
Politics 420: Politics and Inequality in America
Wednesday 1:30-4:20, 014 Robertson

Professor Martin Gilens                       Princeton University                              Spring 2018

Office hours: 
  Mondays 10:00-11:40 and Thursdays 3:40-5:20. 
  To make an office hours appointment, go to https://wass.princeton.edu
  I'm also happy to schedule appointments at other times; just drop me an email: mgilens@princeton.edu

Americans are now living in what has been called a “second gilded age,” with higher levels of economic 
inequality than any time in the past hundred years. This course will explore the nature of economic inequality in 
America (and, to a lesser extent, in other developed market economies), with a focus on how politics contributes 
to and is affected by inequality. We will consider the different aspects of economic inequality, the different 
ways of measuring it, and implications of each for Americans’ lives. We will study how inequality relates to 
social and political justice, and how economic and political inequality related to each other. We will explore 
competing explanations for the growth of inequality, and competing understandings of the consequences of 
inequality for politics and policymaking.

Students are expected to prepare for and attend every class meeting.  (Each student may skip one class meeting 
without penalty or explanation.  If you need to skip a second class meeting, email me in advance to explain.)  

Preparation for class means reading the assigned material and identifying the most important claims each author 
makes, the arguments and evidence he or she offers in defense of those claims, and the questions the readings 
raise (intentionally or otherwise). It also means considering the weeks’ new information or arguments in light of 
our other class readings or in relation to events in the news, experiences in your own life, or other knowledge 
and perspectives you have encountered. 

The quality of the 36 hours or so that we spend together over the semester will depend heavily on what you 
bring to the discussion each week. My goals are that everyone will feel comfortable sharing their ideas, that you 
will listen respectfully and respond to each other, and that we will engage deeply with the complex issues that 
the course addresses. My role is to facilitate the discussion, make sure important points get covered, explain 
ideas or information that are unclear, and draw out productive themes in our discussions. A good discussion will 
involve a minimum of my participation and a maximum of yours. This is your class as much as mine, and I 
hope you will take a degree of ownership in making it as stimulating and informative as possible. If the class is 
successful, you will end the semester not only with greater knowledge about politics and inequality, but with a 
greater appreciation for the complexity of the issues that America confronts and the alternative considerations 
involved.

Grading will be based on class participation (30%), a term paper sketch (5%), a term paper prospectus (15%), 
and a 15-25 page term paper (50%).

- Class participation grades are based on the quantity and (more importantly) quality of your comments in class. 

- Your "sketch" of your term paper topic is due by email by Monday April 2nd. The sketch should give a 
rough idea of the topic of your paper and how you will go about researching and writing it. You don't need an 
extensive bibliography, but if your paper is an extension of or reaction to existing writing you should identify 
and describe that writing. 
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- Your paper prospectus is due by email by Monday April 16. Your prospectus should be about 4-6 pages and 
should provide a fair bit of detail about the sources you will use, the structure of your argument, and the 
question(s) you plan to address in your paper. Your bibliography should list the relevant past work that 
addresses your topic. 

- The finished paper is due by Dean's Date, Tuesday May 15.

Your paper can take one of two forms:

1. (More common): An essay on some aspect of politics and the inequality. For example, you might evaluate the 
arguments about the impact of trade or immigration or technology on economic inequality; or the legal and 
normative objections to restrictions on campaign spending; or the role of higher education in reducing, 
maintain, or exacerbating economic inequality. In your essay you can summarize the relevant academic and 
"quasi-academic" writings on your topic (possibly including, but certainly not limited to, the class readings) and 
offer your conclusions.

2. (Less common): An original research project based on primary data. For example, you could analyze survey 
data on support for redistribution to assess changes over time or differences across geographic places or 
subgroups of Americans; or systematically analyze the content of news coverage of economic or racial or 
gender inequality; or analyze the consequences of changing real estate value on homelessness. NOTE: If you 
want to do a project like this, talk to me about it soon and start it as early in the semester as possible. It WILL 
take more time than you think! 

* Books ordered for the class from Labyrinth are indicated with an asterisk below. The other readings are 
available on-line from e-reserves or in the course materials section of Blackboard. 

Week 1: Introduction. 
No assigned reading. We will discuss class expectations and I will present some background information on 

inequality in America.

Week 2: Economic inequality in historical perspective
   Kevin Phillips, 2002, Wealth and Democracy, chapters 1 and 2 (ereserves) and 3 (course materials).
   Alvaredo, Facundo., et al. 2018. "World Inequality Report – Executive Summary” (course materials)
* Kenworthy, Lane 2014. Social Democratic America, ch 2 (What’s the Problem?)

Week 3: Explanations for inequality
* Timothy Noah, 2012. The Great Divergence, chs 3-8.
* Bartels, Larry, 2016. Unequal Democracy, 2nd edition, ch 1 (intro), ch 2 (partisan control and econ growth), 

ch 7 (partisan control and min wage)

Week 4: Subgroups of Americans: racial, ethnic, and gender inequalities
* Massey, Douglas, 2007, Categorically Unequal, pp5-6 (“Categorical Inequality” and “The Basic Mechanisms 

of Stratification”) and chs 3, 4 and 6.
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Week 5: Americans’ beliefs about poverty and economic inequality
* Gilens, Martin. 1999. Why Americans Hate Welfare, chs 1-3, skim ch 4, ch 5-8.
   McCall, 2250Leslie, 2016. “Political and Policy Responses to Problems of Inequality and Opportunity”
* Bartels, Larry, 2016. Unequal Democracy, 2nd edition, ch 5 (Bush tax cuts), ch 6 (estate tax)

Week 6: The social psychology of inequality
   Piff, Paul and Angela R Robinson, 2017.“Social class and prosocial behavior: current evidence, caveats, and 

questions”
   Cote, Stephane, Julian House, and Robb Willer 2015. “High Economic Inequality Leads Higher-Income

Individuals To Be Less Generous”
   Gilens, Martin and Adam Thal, 2018. “Doing Well and Doing Good?”
   McCall, Leslie, 2017. “Exposure to Rising Inequality Shapes Americans’ Opportunity Beliefs and Policy 

Support”

Spring break!

Week 7: Public policy and inequality 
   Jencks, Christopher, 2015. “The War on Poverty: Was It Lost?” (both parts)
* Kenworthy, Lane 2014. Social Democratic America, everything except ch 2

Week 8: Money and American politics, part 1
   Gilens, Martin, and Benjamin I. Page. 2014. " Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, 

and Average Citizens."
* Bartels, Larry. 2016. Unequal Democracy, 2nd edition, ch 8 (unequal representation) 
   Bonica, A., N. McCarty, K. T. Poole, and H. Rosenthal. 2013. "Why Hasn't Democracy Slowed Rising 

Inequality?" 

Week 9: Money and American politics, part 2
   Winters, Jeffrey A. 2011. Oligarchy, chs 1 and 5.
   Chrystia Freeland, 2012. Plutocrats, chs 1, 2, 5 and conclusion.

Week 10: Interest groups and lobbying
* Lee Drutman, 2015. The Business of America is Lobbying. Chs 1-7, 8 (skim the case studies), 10.
   Allard, Nicholas W. 2008. Lobbying is an honorable profession,” Stanford Law Policy Review 19(1), 23-68.

Week 11: Addressing inequality: campaign finance reform
* Richard Hasen, 2016. Plutocrats United (all).

Week 12: Addressing inequality: finding solutions and changing policy
* Page, Benjamin and Martin Gilens, 2017. Democracy in America? What Has Gone Wrong and What We Can 

Do About It (all).


