
Issues in American Politics: The Politics
of Economic Inequality

Political Science 5510 & 6510
Fall 2015

T & Th, 11:00 am - 12:15 pm
2204 Haley Center

Instructor: William W. Franko, Ph.D.
Office: 7068 Haley Center
Office Hours: Tues. & Wed. 2:00-3:30 pm, and by appointment
E-Mail: wwf0001@auburn.edu

Phone: (334) 844-6172

Course Description

For the past several decades, the United States has had the highest level of income inequality in
the industrial world. In 2012, the richest 10% of Americans held over half of the country’s total
income for the first time ever. Even as the economy slowly recovers from the 2008 economic
collapse, Wall Street CEOs are receiving record-breaking payouts and the income share of the
wealthiest Americans continues to expand. This course will provide a broad overview of the causes
and consequences of this growing economic inequality in the U.S. In doing so we will consider
the relationship between inequality and the functioning of American democracy. The course will
begin by discussing what is meant by the term “economic inequality” and we will explore trends in
inequality to place the U.S.’s current state of economic disparity in historical context. We will also
touch on the question of why inequality should be studied in the first place—that is, why should
anyone care about the growing gap between the rich and the poor?

The remainder of the course will be devoted to exploring the relationship between inequality and
aspects of the American political system. First, we will study how politics and government, in
addition to other factors, shape the distribution of income. We will then examine how the public
has responded to the growth of income inequality. This part of the course will focus on whether
Americans are aware of growing income differences, if they believe inequality is an important is-
sue, and what, if anything, they think should be done to address inequality. In the third part of the
course we will look how economic inequality affects representation and democratic responsive-
ness. Finally, we will more carefully explore specific public policies that are closely connected to
growing inequality.

In this course we will use a social scientific approach to understand the relationship between Amer-
ican politics and economic inequality. This will require more than simply knowing what a politi-
cian said about a particular issue or reciting the opinion of your favorite blogger. This course will
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stress the importance of comprehending politics through the systematic evaluation of the phenom-
ena we are studying rather than relying on conventional wisdom or anecdotal evidence. We will
also focus on how examining the interactions among political actors and institutions provide us
with a better understanding of political outcomes when compared to looking at a single action or
event in isolation.

As with any social science course, a major goal of this class is to improve your ability to critically
evaluate and assess scholarly concepts and theories. This requires that you have an understanding
of arguments explaining various political phenomena and that you can identify the similarities and
differences between these ideas. This course is also intended to strengthen your capacity to develop
arguments based on evidence and reason, which will allow you to be a knowledgeable observer of
politics and government. Finally, by the end of the course you will have improved your ability to
use an analytical approach to studying politics and policy.

Required Texts

• Bartels, L. M. (2008). Unequal Democracy: The Political Economy of the New Gilded Age.
Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ

• Gilens, M. (2012). Affluence and Influence: Economic Inequality and Political Power in
America. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ

All required books can be purchased from online booksellers (Abe Books, Amazon, Barnes &
Noble, etc.), or on campus from the Auburn University Bookstore.

Recommended:

• Strunk, W. and White, E. B. (2000). The Elements of Syle. Longman, 4th edition

Other Readings

Any assigned readings not listed above will be made available on the Canvas course webpage.
These readings will be downloadable PDFs or material found on other websites that everyone
will be able to access. Supplemental readings may also be assigned throughout the semester to
complement the topics being discussed. I will make students aware of additional reading material
prior to the class it is assigned for. You should routinely check the class Canvas page and your
university e-mail accounts for course related announcements.

You should also follow the news daily. It is important to think about how current events are related
to the material being discussed throughout the course. This will help you better understand and
evaluate course concepts, as well as keep class discussions interesting.
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Evaluation Method

• Participation: 20%. First and foremost, you cannot successfully complete this class if you
do not attend. Class attendance and participation are required. You will not receive any
credit toward the participation portion of your grade when you do not attend class. Your
participation will be assessed every time we meet for class on a 0-2 scale.

Preparation is the key to making this class enjoyable and worthwhile. The course is struc-
tured so that student participation will be central to the time we spend in class. This means
that everyone must complete the assigned readings before class in order for our meetings to
be effective. You should come to class prepared to discuss and critically assess the assigned
material.

Discussion Leader: For one week of the semester you will serve as a class discussion leader
as part (20%) of your course participation grade. During the first week of class you will
have the opportunity to choose your week. Being a discussion leader means you will help
direct our discussion through the use of thought-provoking questions and comments about
the readings. This includes providing a brief (approximately 10 minute) introduction to the
material at the start of the week and preparing a list of questions that will be used to lead the
class in discussing your week’s topic. Questions should seek to explore the main themes of
the readings, compare the ideas and findings across the readings, and link the readings to the
broader literature on your topic.

