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Selected Topics in Empirical Methods, SOCI 6090 

Material Inequality 
 
Tuesdays 2:30‐5:20pm, Sept 11 to Dec 4, 2018, but no class Oct 9 
Instructor:   Michael Ornstein ornstein@yorku.ca 

Office hour Tuesday 1‐2 in 5057 Dadeleh 

 
Our focus is material inequality in contemporary Canada in the context of the global north, from 
the post-war 20th century and emphasizing the broad distribution of income and wealth and their 
relation to class, gender and racialization. The readings are mainly empirical and, while there are 
statistical issues, we emphasize broader methodological concerns about what aspects of 
inequality are measured and how. Numbers are important. There is a vast difference, for 
example, between the 15 percent of Canadian children who are poor, versus 5 percent in the most 
equal rich nations. While no topic could be more sociological, broad-scale empirical research on 
inequality in Canada is largely the domain of economists. We cast a critical eye on their work, 
much of it very fine, but also framed by their discipline. 
 
The course begins with classical and modern class theory, then considers the capitalist class, the 
definition of and divisions within the working class, “non-standard” employment and the 
articulation of inequality with gender, indigeneity and racialization. Next we consider material 
well-being, where inequality in personal earnings combines with pensions and investment 
income, family members pool their incomes, and taxes and government payments produce some 
redistribution. Family income determines the level of poverty, the size of the middle class, and 
the share of top incomes. Last, we consider the Canadian welfare state in comparative context, 
focussing on its impact on inequality and the political basis of welfare states. 
 
Understanding inequality requires dividing continuous distributions of income and wealth into 
theoretically meaningful and empirically defensible discrete categories. There is no perfect 
definition of poverty, the middle class or “top” incomes, but operationalizing these concepts is 
necessary to determining the level of poverty levels, deciding if the middle class is declining, 
identifying the one percent and comparing nations. Still, we need think how methodology shapes 
our understanding. 
 
While the course readings from economics may seem empiricist and focussed on measurement, 
be assured that we can learn a lot from them. The main results rely on simple descriptive 
statistics and no prior statistical skills are required to understand them. Any statistical and 
measurement issues will be explained in the lectures. 
 
A one-term course cannot cover every important aspect of inequality, even superficially. Notable 
absences in this course include: inter-generational and intra-generational mobility; the geography 
of local, regional and international inequality; and the impact of inequality on health and other 
aspects of personal wellbeing. 
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Activities, Requirements and Evaluation 
 
Each class meeting has two parts, first a student-led discussion of the week’s readings and 
second a lecture on the topic of the next week’s readings. The lecture will frame the topic, in 
terms of theory and empirical research and situate the readings for the next week. For weeks 
where readings are too long to cover in detail, there will be suggestions on what to emphasize. 
 
Depending on enrollment, class discussions will be led by one or two students, based on a roster 
established in the first class. Each student will be responsible for two classes. Leading the 
discussion, the student(s) will provide a brief summary and critical review of the readings; and 
then put forward about three questions for discussion.  
 
The readings will be considered individually and should include: the theoretical and/or empirical 
questions addressed, the theoretical framework, the data and methods, the key findings and an 
assessment of the contribution. The presenting student(s) are required to submit a written review 
of any one of the readings, in about 1000 words. The submission may be informal, including 
points or short tables and informal references, but it cannot be only a set of notes. At the 
beginning of the discussion, the instructor will respond briefly to any methodological and 
technical questions that arose in the readings. In the last few minutes of the group discussion we 
consider the question: what is not known about the topic and what kind of theory building and 
empirical research are needed?  
 
There are three options for the course paper: 

1. A review of theory and empirical review of research for one of the session topics. You 
may also combine related topics or write a more specialized paper that does not cover a 
session topic in its entirety.  

2. An extended book review that explains a book’s contribution, situates it theoretically and 
in relation to contemporary scholarship and assesses its value. Your proposal must show 
why the book is a notable contribution. Examples of books worth reviewing are Piketty’s 
Capital in the Twenty-First Century and Savage’s (et al.) Social Class in the 21st Century. 
The book you review must be in the spirit of this course, so quantitatively oriented, 
though not necessarily statistical. 

3. A short, original empirical research paper on inequality, based on documentary evidence 
(i.e. no “human subjects”). Gathering and analyzing data in only one term is a real 
challenge, so your proposal must make a convincing case that it is worthwhile and do-
able. For a project like this, studies of elites are attractive. For example, you could study 
the advisory board of a business school (such as Rotman at the U of T or Schulich at 
York) or a cabinet (for example the federal or new Ontario cabinets) and situate it in 
relation to elite networks. This is the most difficult option and probably makes sense only 
if you are already interested in the topic or plan future research on the topic.  

