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POLITICS OF POVERTY AND INEQUALITY  

POLITICAL SCIENCE 320.001, FALL 2017 
MEETING TUESDAYS & THURSDAYS, 2:00-3:15, EDUCATION RM. 101 

 

This syllabus and course handouts are available in alternative accessible formats upon request. 

INSTRUCTOR 
Jami Nelson Nuñez, Assistant Professor  
Office: Social Science Building, Rm 2040 
Office hours: 1:30-3:00 Mondays and Wednesdays, and other times by appointment 
Email: jaminunez@unm.edu 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
The issue of inequality is at the heart of politics.  Some scholars, such as Thomas Piketty, have called 
into question the direction of global and national economies, arguing that without any policy 
intervention inequality will continue to deepen with devastating consequences.  What constitutes 
the “fair” distribution of resources is a debate many are uncomfortable engaging.  Perceptions of 
poverty and inequality are often inaccurate and their causes poorly understood.   
 
This course aims to dig into the issues of inequality and poverty at macro and micro levels in both 
international and U.S. contexts.  We will delve into the facts of what we know and do not know 
about poverty and affluence and consider the causes and consequences of wealth disparities.  We 
will further explore related policies that aim to address income gaps and ensure that people have 
the ability to meet their basic needs.  Lastly, the course will engage the politics behind the creation 
and execution of policies, examining institutional arrangements that reinforce or ameliorate 
poverty and inequality. 
 
The class will culminate with a policy analysis students will conduct on an issue of their choice.  
Students will be encouraged to engage professionals working on these issues and to critically assess 
the possible impact and limitations of different policy approaches.  For example, a student 
interested in homelessness in Albuquerque could look at local policies or an organization 
addressing the issue and assess the shortcomings and possibilities for particular approaches. The 
class is highly participatory and will invite robust discussion and debate. 

OBJECTIVES 
The general Department of Political Science “Student Learning Objectives” are posted on the 
department website at: https://polisci.unm.edu/undergraduate-program/student-learning-
objectives.html.  Specific SLOs for this course are as follows:  
 

- Be able to discuss concepts, measurements and trends of inequality and poverty at macro 
and micro levels in both international and U.S. contexts;   

- Demonstrate basic literacy in reading charts and graphs;  

https://polisci.unm.edu/undergraduate-program/student-learning-objectives.html
https://polisci.unm.edu/undergraduate-program/student-learning-objectives.html
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- Demonstrate knowledge of the causes and consequences of poverty and wealth disparities;  
- Be able to describe and critically assess the performance of different policies to address 

poverty and inequality; 
- Demonstrate analytical writing skills by analyzing different approaches to poverty 

alleviation; and,   
- Engage with professionals working on specific poverty-related issues. 

COURSE TEXTS 
• There are two required books:  

o Banerjee, Abhijit, and Esther Duflo. 2011. Poor Economics: A Radical Rethinking of the Way 
to Fight Global Poverty. PublicAffairs. 

• Notes: It is available free through the library as an electronic copy and will 
be on reserve there as well 

o Milanovic, B. (2012). The Haves and the Have-Nots: A Brief and Idiosyncratic History of 
Global Inequality (Reprint edition). Basic Books. 

• Also available on reserve. 
 

• Recommended books (although readings from each will be on Learn):  
o Grusky, D., & Kanbur, R. (Eds.). (2006). Poverty and Inequality (1 edition). Stanford 

University Press. 
o Ravallion, M. (2016). The Economics of Poverty: History, Measurement, and Policy 

(1 edition). Oxford University Press. 
• The rest of the course readings are available online through public sites or on the course 

website.  

REQUIREMENTS 
Requirement Due date Percentage of Final 

Grade 

Class participation Throughout semester 15% 
Class writing Throughout semester 20% 
Quizzes 6 throughout semester  

(5 counted in grade) 
25% 

Policy Analysis proposal Due September 15 5% 

Policy Analysis rough draft Due October 20 10% 

Policy Analysis final Due December 1 25% 

 
Attendance and Participation 
The Participation component of the grade is based on student engagement and participation in 
class discussions. I expect each student to contribute to class discussion throughout the week.  If 
you are someone who finds it difficult to participate, you should plan to regularly see me during my 
office hours.  Be sure to bring readings and notes to class.  Excessive absences will affect your 
participation grade since you cannot participate if you are not present.    
 
Class writing  
The class writing component works as follows. At the beginning of class, students will be asked to 
write a paragraph synthesizing the readings for a given prompt.  Submitted responses will get a 
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point, unless it is clear that the reading was not done.  You must get 10 points throughout the 
course of the semester to get full credit for this portion of your grade. 
 
Quizzes 
We will have (unscheduled) six quizzes throughout the semester, the top five of which will be 
counted in your final grade.   
 
Policy Analysis 
This course also requires that you write a policy analysis on a topic of your choosing related to 
course themes. It will be submitted in three stages: proposal, rough draft and final.  It will require 
that you identify a professional working on the policy issue you choose and interview that person.  
More information on the expectations for the policy analysis will be made available as we get closer.   

POLICIES 

DISABILITIES 
Qualified students with disabilities needing appropriate academic adjustments should contact me 
as soon as possible to ensure your needs are met in a timely manner. Handouts are available in 
alternative accessible formats upon request. If you need more information on the Americans with 
Disability Act, please contact the Office of Equal Opportunity at 277-5251. Accessibility Services 
(Mesa Vista Hall 2021, 277-3506) also provides academic support to students who have disabilities.  