The leaders will submit their discussion questions on the Canvas course page by 5 pm the
day prior to our first class meeting of the week. Discussion leaders should provide at least ten
substantive questions when submitting their lists. If we have multiple leaders for a particular
topic, the discussion leaders will be asked to collaborate and arrange a single list of ques-
tions that will be distributed to the class before we meet. The intention of your discussion
questions should be to provoke additional analysis of the readings, not to simply summarize
the readings themselves. We will assume everyone has completed the required reading.

Students Enrolled in POLI-6510: As part of your participation grade, POLI-6510 stu-
dents are also required to submit an annotated bibliography covering the required read-
ings for three different course topics. More information on the specific requirements
of the bibliographies and when these assignments should be submitted is available on
Canvas.

• Quizes: 15%. You will regularly be taking unannounced quizzes in class. For the most part,
quizzes will consist of several short answer questions. Quizzes will generally be given at the
start of class so make sure you arrive to each meeting on time. Make up quizzes will not be
given without a documented excuse.

• Research Design Assignment: 25%. This assignment requires you to develop a research
question, review the literature related to your question, discuss theoretical expectations of
your study, design a testable hypothesis based on the existing literature and theory, provide
a brief description of the data that could potentially be used to test your hypothesis, and
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discuss what you expect to find and the implications of your research. Your papers should
have double-spaced lines, one-inch margins (i.e., top, bottom, left, and right), and 12 point,
Times New Roman font. Complete assignment details can be found on the Canvas course
page. The research paper should be approximately 10-15 pages in length and is worth 25%
of your final course grade.

Students Enrolled in POLI-6510: Those taking this course at the graduate level will
submit a variation of this assignment. Rather than writing a research design you are
required to develop a conventional research paper (15-20 pages). This is similar to a
research design but instead of simply proposing a study you will use appropriate data
and methods to test your theory and hypothesis. Complete assignment details can be
found on the Canvas course page.

• Midterm Exam: 20%. The midterm exam for this course will be a take-home exam. You
will be asked to answer a question that I will distribute to the class at some point around mid
semester.

• Final Exam: 20%. The final exam for this course will be a take-home exam. You will be
asked to respond to a broad question and/or topic that I will provide to the class. More details
will be provided as we approach the end of the semester.

While I do encourage students to share ideas throughout the semester, collaboration is not permit-
ted on any exams or assignments unless otherwise noted.

The following grades will be assigned at the end of the semester: A (90-100), B (80-89), C (70-79),
D (60-69), and F (0-59).

Please note that you have until mid-semester to drop this course with no grade penalty, although a
“W” will appear on your transcript.

Policies and Expectations

Succeeding in this course will take a significant investment of your time. The key to doing well in
this course is to complete the assigned readings and assignments on time, and to attend the class
sessions.

• Participation & Attendance. As discussed above, participation and attendance are require-
ments of this course. I will keep track of participation and attendance each time we meet.
Please note that if you miss a class it is your responsibility to get notes from another student.

Since class participation is an essential part of this course, if you miss more than two class
meetings you will be asked to make up the class time and participation through additional
assignments for each subsequent excused absence (you cannot make up participation for
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unexcused absences). You should meet with me to discuss the make-up assignment, which
typically consists of a thorough essay that will allow you to demonstrate an understanding
of the material discussed during the meeting(s) you missed.

• Late Assignments. Exams and assignments submitted after the due date will be marked
down a full letter grade (10 points on a 100-point scale) for each day it is late.

• Excused Absences. Missed exams, assignments, and class meetings will only be excused if:
you are seriously ill or a member of your immediate family is seriously ill; you have a death
in your immediate family; you are required to travel as part of a university sponsored event;
or you are subpoenaed to appear in court. Again, you must provide verification in any case
for your absence to be excused.

• Extra Credit. There are no extra credit or bonus assignments, under any circumstances,
offered in this course.

• Electronic Devices. You are permitted to use laptops, netbooks, etc. during class for note
taking purposes only. If these devices become a distraction at any point I will notify the
class that computers are banned from classroom use for the remainder of the semester. To
be clear, I will have very little patience with any abuse of this policy and it is not difficult to
tell when someone is doing something other than working on an assignment or taking notes.

You are not, however, permitted to use mobile phones at any point during class. Please
remember to turn off your phones (or set them to silent mode) before class begins.

