
The Politics of Economic Inequality  
GPPS 421 

Prof. John Ahlquist jahlquist@ucsd.edu 

Class meetings: RBC 3203 TuTh 11:00AM-12:20 PM 

Office: RBC 1411 Office Hours:  TuTh: 1:30-2:30PM & by appt. 

Writing Tutor 
Erin Carson (ercarson@ucsd.edu) 
Office Hours: Mon, Wed, Fri: 8:30AM-12PM; Tu,Th: 3:30-5:00pm, RBC 3130 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
What causes an inequitable distribution of income, wealth, and access to resources and 
opportunities?  What effect, if any, does economic inequality have on public life?  What policies 
are most likely to exacerbate or reduce economic disparities?  How politically feasible are they?  
 
This course provides an introduction to current thinking around these issues.  We also look at 
actual data and events in several countries over time.  We focus mainly on rich democracies in 
this course, as data are more widely available for these cases, but we will spend some time 
looking at issues of inequality across nations and during the development process.  
 
The course has several objectives.  First, you will understand how we measure and describe 
economic inequality.  Second, you will be aware of the level of income inequality and mobility in 
the United States compared to other industrialized nations.  You will understand how it has 
changed over time. Third, you will see how political scientists and economists understand the 
causes and effects of inequality.  Fourth, we will discuss a variety of policy proposals in this 
domain, with a critical eye toward political feasibility. 

COURSE MATERIALS 

Required Materials 
● Freeman, Richard B. 2007 America Works.  New York: Russell Sage. 
● Frank, Robert H.  2007. Falling Behind. University of California Press 
● World Inequality Report. 2018 
● Various articles and book chapters on the course website 
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Additional Req’d materials for PhD students 
● Lindert, Peter H. and Jeffrey G. Williamson. 2016.  Unequal Gains. Princeton. 
● Clark, Gregory. 2014. The Son Also Rises. Princeton. 
● Scheve & Stasavage. 2016.  Taxing the Rich. Princeton.  
● Rhem, Philipp. 2016.  Risk Inequality and Welfare States.  Cambridge. 

Recommended  Materials 
● Rueda & Stegmueller. Forthcoming. Who Wants What. (see me for a copy) 
● Mishel et al. 2012 and ongoing. State of Working America (largely a data compendium I 

will be drawing extensively.) 
● Oxford Handbook of Economic Inequality (available from library as digital resource) 
● Hao and Naiman. Assessing Inequality.  Sage.  

 
All books are available at the bookstore and for purchase through the standard online retailers. 
All other course readings will be posted on the course website.  You are responsible for 
accessing and reading them. 

Expectations 
I expect that you will come to class ON TIME and prepared, having already read the assigned 
readings for that class meeting.  In return, you can expect that I have selected the readings for 
a reason and can answer questions about them. I will come to class prepared with a clear 
agenda and, when appropriate, a lecture.  I will also return all on-time assignments within a 
week, barring special circumstances. 
 
This syllabus may be modified throughout the quarter.  Check the course calendar and 
website regularly. 

Office Hours 
I will have two office hours each week.  This is your opportunity to talk with me in small groups 
or 1-on-1.  This is time I reserve for you, so please take advantage of it.  If you feel like you're 
falling behind or are having trouble in the course, come see me immediately!  The quarter 
moves quickly. 
 
As part of the course grade you are REQUIRED to come to my office hours at least once during 
the quarter prior to the end of April.  You should be prepared to discuss your policy memo topic. 

Spring 2019  2 

http://stateofworkingamerica.org/


Email & website (TritonED) policy 
I will be using email and the course website regularly to communicate with the class. You should 
feel free to contact me via email. I will do my best to respond to email queries within 12 hours 
during the week and 24 hours on weekends.  Please do NOT expect me to be at your beck and 
call on Sundays. 
 
If you have comments, questions, or concerns about the course that you do not feel comfortable 
bringing to me personally there is a link on the course TritonED site from which you can send 
me anonymous email. 
 
