

No reading assignment due for the first session. 

Session 2 (5 February): The Structure of Inequality 

 Required:  

Karl Marx, “Classes in Capitalism and Pre-Capitalism” 

Kingsley Davis & Wilbert E. Moore, “Some Principles of Stratification” 

Melvin M. Tumin, “Some Principles of Stratification: A Critical Analysis” 

Michael Hout, “Social Class: How Does it Work?” 

 Optional: 

Max Weber, “Class, Status, Party” 

Session 3 (12 February): Contemporary Trends & Theories I 

 Required:  

Emmanuel Saez, “Striking it Richer: The Evolution of Top Incomes in the United States”  

Claudia Goldin & Lawrence Katz, “The Race between Technology and Education” 

Robert H. Frank, “Why is Income Inequality Growing?” 
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Bruce Western & Jake Rosenfeld, “Unions Norms and the Rise in U.S. Wage Inequality” 

Spring Break (18 – 25 February) 

Session 4 (26 February): Contemporary Trends & Theories II 

 Required:  

Jacob S. Hacker & Paul Pierson, “Winner-Take-All-Politics” 

Thomas Piketty, “Capital in the Twenty-First Century” from the Grusky & Hill reader 

David B. Grusky and Kim A. Weeden, “Is Market Failure Behind the Takeoff in Inequality?”  

 Optional: 

Kim A. Weeden & David B. Grusky, “Inequality and Market Failure” 

Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, pp. 246-260, 304-335 (Ch. 9) 

Gregory N. Mankiw, “Yes, r > g.  So What?” 

Part II – POVERTY & SOCIAL MOBILITY 

Session 5 (4 March): Social Mobility 

 Required:  

Miles Corak, “Income Inequality, Equality of Opportunity, and Intergenerational Mobility” 

Richard Breen, “The Comparative Study of Social Mobility,” pp. 1-6 of the PDF (pp. 7-12 optional) 

Jay MacLeod, “Ain’t No Makin’ It” 

Timothy Egan, “No Degree and No Way Back to the Middle” 

 Optional: 

Jan O. Jonsson et al., “It’s a Decent Bet That Our Children will be Professors Too” 

Raj Chetty et al., “The fading American dream: Trends in absolute income mobility since 1940” 

Raj Chetty et al., “Is the United States Still a Land of Opportunity? Recent Trends in 

Intergenerational Mobility” 

Session 6 (11 March): Poverty 
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 Required: 

David Brady, “Poverty, not the poor” 

Lane Kenworthy, “How Rich Countries Lift Up the Poor” 

Barbara Ehrenreich, “Nickel and Dimed” 

 Optional: 

William Julius Wilson, “Being Poor, Black, and American” 

Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, “American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of 

the Underclass” 

Part III - ELITES & WEALTH INEQUALITY 

Session 7 (18 March): Elites 

 Required: 

C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite 

G. William Domhoff, Who Rules America? 

Shamus Khan, Privilege 

 Optional: 

Valerie Bauerlein et al., “A Mistake in a Tesla and a Panicked Final Call: The Death of Angela 

Chao” 

Sam Friedman and Aaron Reeves, “From Aristocratic to Ordinary: Shifting Modes of Elite 

Distinction”  

Midterm Exam Window (23 March – 30 March) 

Session 8 (25 March): Wealth, Politics, and the State 

 Required: 

Jeffrey Winters, Oligarchy 

Public Holiday (1 April) 

Session 9 (8 April): Wealth and Its Distribution 
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 Required: 

Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman, “Wealth Inequality in the United States Since 1913: 

Evidence from Capitalized Income Tax Data” 

Fabian T. Pfeffer and Robert F. Schoeni, “How Wealth Inequality Shapes Our Future” 

Jens Beckert, “Varieties of wealth: toward a comparative sociology of wealth inequality” 

 Optional: 

Rachel Sherman, “‘A very expensive ordinary life’: consumption, symbolic boundaries and moral 

legitimacy among New York elites” 

Fabian T. Pfeffer and Nora Waitkus, “The Wealth Inequality of Nations” 

Session 10 (15 April): Entrepreneurship, Corporations, and Financialization 

 Required: 

Philippe Aghion, Céline Antonin, and Simon Bunel, The Power of Creative Destruction (selections 

from Ch. 1 & 5) 

Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (selection from Ch. 12) 

Donald Tomaskovic-Devey and Ken-Hou Lin, “Income Dynamics, Economic Rents, and the 

Financialization of the U.S. Economy” 

Nathan Wilmers and Clem Aeppli, “The alignment of earnings in occupations and at U.S. 

workplaces increasingly exacerbates earnings inequality” 

 Optional: 

Emmanuel Macron, “Foreword to ‘The Economics of Creative Destruction’” 

Joseph A. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (selections from Ch. 7 & 12) 

Neil Fligstein and Adam Goldstein, “The emergence of a finance culture in American households, 

1989-2007” 

Olivier Godechot, “Financialization is Marketization! A Study of the Respective Impacts of Various 

Dimensions of Financialization on the Increase in Global Inequality” 

Nathan Wilmers and Clem Aeppli, “Consolidated Advantage: New Organizational Dynamics of 

Wage Inequality” 

Session 11 (22 April): Inheritance 
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 Required: 

Jens Beckert, “Durable wealth: Institutions, mechanisms, and practices of wealth perpetuation” 

Céline Bessière and Sibylle Gollac, The Gender of Capital (selections from Intro & Ch. 1) 

Brooke Harrington, Capital without Borders (selections from Intro & Ch. 4) 

 Optional: 

Shay O’Brien, “The family web: Multigenerational class persistence in elite populations” 

Sam Friedman and Daniel Laurison, “The Bank of Mum and Dad” (Ch. 5 from The Class Ceiling) 

Session 12 (29 April): Tax and Public Policy 

 Required: 

*Cristobal Young, The Myth of Millionaire Tax Flight: How Place Still Matters for the Rich (Ch. 2) 

Gabriel Zucman, The Hidden Wealth of Nations: The Scourge of Tax Havens (selections from Ch. 

2 & 4) 

Kenneth Scheve and David Stasavage, Taxing the Rich: A History of Fiscal Fairness in the 

United States and Europe (Ch. 1 & excerpt from Ch. 9) 

*You can choose either Ch. 2 of Young (2018) or the related journal article (Young et al. 2016). 

Optional: 

ProPublica series on “The Secret IRS Files” 

Anthony B. Atkinson, “The Way Forward” (Epilogue from Inequality: What Can Be Done?) 

Thomas Piketty, “A Global Tax on Capital” (Ch. 15 from Capital in the Twenty-First Century) 

Cristobal Young, “Place as a Form of Capital” and “Millionaires and the Future of Taxation” (Ch. 4 

& 5 from The Myth of Millionaire Tax Flight) 

Enrico Moretti and Daniel J. Wilson, “Taxing Billionaires: Estate Taxes and the Geographical 

Location of the Ultra-Wealthy” 
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