 
You are required to submit a proposal and obtain approval for this paper; and the proposal should 
have a short, detailed plan (max. 1200 words but less is fine) based on preliminary readings. This 
requirement is designed to allow you to work on the paper as the course proceeds and to provide 
you with guidance and assurance as you start the research and writing.    
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The final paper should be about 5000 words – the aim is to produce a relatively short, incisive, 
carefully written paper. 
 
 
Grade allocation: 

1. General participation 10% 
2. Leadership of the discussion for your topics, and notes for the two sessions 25% 
3. Paper proposal 10% 
4. Paper 55% 

 
The course text (indicated in the listings by “text” in bold) is: 

Green, David A., W. Craig Riddell and France St-Hilaire. 2016. Income Inequality: The 
Canadian Story. Montreal: Institute for Research on Public Policy. 

 
Due to concerns about intellectual property, the readings are not posted on Moodle. This text 
includes links to most of the readings in the public domain, but in a few cases, where the reading 
is an automatic download, you will need to search for the title and download it yourself. To 
obtain articles in academic journals, go to the York library, search on the journal title, log in via 
Passport York, use the year, volume and page numbers to find the article and download the pdf.
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Session Topics  
 
Session 1: Introduction 
 

a. Inequality: the topic of our time, but why now?  
b. Political institutions, social movements and the politics of inequality: inequality and 

political parties; civil society organizations; Occupy, #MeToo and BLM 
c. Thinking about inequality since Marx: capital and labour, the state, family, community 
d. Jobs, workers, persons and families 
e. Theory and numbers in the study of inequality 
f. Inequality as the study of distributions 
g. Comments on Streeck 
h. Plan for the course, including assignment of sessions to students 

 
Discussion questions for this first session (no previous readings) 

a. What most interests you most among the course topics? 
b. Anything important left out? 
c. What are the important changes in the pattern of inequality in recent years? 

 
Streeck, Wolfgang, “How to Study Contemporary Capitalism?” European Journal of Sociology 
53:1 (April 2012): 1-28.  
 
Also see https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/dec/09/wolfgang-streeck-the-german-
economist-calling-time-on-capitalism and https://www.lrb.co.uk/v39/n01/adam-tooze/a-general-
logic-of-crisis  
 
 
Session 2: Economic Classes of Marx and his Successors 
 
Starting this week, the first half of each session is the discussion of the previous week’s 
lecture topic led by students. The lettered topics refer to the lecture following the discussion 
in this session. 
 

a. Ideas of class with different uses: structure versus identity/community; discrete 
categories, even with fuzzy boundaries, versus divisions of a distribution; what structural 
bases of class  

b. What should a theory of class tell us? 
c. Marx’s three main classes, other Marxist classes, and what Marx leaves out 
d. A key problem with Marx: the expanding and diverse working class 
e. Erik Olin Wright’s expansion of Marxist concepts. 
f. Following Wright, what can be said about the Canadian class structure with the 2011 

NHS – and is this a sensible enterprise? 
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These readings are on the topic of this week’s lecture, to read in the next week and for 
discussion in the next session. 
 
Bertell Ollman, n.d., https://www.nyu.edu/projects/ollman/docs/class.php  
 
Wright, Erik Olin. 1980. “Varieties of Marxist conceptions of class structure.” Politics & Society 
9(3): 325-70. 
 
Wright, Erik Olin. 2015. Chapter 1 of Understanding Class, London: Verso. On Moodle and at 
https://www.aacademica.org/erik.olin.wright/50  
  
Notes 
Marx, pretty much complete, online and free can be found at  
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/index.htm. 
Marx’s own explicit fragment on class is Chapter 52 of Capital, Vol III. 
 
There is no Canadian reading here. While a google search finds 470,000,000 “results” for 
“Canada class structure”, the top listing is an open source textbook on introductory sociology 
and the first book listed, with the perfectly title, “The Canadian Class Structure,” published in 
1986, is out of print.  
 
 
Session 3: More Weberian, Somewhat Economic Classes 
 

a. Why the turn from Marxist classes? 
b. Weber: economic classes, but without a contested, but not a determinant place in society 
c. The Erikson/Goldthorpe scheme 
d. Bourdieu, and other types of capital – but is this different from Weber, essentially? 
e. Is there a creative “class”? 
f. Mike Savage’s British class project 

 
Bergman, Manfred Max and Dominique Joye. 2005. “Comparing Social Stratification 
Schemata.” Cambridge Studies in Social Research, No.10. 
 