The course website will contain important course information, including readings, details on 
assignments, and announcements. 

Assumed knowledge 
This class is data-intensive and will involve understanding some mathematical expressions and 
statistical graphics.  You will be seeing numbers and equations in the readings for this course. I 
assume you have calculated a mean, median, and standard deviations at some point in the last 
4 years. 

Assignments & grading 
There will be a midterm exam, a policy memo, and two problem sets. The problem sets are 
designed to force you to work through the mechanics of some of the important technical 
concepts in the class.  The midterm exam will focus on knowing and retaining basic definitions 
and facts as well as your ability to analytically manipulate the concepts we raise in this course.  
 
Your score for the course will be a weighted average with weights as follows: 

● 31% Midterm exam 
● 16% 2 problem sets 
● 31% Policy memo  
● 20% Participation 

○ 5% for required postings 
○ 5% for your responses to questions in class 
○ 10% for presentations (4% for #1 and 6% for #2) 

● 2% office hours visit 
 
There will be no extra credit or supplemental assignments in this course. 
  
Ph.D. Students:  Rather than exams and a policy memo, you will produce a major seminar 
paper advancing an original research project.  This paper may be a research design or 
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pre-analysis plan; a theoretical model; a replication or reanalysis project; or original empirical 
analysis.  Literature reviews are not acceptable. You must negotiate your final deliverable with 
me no later than Week 5. 

Participation 
Your course participation grade will have three components.  The first is your responses to a 
series of required course postings on the course message board on TritonED.  These will all be 
graded on a credit/no credit basis. 
 
Second, I will be posing questions to class frequently during course meetings.  I expect you to 
be able to answer these questions based on the readings for that class meeting. To fairly 
evaluate you and to generate class discussion, I will be calling on students randomly using a 
mechanism described in class.  Responses will be graded as 0/1/2 for insufficient; adequate; 
excellent.  If I call your name and you are not present I will record an insufficient response. 
 
Third, we will have at two short team presentations in class.  I will randomly assign each person 
into one of 5 teams at the beginning of week 2. 

Team assignment #1 (Class 5) 

Each team will be assigned one country (China, Brazil, India, Russia, or South Africa).  The 
team is responsible for providing a coherent 10-minute summary of World Inequality Report 
findings for their assigned country.  Your group should focus on developing a clear and coherent 
summary:  What are the two or three key ideas we should know about your assigned case? 
How does your case support or coincide with our broader understanding?  How is it different or 
puzzling? What should we watch for in the near future?  You are welcome to develop props, 
handouts, or slides to make your point.  But I will cut you off at 10 minutes.  
 
Assignment #1 will be graded on a 0/1/2 basis, representing insufficient, adequate, or excellent 
work.  Every team member will receive the same grade. 

Team assignment #2 (Classes 10, 11, 17, 19, 20) 

Each team will also be assigned one “policy brief” for a particular class.  Your team will be 
responsible for 25 minutes of class time.  You will develop a short (10 minute max) analytic 
presentation of the policy proposal.  What is the policy designed to do?  How does it connect 
with the course? What are policy’s strengths and weaknesses?  Who would be interested in it 
and who would oppose it? Are there other specific alternatives?  Your group will then lead a 
class discussion, answering or posing questions.  You are free to use whatever format you 
choose.  You are welcome to use props, handouts, or slides to guide your discussion. 
 
Assignment #2 will be graded on a 0-10 basis.  Every team member will receive the same 
grade.  
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Policy Memo 
You will submit one policy memo no longer than 2000 words.  The policy memo will be due by 
noon on June 9   You will choose a particular policy relevant to the course content and produce 
a memo directed at a relevant client (NGO, government official, policy-maker/politician, or 
business person).  You will describe the current state of policy and then make a specific action 
recommendation.  In designing and justifying your recommendation you will discuss the likely 
distributional consequences of the policy and describe whether these consequences are likely 
to become politically salient and for whom.  Your policy memo topic must be cleared with me by 
the end of Week 9. 
 
