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Sociology 6090.3, Winter 2020 
Material Inequality and Politics in the 21st Century Global North 
Meets remotely Thursday 2:30-5:30 
 
Michael Ornstein ornstein@yorku.ca 

 
Course Outline     
version of 17 June 2020, the readings may change somewhat 

Focussing on Canada, in the context of the global North from the late 20th century, we begin by 
examining inequality between jobs, individuals and families, mainly the work of economists. 
Second, we consider modern concepts of social class and how well they make sense of 
inequality. Third, we consider the relationship between inequality and politics, including modern 
welfare states, political parties, and “mass” politics, as measured in election and attitude surveys.  

Material Inequality, Sessions 2-5 

The first readings cover recent quantitative research on material inequality, including jobs, 
individuals and families. While no topic could be more sociological, broad-scale empirical 
research on inequality in Canada has largely become the domain of economists. Here, numbers 
are important. Even between rich nations there are vast differences, for example, about 15 
percent of Canadian children live in poverty compared to about 5 percent in the most equal 
nations. We will learn from, but also cast a critical eye on this work.  
 
A brief introduction might be helpful. Thinking of the economy as a system of production 
creating employment, whose by-product is inequality, we must begin with jobs for the 
production of: goods and services for profit; services in the public sector; and goods and services 
for direct sale by self-employed workers. Defined by the combination of a worker and an 
employer, a job’s pay and security depends on: a) the skills it requires; b) the worker’s social 
characteristics such as their gender, age, and racialization; c) individual characteristics of the 
employer, and its industry, size, unionization; and d) the worker’s “firm-specific” skills, which 
are of value only to one employer. The critical question is not whether these factors have some 
influence, but their relative impact on jobs.  
 
Jobs are the largest but not the only determinant of personal income. First, not everyone has a 
job, including people who are looking for work and people who want a job but have given up 
looking, but also most children, retirees and many family carers. Second, some people have more 
than one job. A person’ds income also combines employment income, additional “market” 
income from pensions (based on previous employment) and investments (often the fruit of 
employment, and including homes purchased), government transfers and support and gifts from 
family less taxes. Government services also affect well-being, but without any transfer of 
income.  
 
The living standard of “unattached” persons depends on their personal income. But the income 
and wellbeing of people living in a family, including almost all children, is determined by their 
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members’ combined income, relative to the size and composition of the family. This is why the 
number of people with poor jobs is not the same as the number who live in poverty and it is also 
why a trend towards greater similarity in the education and income of cohabiting partners leads 
to increased inequality. 
 
Describing 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 determine the level of poverty, decide if the middle class is declining, identify the 
one percent, and compare nations in these respects.  
 
 
Social Class, Sessions 6-8 
 
Considering social class, we address two issues. The first is the theoretical coherence and 
empirical capacity of contemporary theories of class and the second is whether a theory of class 
provides insights into inequality, living standards and politics, beyond the reach of less 
theoretically weighted alternatives. Class, for example, cannot be a way of relabeling the effects 
of gender, location, income categories or empirical groups such as the “middle class”. At the 
same time, class cannot explain everything. Past the era of family farms and workshops, families 
are potentially the site of multiple class allegiances; children are not directly members of a class; 
and retired persons are not a class, even if their lives are shaped by earlier class membership. 
Perhaps this is why much of the most interesting sociological research on class (see Langford in 
the readings) employs class as an interpretive framework for qualitative research. 
 
Thinking about classical ideas and admitting the complexity of Marx’s own formulation, we 
might begin with these criteria of a modern theory: a) classes should be “economic”, and so arise 
from social divisions in system of production; b) classes must be sufficiently broad that they 
cannot be reduced to a single occupation or industry; c) that one or a number of classes exist 
does not mean that everyone else is in a class – in particular, a defined and active capitalist class 
does not call into existence a “working class” opponent; and d) classes may have cleavages and 
social and political tensions, for example based on location, privilege and industries. 
 
 
Class and Politics, Sessions 9-11 
 
With just three sessions, our inquiry into the relationship of class and politics is necessarily 
selective. Most notably, we do not consider social movements. The first topic, which many of 
you will have seen before, is the comparative welfare state, framed by “power resources theory” 
and Esping-Anderson’s three-way division of social-democratic, conservative and liberal 
regimes. We consider the challenge of Hall and Soskice’s “varieties of capitalism” perspective, 
whose argument is that the welfare regimes reflect earlier late 19th century institutional 
arrangements and especially their impact on the form of electoral systems. Second, we consider 
the Great British Class Survey, an outstanding research project. The last session is devoted to a 
class project on the class nature of the three main federal political parties, thinking about their 
political platforms and elites in terms of class. 
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Course Organization   
 
The course sessions are organized around readings, with students taking turns presenting.  