Savage, Mike, et al. 2013. “A new model of social class? Findings from the BBC’s Great British 
Class Survey experiment.” Sociology 47(2): 219–50. 
 
Radice, Hugh. 2014. “Class theory and politics today.” Pp. 270-92 in Leo Panitch and Greg 
Albo, eds. Socialist Register 2015. London: Merlin. (available in the York Library, online) 
  
Savage, Mike, et al. 2015. “On social class: Anno 2014.” Sociology 49(6) 1011–30. Beginning at 
p.1014, he provides a very nice summary of key conceptual issues. 
 



6 
 

 
Session 4: The Capitalist Class 
 

a. Capital itself, the capitalist class, the one percent, the ruling class (is there one?) 
b. Concepts and measurement for understanding capital 

i. Factor shares 
ii. Concentration of capital 

iii. Directorship networks, and larger networks 
iv. The 1% and income distribution (debate in JEL on whether ultra-high incomes are 

market-based rewards for ability or rents) 
v. Survey studies 

c. Some things we know about capital in the 21st Century 
d. What we should know about the Canadian capitalist class 

 
Facundo Alvaredo, Lucas Chancel, Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman. 2018. 
World Inequality Report 2018. at http://wir2018.wid.world/download.html. You may be 
interested in Guardian coverage of the report, above at 
https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/dec/14/inequality-is-not-inevitable-but-the-us-
experiment-is-a-recipe-for-divergence   
 
ILO and OECD. 2015. “The labour share in G20 economies”. Report prepared for the G20 
Employment Working Group meeting in Antalya, Turkey. Search for the title and find a 
download at oecd.org     
 
Veall, Michael. 2012. “Top income shares in Canada: Recent trends and policy implications.” 
Canadian Labour Market and Skills Researcher Network Working Paper No. 103 (there are 
many sources, search on the name of the paper) 
 
Lemieux, Thomas and W. Craig Riddell 2016, “Who are Canada’s top 1 percent?” pp. 103-156 
in text 
 
Carroll, William K., and Jerome Klassen. 2010. “Hollowing out of corporate Canada? Changes 
in the corporate network since the 1990s.” Canadian Journal of Sociology 35(1): 1-30. 
 
Notes 
To engage seriously with modern scholarship on capital, there is no substitute for reading all (700 pages) 
of Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century, but that is beyond the scope of this course. For a 
short summary, see http://www.robertdkirkby.com/blog/2015/summary-of-piketty-i/  
Interesting recent commentary is Marshall Steinbaum, “Why are economists giving Piketty the cold 
shoulder?” Boston Review 12 May 2017 http://bostonreview.net/class-inequality/marshall-steinbaum-
why-are-economists-giving-piketty-cold-shoulder. Real world economics blog and the British Journal of 
Sociology have each devoted a special issue to of Piketty, and both are free on-line. 
 
The complexity of corporate holdings makes it difficult to trace the capitalist class by starting with 
corporations. The alternative is to find the individuals – who may have many diverse holdings, made 
more opaque by the complex ownership structure of firms – of which the premiere example by Forbes 
magazine, at https://www.forbes.com/billionaires/list/#version:static  
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Session 4: Differentiation of the working class I: wages, hours of work and 

precarity 
The proposal for your course paper is due in class this week. 
 

a. Limitations of Marx’s idea of wages as subsistence 
b. The working day and the post-war idea of standard employment 
c. The wage distribution 
d. Human capital 
e. Occupational differences and rents 
f. From non-standard work to precarious employment to the precariat 

i. Types of non-standard employment; from the labour force to a class of persons 
ii. Where in the economy? 

iii. Employing what types of people 
iv. Just (or mainly) bad jobs, evidence of the degradation of work, a victory of the 

capitalist class or maybe a part of it; or just part of contemporary market society? 
 
Cranford, Cynthia, Leah F. Vosko and Nancy Zukewich. 2003. “Precarious employment in the 
Canadian labour market: a statistical portrait.” Just Labour 3 (Fall): 6-22. 
 
Foley, Kelly and David A. Green. 2016. “Why more education will not solve rising inequality 
(and may make it worse).” pp. 347-398 in text. 
 
Hipp, Lena, Janine Bernhardt and Jutta Allmendinger. 2015. “Institutions and the prevalence of 
nonstandard employment.” Socio-Economic Review 13(2): 351–377. 
 