Relevant topics can come from course readings or policy briefs; examples that you identify in 
one of your course postings; or from your outside reading.  But please understand that this is 
not an in-depth research project.  Past successful memo topics have included 

● Conditional cash transfer policies 
● Changes to union recognition rules 
● Taxation and tax enforcement 
● Education and scholarship policies 
● Employment classification, minimum wages  

 
Policy memos must include an appropriate list of works cited; this will not count against your 
word limit.  In-text citations should be of the AUTHOR (DATE) format.  Memos may include 
figures, tables, or other data if you deem it appropriate.  These do not count against your word 
limit but any figure of table must be captioned appropriately and explained in the text. 
 
Good policy memos will allow the reader to easily answer all the following questions? 

● Who is the decision maker? 
● What is the problem and why is it relevant to the audience of that memo? 
● What is this problem an example of (i.e., analytic diagnosis)?  
● What are the possible decision options? 
● What are the benefits, costs, and risks of each, in terms of both policy and politics? 
● What is your recommended action and what is the rationale behind it? 

A grading rubric for policy memos appears at the end of this document. 

COURSE RULES 

Digital Device Policy 
There is now ample research indicating that the use of laptops in lecture settings is generally 
detrimental to learning; taking notes by hand has several benefits.   But more than that, the use 1

1 See Ravizza et al 2016, Fried 2008, Mueller & Oppenheimer 2014, among others. 
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of laptops and tablets has externalities: they can be distracting to other students who 
themselves may prefer not to use them.  As a result I will operate using the following policy:  

● Mobile phones must be put away completely (i.e., not visible to you) and turned off or 
put in silent mode. 

● If you choose to use a laptop or tablet to take notes you may sit in the back half of the 
classroom only. Exceptions may be granted for students with a documented need. 

Maintaining Academic Integrity  
I take academic honesty seriously and will not tolerate plagiarism or other forms of cheating or 
dishonesty.  Students in this class have the right to expect that their fellow students are 
upholding the academic integrity of this University.  You may ask other students to read and 
comment on your work together but all analytic work is expected to be your own.  You will 
appropriately recognize and cite all sources of data or information you use.  If you are unsure 
how to do this, please see come to office hours or ask in class.  If you are unsure what 
constitutes plagiarism, please see UCSD's academic honesty policy here: 
http://academicintegrity.ucsd.edu/. 
 
All cases of plagiarism and cheating will be referred to the office of academic integrity. 

Submitting written work 
Students agree that by taking this course all required papers will be submitted for textual 
similarity and plagiarism review via Turnitin.com. All submitted papers will be included as source 
documents in the Turnitin.com reference database solely for the purpose of detecting plagiarism 
of such papers. Use of the Turnitin.com service is subject to the terms of use agreement posted 
on the Turnitin.com site.  All written work must be submitted as a .pdf file.  Do not submit Word 
or GoogleDocs documents. 

Exams  
The midterm exam will be a series of questions on which you will be asked to write short 
answers (i.e., a paragraph or two). The exam is closed computers, closed phone exams; no 
calculators or other electronic devices are allowed.  One 3”x5” card of hand-written notes in 
English is allowed. 
 
You are expected to be present exams at the beginning of the exam period. A three-minute 
grace period will apply for the beginning of all exam periods. After the initial three minutes have 
expired, students will be penalized one point each minute late.  
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Illness 
If you become ill, please stay away from class.  If I am notified of your illness by email before the 
beginning of that class period you will suffer no participation penalty.  Notifying me after class is 
too late. 

Late assignments & make up exam policy 
Late assignments will be penalized one percentage point for every hour late.  No assignments 
will be accepted more than 48 hours after the due date without a University-approved and 
documented excuse.  
 
There will be no make-up examinations without a University-approved and documented excuse. 
Acceptable excuses include illness, which must be documented by the UCSD health service or 
your physician, or a death or serious illness in the immediate family. I will accept no other 
excuses aside from those recognized by standing University policy. In exceptional cases, 
university-sanctioned, employment-related travel can be a valid reason for being late with an 
assignment or missing an exam, but only with prior approval from the instructor at least two 
weeks in advance. 