• Academic Honesty. Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated. All portions of the Auburn
University Student Academic Honesty code (Title XII) found in the Student Policy eHand-
book at http://www.auburn.edu/student_info/student_policies/ will apply to this
class. All academic honesty violations or alleged violations of the SGA Code of Laws will
be reported to the Office of the Provost, which will then refer the case to the Academic
Honesty Committee.

• Classroom Behavior. The AU Classroom Behavior Policy is strictly followed in the course;
please refer to the Student Policy eHandbook at http://www.auburn.edu/student_info/
student_policies/ for details of this policy.

• Course Accommodations. Students who need accommodations are asked to electronically
submit their approved accommodations through AU Access and to make an individual ap-
pointment with the instructor during the first week of classes, or as soon as possible if accom-
modations are needed immediately. If you have not established accommodations through the
Office of Accessibility, but need accommodations, make an appointment with the Office of
Accessibility, 1228 Haley Center, 844-2096 (V/TT).

• Course Evaluation. You will have the opportunity to submit an anonymous course evalua-
tion at the end of the semester using the AU eValuate online software. AU eValuate can be
found at http://www.auburn.edu/academic/provost/undergrad_studies/evaluate.
html.
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• Emergency Contingency. If normal class activities are disrupted due to illness, emergency,
or crisis situation (such as an H1N1 flu outbreak), the syllabus and other course plans may
be modified to allow completion of the course. If this occurs, an addendum to the syllabus
and/or course assignments will replace the original materials.

Course Communication

You will be able to contact me via e-mail and during my scheduled office hours (this information
is posted above). Under normal circumstances I will respond to e-mail sent during the workweek
within 24 hours, but I will do my best to respond sooner. If you would like to meet with me but are
unable to make it to my scheduled office hours, contact me and I will do my best to arrange a time
that works.

Class updates, reminders, assignment feedback, and grades will generally be posted on the Canvas
course page. I will also provide updates and announcements during class and through e-mail at
times. As mentioned above, it is important that you regularly check Canvas and your university
e-mail account.

Course Schedule

All readings and assignments are to be completed prior to the first class during the week they
are assigned. Students will be notified about any necessary changes made to the course schedule
during the semester and an updated plan will be posted.

I. Introduction

Week 1 (Aug. 18): Course Introduction

• Review the course syllabus and policies

Week 1 (Aug. 20): Income Inequality Primer

• Introduction to Income Inequality at http://inequality.org/income-inequality/

• Cassidy, J. (2013). American inequality in six charts. The New Yorker [http://www.
newyorker.com/news/john-cassidy/american-inequality-in-six-charts]

• Noah, T. (2010). The united states of inequality. Slate [http://www.slate.com/articles/
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news_and_politics/the_great_divergence/features/2010/the_united_states_of_

inequality/introducing_the_great_divergence.html]

• Discussion leader sign up

II. How Politics Shapes Inequality

Week 2 (Aug. 25, 27): Representation, Political Values, and Inequality

• Pitkin, H. F. (2004). Representation and democracy: Uneasy alliance. Scandinavian Political
Studies, 27(3):335–342

• Feldman, S. and Zaller, J. (1992). The political culture of ambivalence: Ideological responses
to the welfare state. American Journal of Political Science, 36(1):268–307 [Only read pg.
268-274]

• Shapiro, I. (2002). Why the poor don’t soak the rich. Daedalus, 131(1):118–128

• Congleton, R. D. (2004). The median voter model. In Rowley, C. K. and Schneider, F.,
editors, The Encyclopedia of Public Choice, pages 707–712. Kluwer Academic Press

Week 3 (Sept. 1): Research Methods Crash Course

• Kellstedt, P. M. and Whitten, G. D. (2013). The Fundamentals of Political Science Research.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, MA, 2nd edition

Week 3 (Sept. 3): APSA Conference—No Class

Week 4 (Sept. 8, 10): How Did We Get Here?

• Morris, M. and Western, B. (1999). Inequality in earnings at the close of the twentieth
century. Annual Review of Sociology, 25(1):623–657

• Smeeding, T. M. (2005). Public policy, economic inequality, and poverty: The united states
in comparative perspective. Social Science Quarterly, 86(s1):955–983

• Bartels (2008), Ch. 1

Week 5 (Sept. 15, 17): Parties and Class Politics

• Bartels (2008), Ch. 2-4

• [POLI-6510] First Annotated Bibliography Due

Week 6 (Sept. 22, 24): Political Power, Redistribution, and Inequality
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• Kelly, N. J. (2009). The Politics of Income Inequality in the United States. Cambridge
University Press [Ch. 2]