Lewchuk, Wayne, et al. 2013. “It’s more than poverty: Employment precarity and household 
wellbeing.” Report of the Poverty and Employment Precarity in Southern Ontario (PEPSO) 
research group at https://socialsciences.mcmaster.ca/pepso/research-projects  
 
Notes 
A magisterial overview of income inequality in Canada since the 1970s, though complex and written for 
economists, is Charles Beach’s 2016 presidential address to the Canadian Economics Association, 
“Changing income inequality: a distributional paradigm for Canada,” which can be found in the Canadian 
Journal of Economics 49(4): 1229-92. This is absolutely worth reading, but so laden with ideas, numbers 
and graphs that we cannot cover it. 
 
A not very convincing attempt to think of precarious work in the context of Marx’s reserve army of 
labour is: Jonna, R. Jamil, and John Bellamy Foster. 2016. “Marx’s Theory of Working-Class 
Precariousness.” Monthly Review 67(11) at https://monthlyreview.org/2016/04/01/marxs-theory-of-
working-class-precariousness/  
 
 
Session 5: Divisions in the Working Class II: the Changing Nature of Work 

a. Skill-biased technological change (SBTC) and offshoring 
b. Degradation or polarization? 
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c. Who does what kind of work? in terms of gender, racialization and age, and maybe their 
intersection 

 
Goos, Maartin and Alan Manning. 2007. “Lousy and Lovely Jobs: The Rising Polarization of 
Work in Britain.” Review of Economics and Statistics 89(1): 118-33. 
 
Green, David A., and Benjamin Sand 2016, “Has the Canadian labour market polarized?” pp. 
217-228 in text. 
 
Warman, Casey, and Christopher Worswick, 2016, “Technological change and declining 
immigrants’ earnings outcomes: Implications for income inequality in Canada,” pp. 287-98 in 
text. 
 
Moyser, Melissa. 2017. “Women in Canada: a gender-based statistical report.” Statistics Canada 
89-503-X. 
 
Note 
Worth reading, but difficult is Goos, Maarten, Alan Manning and Anna Salomons. 2014. 
“Explaining job polarization: Routine-biased technological change and offshoring.” American 
Economic Review 104(8): 2509-26. 
 
 
Session 6: From Jobs to Living Standards 
 

a. Sources of income and units of analysis: jobs, personal earnings, market income, family 
income; taxes and transfers 

b. The “equivalence problem” and why it matters 
c. From a continuous distribution of income to categories for poverty and the middle class 
d. The endogeneity problem:  does household composition cause income and/or vice versa? 
e. Some Canadian research 

 
Beach, Charles, 2016, “What has happened to middle-class earnings in Canada?” pp. 157-166 in 
text. 
 
Heisz, Andrew, 2016 “Trends in income inequality in Canada and elsewhere.” pp. 77-102 in 
text. 
 
Osberg, Lars 2016, “What’s so bad about increasing inequality in Canada?” pp. 299-346 in text. 
 
 
Session 7: Poverty and Material Deprivation  
 

a. Income poverty, social exclusion and material deprivation 
b. Measuring income poverty: conceptual differences and empirical issues in the LICO, 

MBM and LIM. Also Duclos recent choice of the MBM 
c. Incidence versus depth of poverty; duration of poverty 
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d. Does how poverty is measured matter … at all, a little bit, a lot? 
e. Who is poor? Age, family and the lifecourse; poverty of Indigenous and racialized 

persons.  
f. Food security 
g. Housing sufficiency, condition (especially on reserve) and affordability 
h. Housing and financialization in the life course 

 
Tarasuk, Valerie, Andy Mitchell and Naomi Dachner, 2016, Household food insecurity in 
Canada, 2014. Toronto: Research to identify policy options to reduce food insecurity 
(PROOF).Retrieved from http://proof.utoronto.ca/  
 
United Way Toronto. 2015 “The Opportunity Equation: Building opportunity in the face of 
growing income inequality.” at https://www.unitedwaytyr.com/research-and-reports    
 
United Way, Toronto and York Region. 2017. “The opportunity equation in the Greater Toronto 
Area: An update on neighbourhood income inequality and polarization.” at 
https://www.unitedwaytyr.com/research-and-reports  
 
Santos, Ana. C. 2016. “Financialization, social provisioning and well-being in five EU 
countries.” FESSUD Working Papers Series, No. 176, download the paper from the list at 
http://fessud.eu/working-papers/#WP5 . This is just one paper from an extraordinary research 
project – look around the fessud website. 
 