Grade disputes 
If you believe that we made an error or oversight in grading your work you may petition the 
instructor to have your grade changed.  To do so you must submit a written memo of no more 
than 400 words explaining how we made an error and stating the grade you believe that you 
deserve.  We will not entertain grade complaints beyond seven calendar days after the 
assignment has been returned to you. 

Students with Disabilities 
Students requesting accommodations for this course due to a disability must provide a current 
Authorization for Accommodation (AFA) letter issued by the Office for Students with Disabilities 
(OSD), which is located in University Center 202 behind Center Hall.  Students must present 
their AFA letters to Faculty (please make arrangements to contact me privately) so that 
accommodations may be arranged.  Requests for accommodation must be made at least two 
weeks in advance of the midterm exam. Contact the OSD for further information: 858.534.4382; 
osd@ucsd.edu; http://disabilities.ucsd.edu 
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COURSE OUTLINE 

Unit 1: Measuring Inequality 

Class 1: Introduction to the class  
Readings:  

● Course Syllabus 
● Freeman, Ch. 1 
● Sen, Development as Freedom ch. 4 (online) 

Class 2: Measuring Inequality I 
Readings: 

● Freeman, Ch. 3 
● Frank, Ch. 2-3 
● Cassidy, “Relatively Deprived”  (online)  

Class 3: Measuring Inequality II 
Readings: 

●  Cowell. Measuring Inequality. Ch. 1-2 (online) 
Concepts to read for:  

● Income shares, Percentile ratios,  Lorenz curve, Gini coefficient.  
 

 

Unit 2: Basic Facts  

Class 4: Inequality in comparative perspective 
 
Readings: 

● Saez "Income and Wealth Concentration in Historical and International Perspective." 
(online) 

● World Inequality Report 2018 Part I & section 2.3 

Class 5: Inequality & Development 
Readings: 

● Birdsall, Nancy.  "The World is not Flat” (online) 
● World Inequality Report 2018, 2.7 & 3.4 (China--G1), 2.8 & 3.5 (Russia--G2) 2.9 

(India--G3), 2.11 (Brazil--G4), 2.12 (South Africa--G5) 
○ THESE WILL BE 10-MINUTE GROUP PRESENTATIONS. 
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Class 6: Global Inequality  
Reading:  

● World Inequality Report section 2.1-2.3, 4.1, 4.2. 

Class 7: Psychology of Inequality 
Readings: 

● Norton & Ariely "Building a Better America-One Wealth Quintile at a Time" (online) 
● Frank Ch. 4,6,7 
● PhD Students: 

○ Gimpelson & Treisman. 2018. “Misperceiving Inequality.” Economics & Politics. 
○ Kuzimeko et al. 2015. “How Elastic Are Preferences for Redistribution?  Evidence 

from Randomized Survey Experiments”  American Economic Review. 

Class 8: Economic Mobility 
Readings: 

● Chetty et al. 2017. “The Fading American Dream: Trends in Absolute Income Mobility 
Since 1940.” Science.  (non-technical summary posted online; PhD students read the 
Science article.)  

● Mervis. “Tracking Who Climbs Up—and Falls Down—the Ladder” (online) 
● Frank ch. 5, 8 
● Explore https://www.opportunityatlas.org/ 
● PhD Students: 

○ Clark, The Son Also Rises. Ch. 1-4, 6-7, 10, 14, 15. 
○ Chetty & Hendren. 2017. “The Impacts of Neighborhoods on Intergenerational 

Mobility I: Childhood Exposure Effects”. Quarterly Journal of Economics. 

Unit 3: Possible explanations for inequality 

Class 9: Explanations I: Labor markets & technological change 
Readings: 

● Autor. “Skills, education, and the rise of earnings inequality among the “other 99 percent” 
(online)  

● Freeman, ch. 2,4,5 

Class 10: Explanations II: Globalization 
Readings: 

● Freeman, ch. 8 
● Autor et al. 2016. “The China Shock.” Annual Review of Economics. Sections 1,2, and 4 

(online) 
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● Policy Brief (G1): Rodrik. 2019. “Towards a More Inclusive Globalization: An Anti-Social 
Dumping Scheme.” 