 The first, approximately 1½ hours of each session will be a discussion of the week’s 
readings (usually three), beginning with an approximately five-minute presentation by a 
student, based on a short paper, prepared in advance (see details below). I will moderate 
the discussion. In the first course meeting we will create a roster for the presentations.  

 Everyone is required to read the articles beforehand. 
 The student presentations are designed to inform the class discussion by highlighting the 

interesting points in the reading. The presenter’s task is not to summarize everything it 
says. Not required, but the presenter may use a few slides. 

 Following the presenter, each class member will give their thoughts on the reading – in 
just a minute or two. This could be a comment in advance or a response to the 
presentation.  

 Then we will have a discussion, moderated by the course director 
 Following the presentations, we will have a ten-minute break, there will also be short 

breaks between the two or three papers. 
 The second, shorter part of each session will be my introduction to the next week’s 

readings, indicating why they were chosen, explaining any methodological issues, 
suggesting what to look for in reading, and providing some ideas for the discussion. I will 
use slides, posted to Moodle before the lecture. 

 As well as the presentations, readings without a copyrite problem and class presentations 
will be posted on Moodle. 

The short review papers are due the day before the session, at noon, sent to ornstein@yorku.ca. 
The maximum length is 1,000 words. The first paragraph or two should describe the perspective 
of the paper, its approach and main findings – feel free to base this on the paper’s abstract and 
conclusions. The rest of the paper should be your own observations on the paper – perhaps two 
or three. They could address questions such as: what did you most like or dislike in the paper? 
what theory/findings were surprising and novel? what does the paper say or imply about what 
should go next? The paper should be relatively informal. Use the first person, no footnotes, and 
no detailed citations, except if the author or work is obscure – then give brief information in 
parenthesis after the name. 

Presenters should not read their written assignment to the class. There is a big difference between 
an effective talk and a good written presentation. The oral presentation should follow the written, 
but more informally and simpler (a reader can pause and try to understand a complex sentence, 
but a listener cannot). It is possible but difficult to make a simultaneous translation of what you 
have written into a good oral presentation. For most people it is better to make a separate set of 
speaking notes – just points – and as you go through them draw on your more detailed 



4 
 

Version of 17 June Ornstein 6090 Course Outline  

knowledge of the paper and subject. Also, even though it means you cover less, do not rush 
through the presentation. 

 

Weekly Sessions (Session 1 is an introduction; Session 12 is a wrap-up). 

2. Economist 
Overview
Beach address, 
divided in three

3. Jobs I: Occupational 
polarization
Goos & Manning 2007
Oesch and Piccitto
2019
Green and Sand 2014 

4. Jobs II: Precarious 
Employment
Three different 
traditions
Cranford, Vosko & 
Zukewich 2003
Vallas 2016
Hipp, Bernhard, 
Allmendinger 2015

5. Poverty and 
Racialization
Tarasuk, Mitchell 
Dachner 2014
Pendakur and
Pendakur 2011
Lewchuk et al 2013

6. Class I: Marx and 
Erik Olin Wright
Ollman n.d.
Wright 1980 & 2015

7. Class II: More on 
Class
Standing 2013
Langford 2013
Manza & McCarthy 
2011

9. The Great British 
Class Survey
Mike Savage 2013,
2015
Radice 2014

8. The Capitalist Class
Veall 2012
Keister 2014 
Riddell Lemieux 2016
Carroll & Klassen 2010

10. Welfare States
Esping-Anderson 1990
Iverson & Soskice 
2009
Korpi 2006

11. Canadian Federal 
Political Parties and 
Social Class
Class project on the 
policy and rhetoric of 
the party platforms; 
and roles of 
prominent cabinet 
members

 
  

Course Requirements and Evaluation 

 
Grade allocation: 

1. General participation 10% 
2. Leadership of the discussion for your topics, and your notes prior to the sessions 35% 
3. Paper proposal 10% 
4. Paper 45% 

 
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. Also, you should look for 
published reviews of the book. 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 (et al.) Social Class in the 21st Century. The book you review 
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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. If you are a data analyst, I will consider quantitative paper. 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 and have knowledge of 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.    
 
The final paper should be about 5000 words – the aim is to produce a relatively short, incisive, 
carefully written paper. 
 