• Enns, P. K., Kelly, N. J., Morgan, J., Volscho, T., and Witko, C. (2014). Conditional sta-
tus quo bias and top income shares: How u.s. political institutions have benefited the rich.
Journal of Politics, 76(02):289–303

• Kelly, N. J. and Witko, C. (2012). Federalism and american inequality. Journal of Politics,
74(02):414–426

III. Who Cares? How the American Public Views Inequality

Week 7 (Sept. 29, Oct. 1): Concern about Growing Inequality

• Page, B. I. and Jacobs, L. R. (2009). Class War? What Americans Really Think about Eco-
nomic Inequality. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL [Ch. 1-2]

• Stokes, B. (2013). The U.S.’s high income gap is met with relatively low public concern
[http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/12/06/the-u-s-s-high-income-gap-
is-met-with-relatively-low-public-concern/]

• Pew Research Center (2014). Most See Inequality Growing, but Partisans Differ over Solu-
tions [http://www.people-press.org/2014/01/23/most-see-inequality-growing-
but-partisans-differ-over-solutions/]

• Kelly, N. J. and Enns, P. K. (2010). Inequality and the dynamics of public opinion: The
self-reinforcing link between economic inequality and mass preferences. American Journal
of Political Science, 54(4):855–870

Week 8 (Oct. 6, 8): Public Ignorance and Attitudes about Inequality

• Bartels (2008), Ch. 5-6, 8

• Research Topic Proposal Due this week

• Midterm Exam distributed this week

Week 9 (Oct. 13): Make Up Session & Presentations

• Brief presentation and discussion of research projects

• Midterm Exam Due

Week 9 (Oct. 15): Fall Break—Classes Do Not Meet
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Week 10 (Oct. 20, 22): Does Inequality Influence Policy Preferences?

• McCall, L. and Kenworthy, L. (2009). Americans’ social policy preferences in the era of
rising inequality. Perspectives on Politics, 7(3):459–484

• Franko, W., Tolbert, C. J., and Witko, C. (2013). Inequality, self-interest and public support
for “Robin hood” tax policies. Political Research Quarterly, 66(4):923–937

• Page, B. I., Bartels, L. M., and Seawright, J. (2013). Democracy and the policy preferences
of wealthy americans. Perspectives on Politics, 11(01):51–73

• [POLI-6510] Second Annotated Bibliography Due

IV. Inequality and the Problem of Representation

Week 11 (Oct. 27, 29): Income and Democratic Responsiveness

• Gilens (2012), Ch. 1-3 [When reading ch. 2, focus on pg. 50-60]

• Research Outline and Bibliography Due this week

Week 12 (Nov. 3, 5): Income and Democratic Responsiveness (cont.)

• Gilens (2012), Ch. 4, 5 (pg. 124-143), 7

• [POLI-6510] Third Annotated Bibliography Due

Week 13 (Nov. 10, 12): The Millionaires Club

• Gilens (2012), Ch. 8

• McCarty, N. M., Poole, K. T., and Rosenthal, H. (2006). Polarized America: The Dance of
Ideology and Unequal Riches. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA [Ch. 5]

• Carnes, N. (2012). Does the numerical underrepresentation of the working class in congress
matter? Legislative Studies Quarterly, 37(1):5–34

Week 14 (Nov. 17, 19): Inequality and Political Voice

• Schlozman, K. L., Verba, S., and Brady, H. E. (1999). Civic participation and the equality
problem. In Skocpol, T. and Fiorina, M. P., editors, Civic Engagement in American Democ-
racy, pages 427–459. Brookings Institution Press, Washington, D.C

• Hill, K. Q. and Leighley, J. E. (1992). The policy consequences of class bias in state elec-
torates. American Journal of Political Science, 36(2):351–365
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• Griffin, J. D. and Newman, B. (2005). Are voters better represented? Journal of Politics,
67(4):1206–1227

• Final Research Design/Paper Due this week

Week 15 (Nov. 23-27): Thanksgiving Break—Classes Do Not Meet

V. Inequality and Public Policy

Week 16 (Dec. 1, 3): A Closer Look at Tax Policy

• Bartels (2008), Ch. 7

• Richter, B. K., Samphantharak, K., and Timmons, J. F. (2009). Lobbying and taxes. Ameri-
can Journal of Political Science, 53(4):893–909

• Faricy, C. (2011). The politics of social policy in america: The causes and effects of indirect
versus direct social spending. Journal of Politics, 73(01):74–83

• Final Exam distributed this week

Final Exam Week (Dec. 7-11)

• Final Exam Due
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