 

Class 11: Explanations III: Labor Market Power 
● Freeman Ch. 7 
● Ahlquist. 2017.  “Labor Unions, Political Representation, and Economic Inequality.” 

Annual Review of Political Science. (online) 
● Policy brief (G2): Naidu. 2019. “Worker Collective Action in the 21st Century Labor 

Market.” 
● PhD students: 

○ Azar, et al. 2017. “Labor Market Concentration.”  NBER Working Papers 
 

Class 12: Explanations IV: Inequality and the structure of capitalism 
Reading: 

● Piketty & Saez. 2014. "Inequality in the long run." Science. (online) 
● Muller. 2013. “Capitalism and Inequality.” Foreign Affairs (online) 
● PhD Students: 

○ Boix.  2009. "The Conditional Relationship between Inequality and 
Development." PS. 

○ Lindert & Williamson 2016.  

Class 13: ***MIDTERM EXAM*** (May 14) 

Unit 4: Possible Consequences of Increasing Inequality 

Class 14: Inequality & Growth. 
Reading:  

● Voitchovsky, "Inequality & Economic Growth" (online) 

Class 15: Inequality, Conflict, & Violence 
Readings:  

● Willems. “When Do Inequalities Cause Violence?” (online) 
● Phillips. 2017. “Inequality and the Emergence of Vigilante Organizations: The Case of 

Mexican Autodefensas.” Comparative Political Studies. (online) 
● PhD Students: 

○ Enamorado, et al. 2016.  “Income inequality and violent crime: Evidence from 
Mexico's drug war.” Journal of Development Economics. 

○ Hicks & Hicks. 2014. “Jealous of the Joneses: conspicuous consumption, 
inequality, and crime.” Oxford Economic Papers. 
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Class 16: Inequality, Democratization, & Democratic Stability 
Reading: 

● Haggard & Kaufman. 2012. “Inequality and Regime Change: democratic transition and 
the stability of democratic rule.” American Political Science Review. 

● PhD Students: 
○ Acemoglu & Robinson. 2006. Economic Origins of Dictatorship & Democracy. 

Parts I & III (at least). 
○ Ahlquist & Wibbels. 2012. “Riding the Wave.” American Journal of Political 

Science. 
○ Ansell & Samuels. 2010. “Inequality and Democratization: A Contractarian 

Approach”. Comparative Political Studies.  

Class 17: Inequality & democratic representation  
Readings: 

● Page, Bartels, & Seawright. 2013 “Democracy and the Policy Preferences of Wealthy 
Americans.”  Perspectives on Politics (online) 

● Bonica et al. 2013.  “Why hasn’t Democracy Slowed Rising Inequality?” Journal of 
Economic Perspectives. (online) 

● Policy brief (G3): Kaplan. 2019. “Election law and political economy”  

Class 18: Inequality & Taxation I 
Readings: 

● Bartels. 2006. “A Tale of Two Tax Cuts, a Wage Squeeze, and a Tax Credit” National 
Tax Journal (online);  

● Kiel and Eisinger. 2018. “How the IRS was gutted” ProPublica.  
● PhD Students 

○ Scheve & Stasavage. Taxing the Rich. 
○ Martin. 2010. “Redistributing toward the Rich: Strategic Policy Crafting in the 

Campaign to Repeal the Sixteenth Amendment, 1938–1958”  American Journal 
of Sociology. 

Class 19: Inequality & distributive spending  
Readings: 

● Reich. 2018. Just Giving. Ch. 2 (online) 
● Ahlquist & Ansell. 2017. “Taking Credit.” World Politics. (online; empirical section is 

optional) 
● Policy Brief (G4): 

○ Matthews, Dylan. “Basic income: the world’s simplest plan to end poverty, 
explained” Vox (online) 

○ Ford, Martin. The Rise of the Robots. Ch.10 (online) 
● PhD Students:  
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○ Rhem 2016. 