Course Readings 

Following University policies, most of the readings in the public domain are posted to Moodle, 
but in some cases you will have to search the web. For articles in academic journals, go to the 
York library, search on the journal title, log in via Passport York to gain access, then use the 
year, volume and page numbers to find the article and download the pdf. 
 

1. Introduction, with no prior readings 
 

2. Economist Overview  
 
The 2016 presidential address to the Canadian Economics Association of Charles Beach,  
“Changing income inequality: a distributional paradigm for Canada,” Canadian Journal of 
Economics 49(4): 1229-92. (divided in three for presentation) 
Guidance on reading … 
 

3. Jobs I: Occupational Polarization 
 
David Green and Benjamin Sand. 2014. “Has the Canadian labour market polarized?” 
Canadian Labour Market and Skills Development Network Working Paper No. 133. 
Guidance on reading … 
 
Maarten Goos, Alan Manning and Anna Salomans. 2014. “Explaining job polarization: 
routine-based technological change and offshoring.” American Economic Review 104(8): 
2509-26.  
Guidance on reading … 
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Daniel Oesch and Giorgio Piccitto. 2019. “The polarization myth: occupational 
upgrading in Germany, Spain, Sweden and the UK, 1992-2015.” Work and Occupations 
xx(y): zz-zz. 
 

4. Jobs II: Precarious Employment 
 
Cranford, Cynthia, Leah Vosko and Nancy Zukewich, 2003a. “The Gender of precarious 
employment in Canada.” Relations Industrielles 58(3): 454-82. 
 
Vallas, Steven. 2016. “Accounting for precarity: recent studies of labor market 
uncertainty.” Contemporary Sociology 44(4): 463-9. 
 
Lena Hipp, Janine Bernhardt and Jutta Allmendinger. 2015. “Institutions and the 
prevalence of non-standard employment.” Socio-Economic Review 13(2): 351.77. 
 

5. Poverty, Racialization, etc.  
 
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). 

 
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 research group. 
 
Pendakur, Krishna and Ravi Pendakur. 2011. “Color by Numbers: Minority Earnings in 
Canada 1995–2005.” International Migration & Integration 12: 305–329. 
 
Block, Sheila and Grace-Edward Galabuzi. 2011. Canada’s colour coded labour market: 
the gap for racialized workers. Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. (search on the 
title to find this) 

 
6. Concepts of class I:  Marx’s heritage and the work of Erik Olin Wright 

 
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  

  
Background:  Bergman, Manfred Max and Dominique Joye. 2005. “Comparing Social 
Stratification Schemata.” Cambridge Studies in Social Research, No.10. 
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7. Concepts of class II 
 
Guy Standing. 2013 “Defining the precariat: a class in the making.” Eurozine   
 
Tom Langford. 2013. “Five decades of class analysis in the Canadian Review of 
Sociology”. Canadian Review of Sociology 50.3: 306-36. and  
 
Jeff Manza and Michael A. McCarthy. 2011. “The Neo-Marxist legacy in American 
Sociology.” Annual Review of Sociology 37: 155-83. 
 

8. Class III: the capitalist class  
 
Erik Bengtsson and Daniel Waldenström “Capital shares and income inequality:  
Evidenee from the long run.” IZA (Institute for the Study of Labor) Discussion Paper No, 
9581. 
 
Lisa Keister. 2014. “The one percent”. Annual Review of Sociology 40: 347-67.  
 
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) any update? 
 
Lemieux, Thomas and W. Craig Riddell. 2016. “Who are Canada’s top 1 percent?”  
online source? 
 
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. 
 

9. The great British class survey 
 
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. 
 

10. The welfare state: Esping-Anderson and the challenge of Varieties of Capitalism 
 
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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Torben Iverson and David Soskice. 2009. “Distribution and redistribution: the shadow of 
the nineteenth century.” World Politics 61(3): 438-86. 
 
Walter Korpi. 2006. “Power resources and employment-centred approaches in 
explanations of welfare states and varieties of capitalism: Protagonists, Consenters and 
Antagonists.” World Politics 56 (January): 167-206. 
 
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 
 

11. Canadian political parties: platforms, elites and social class: looking at the party 
platforms. The class will organize this as a group, with the goal of devoting a session to 
thinking about the federal political parties in class terms.  
 
Background reading: Myles, John. 2018. “Canadian Sociological Association 
Outstanding Contribution Lecture: The fading of redistributive politics in Canada.” 
Canadian Review of Sociology 52(1): 1-21. 
 

12. Wrap-up. Organized collectively. Perhaps starting out with a round of what we have 
learned; then what we don’t know but should. 