 
Session 8: Wealth 
 

a. Wealth versus income, and their relationship 
b. Why care about wealth 
c. Piketty’s argument in a nutshell 
d. Measuring wealth in surveys; its limitations and the supplementary use of Forbes and 

other lists 
e. Wealth, the life course and financialization 
f. Trends over time, international comparisons and the amazing study of the world’s wealth 

 
Di Matteo, Livio 2016, “Wealth distribution and the Canadian middle class: Historical evidence 
and policy implications,” Canadian Public Policy 42(2): 132-51. 
 
Macdonald, David. 2014. “Outrageous fortune: documenting Canada’s wealth gap.” Report of 
the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. 
 
Cowell, Frank.Brian Nolan, Javier Olivera and Philippe Van Kerm. 2017. “Wealth, top incomes 
and inequality.” LWS Working Paper Series, No. 24. 
 
And for fun, because it is truly amazing: Davies, James B, Rodrigo Lluberas and Anthony F. 
Shorrocks. 2017. “Estimating the level and global distribution of Wealth, 2000-2014.” Review of 
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Income and Wealth 63(4): 731-59. At 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/roiw.12318  
 
 
Session 9: Indigeneity, Racialization 
 

a. Defining indigeneity, racialization and ethnicity; and their consequences for what we find 
b. Intersection with gender?  
c. Where does immigration fit in? 
d. Measurement in surveys, especially in Statistics Canada surveys 
e. Can discrimination be measured: “raw” versus “adjusted” measures 
f. What can numbers tell us about racism? 

 
Picot, Garnett and Feng Hou, 2016, “Immigration, poverty and income inequality in Canada,” 
pp. 249-86 in text   
 
Pendakur, Krishna and Ravi Pendakur. 2011. “Color by Numbers: Minority Earnings in Canada 
1995–2005.” International Migration & Integration 12: 305–329. 
 
Macdonald, David and Daniel Wilson. 2013. “Poverty or prosperity: Indigenous children in 
Canada.” A report of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives at 
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/publications/reports/poverty-or-prosperity  
 
Kelly-Scott, Karen and Kristina Smith. 2015. “Aboriginal peoples: Fact sheet for Canada.” 
Statistics Canada Catalogue 89-656-X2015001, download from 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-656-x/89-656-x2015001-eng.htm   
 
Considering the wealth of available data, there is a shocking lack of research on the socio-
economic conditions of Indigenous people. 
 
 
Session 10: Comparative Studies of the Welfare State 
 

a. Empirical research on inequality 
1. using OECD, World Bank and other aggregate sources 
2. providing access to comparative micro-data – the amazing Luxembourg income 

study; and the newer wealth study 
b. Typologies of the rich welfare states: Esping-Anderson, his descendants and critics; and 

their view of gender and racialization  
c. Multiple ways of affecting redistribution 
d. Streeck’s argument for a longitudinal view 
e. Multiple measures of inequality and Canada’s position among the rich nations 

 
Esping-Andersen, Gøsta. 1990. The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity. 
Chapter 1. (a tour de force, brimming with ideas) 
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Korpi, Walter and Joakim Palme. 1998. “The paradox of redistribution and strategies of equality: 
welfare state institutions, inequality, and poverty in the Western countries.” American 
Sociological Review 63(5), 661-687. Access via the York Library 
 
Caminada, Koen, Jinxian Wang, Kees Goudswaard and Chen Wang 2017. “Income inequality 
and fiscal redistribution in 47 LIS-countries, 1967-2014.” Luxembourg Income Studies, Working 
Paper Series No. 724 at http://www.lisdatacenter.org/lis-wp-webapp/app/search-workingpapers  
 
 
Session 11: The Canadian Welfare State 
 

a. Political parties and social class 
b. Political parties as organizations and networks 
c. Liberal politics in Canada: the institution, ties of civil society, connections to capital 
d. The decline of social democracy: everywhere? including in Canada? 
e. How to study politics 

 
Heisz, Andrew, and Brian Murphy 2016, “The role of taxes and transfers in reducing income 
inequality,” pp. 435-78 in text 
 
Banting, Keith and John Myles. 2016. “Framing the new inequality: the Politics of income 
redistribution in Canada.” pp. 509-540 in text  
 
Myles, John. 2015. “Canadian Sociological Association Outstanding Contribution Lecture: The 
fading of redistributive politics in Canada. Canadian Review of Sociology 52(1): 1-21. 
 
 
Session 12 
 
Your course paper is due in this class. 
 
NO Lecture: course wrap-up; but we begin the discussion of the topic of the previous lecture 
with readings. 

  