Class 20: Inequality & Taxation II  
Readings: 

● Johannsen & Zucman. 2014. “The End of Bank Secrecy?” American Economic Journal: 
Economic Policy (online; Part III is optional.) 

● Frank ch. 11 
● PhD students: 

○ Londono-Velez & Avila-Mahecha. 2018. “Can Wealth Taxation Work in 
Developing Countries? Quasi-Experimental Evidence from Colombia” 

● Policy Brief (G5): 
○ Zucman. 2019. “Taxing Multinational Corporations.” (online) 
○ World Inequality Report section 5.4 
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Grading Criteria for Policy Memos 
Criterion A B C/D/F 

Diagnosis/AFE - Clearly identified and problem 
or event. 
- Relevant to class and course 
- Clear analytic explanation. 

- Discernible problem or issue 
but not clear enough 
- too much narrative or 
description 
- Murky analytic explanation  

- Mainly descriptive; no analytic 
diagnosis 
- AFE/diagnosis missing 
- Outside of course content and 
class parameters 

Recommendation - Describes creative and 
feasible solution to identified 
issue.  Combines ideas in new 
ways.  
- Demonstrates awareness of 
uncertainty or limitations. 
- Appropriate for chosen 
audience 

- Reasonable solution, but may 
be overly vague. 
- Fails to recognize limitations 
- Questionable fit with chosen 
audience  

- No clear recommendation 
- vague or totally impracticable 
recommendation. 
- Poor match between 
recommendation and chosen 
audience. 
- little originality. 

Structure & 
Organization 

- Respects length limits. 
- Appropriate and clearly 
identified audience. 
- Clearly identified reason for 
writing. 
- Clearly structured paragraphs 
that logically follow one another. 
- Very easy to see policy 
recommendation and rationale. 
- Presents alternatives and 
considers costs and benefits of 
each. 
- Stays on topic; nothing extra. 
- Includes works cited 

- Some awkwardly placed 
paragraphs 
- policy recommendation less 
clear or desired action hard to 
discern 
- mismatch between chosen 
audience and the desired action 
or policy 
- some unnecessary material or 
digressions 
- weak consideration of 
alternative courses of action. 

- Poor or randomly chosen 
audience. 
- Unclear motivation for the 
memo. 
- Lacks clear recommendation 
or decision. 
- Fails to provide clear rationale 
- haphazard structure; 
paragraphs lack coherence and 
fail to build. 
- fails to consider alternatives 

Writing - Excellent word choice and 
grammar.  
- Simple, active sentence 
construction.  
- Minimal jargon.  
- No unnecessary filler 
language. 
- Appropriate choice and 
incorporation of citations and 
quotes. 

- Some grammar errors. 
- Imprecise language. 
- Extraneous words. 
- Jarring insertion of citations 
and quotes. 
- Room for improvement in 
clarity. 

- Awkward, imprecise 
sentences. 
- Sloppy or error-filled. 
- “Lego”-style writing. 
- Vague language. 

Course concepts - Demonstrates excellent 
understanding of course 
concepts. 
- Only applies relevant ideas or 
concepts. 
- Creative or insightful 
application 

- Good understanding of key 
ideas, but also includes some 
irrelevant things as well. 
- Overly deferential to course 
readings. 

- writes a book report on course 
reading with little analytical 
insight. 
- demonstrates weak or 
incorrect understanding of key 
concepts 
- fails to include key ideas 

Evidence - Varied and relevant facts 
presented in support of 
diagnosis & recommendation. 
- All empirical claims supported 
- Obvious objections anticipated 
- Figures and tables represent 
actual data manipulation. 
Appropriately formatted. 

- Details and facts provided but 
could use more or of 
questionable relevance. 
- figures and tables are taken 
from third party sources (with 
citation). 
 

- Lack of supporting evidence or 
citation; makes unsupported 
claims. 
- Cited facts or figures lack 
relevancy 
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