COMMUNICATION 
I will communicate regularly with class participants by email.  Because I use the LoboWeb system 
to email class participants, all messages from me will go to the email address you have associated 
with your UNM student registration.  If that is not an account you use regularly, you should set it to 
forward to the account that you DO use.  I cannot customize my email list.  I will post course 
information, announcements, and supplementary materials on the course website. 

CLASSROOM BEHAVIOR 
Students and faculty each have responsibility for maintaining an appropriate learning environment. 
Students who fail to adhere to such behavioral standards may be subject to discipline. Faculty have 
the professional responsibility to treat all students with understanding, dignity and respect, to 
guide classroom discussion and to set reasonable limits on the manner in which they and their 
students express opinions.  Professional courtesy and sensitivity are especially important with 
respect to individuals and topics dealing with differences of race, culture, religion, politics, sexual 
orientation, gender, gender variance, and nationalities.  Class rosters are provided to the instructor 
with the student's legal name. I will gladly honor your request to address you by an alternate name 
or gender pronoun. Please advise me of this preference early in the semester so that I may make 
appropriate changes to my records.   

RULES  
Course work must be completed on time.  Papers will lose one letter grade for every day of 
lateness.  No “Incomplete” grades will be given except for genuine medical or family emergencies, in 
which case you must inform me as promptly as practicable.   
 
Discussions on inequality and poverty sometimes bring out markedly different ideological positions 
regarding and the policies of the US, other states and organizations. All participants in this course 
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must commit to mutually respectful debate, and must make arguments based on evidence and 
explicit interpretation rather than merely stating opinions. I will cut short any verbal interventions 
that I believe do not advance the class discussion.  I may disenroll from the class any student who 
persistently fails to contribute constructively, stay on topic, or respect others.  

ACADEMIC HONESTY POLICY 
In accordance with the UNM Pathfinder, academic dishonesty, including plagiarism, will result in a 
failure of the assignment or of the entire course, and will be reported to the proper university 
authorities. Academic dishonesty is a major violation of the UNM student code of conduct, and can 
result in serious sanctions up to and including expulsion from programs or UNM. 
 
Any work that you present as your own, whether a paper, exam, or quiz, must be entirely your own 
intellectual work.  Any written material taken from another source must be properly cited; 
ignorance of academic conventions with respect to citation of sources is not a suitable defense for 
plagiarism in this course. Any substantial information, interpretation, or argument that is not 
common knowledge should be cited, in sufficient detail that a reader would be able to find the same 
source.  In your papers, you should use the citation format recommended by the American Political 
Science Association (see a summary style sheet here: 
http://www.csuchico.edu/lref/pols/APSA.pdf).  Graders will impose point penalties for each 
citation error. 
 
It is particularly important to exercise care in citing Internet sources, attributing the title, author 
(individual or institutional), the URL, the date of publication of the source (if you can determine 
this), and the date on which you viewed the source. The date on which you viewed the site is crucial 
because some URLs are unstable and may change or disappear.  If the document is paginated, you 
should report the specific pages you are citing.  Many web (html) documents lack pagination, in 
which case you may omit the page, or cite the paragraph(s) if they are numbered. 
 
In-class exams are closed book. You may not consult any external sources during the exam.  All 
electronic devices are to be turned off and kept in your bag during the exam.  If you are expecting an 
urgent communication during the exam due to a family or work emergency, you should deposit 
your phone or tablet with the exam proctor.   

SCHEDULE  

PART 1: UNDERSTANDING POVERTY AND INEQUALITY 
Week 1: Conceptualizing poverty: evolution of ideas 

August 22 Introductions  “Origins of the Idea of a World Free of Poverty,” Chapter 
1 in The Economics of Poverty by Martin Ravallion (on 
Learn), pages 11-47 (read full text but only skim info in 
boxes) 

August 24 Ideas on poverty  

    
Week 2: Conceptualizing poverty: income measures 

August 29 Poverty as low 
income 

“Origins of the Idea of a World Free of Poverty,” Chapter 1 
in The Economics of Poverty by Martin Ravallion (on 
Learn), pages 47-79 (read full text but only skim info in 
boxes) 

http://www.csuchico.edu/lref/pols/APSA.pdf
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August 31 Quiz on Learn  

(NO CLASS) 
Amartya Sen. 2006. “Conceptualizing and Measuring 
Poverty” in Poverty and Inequality by Grusky and Kanbur 

 

Week 3: Conceptualizing poverty: deprivation, capabilities and access 

September 5 Poverty, deprivation 
and capabilities 

Martha Nussbaum. 2006 “Poverty and Human 
Functioning” in Poverty and Inequality by Grusky and 
Kanbur 

September 7 Poverty as lack of 
access 

Excerpt from The Mystery of Capital by Hernando de Soto 
 

 

Week 4: Conceptualizing poverty: cognitive effects  

September 
12 

Poverty as a 
cognitive constraint 

Poor Economics: Chapter 3 
 
 

September 
14 

Poverty as a 
cognitive bias 

Roberto Ferdman. “The big problem with one of the most 
popular assumptions about the poor.” Washington Post, 
June 8, 2016. 
 
Christian Cooper. “Why Poverty is Like a Disease.” 
Nautil.us. April 20, 2017.  
 

 

Week 5: Inequality: measurement and concepts  

September 
19 

Conceptualizing 
inequality 

Branko Milanovic. 2011. The Haves and the Have-Nots, 
pages 3-32. 

September 
22 

Inequality within 
countries 

Thomas Piketty and Emmanuel Saez. 2014. “Inequality in 
the Long Run” in Science vol. 344 
 

 

Week 6: Inequality: Social mobility and cross-country inequalities 

September 
26 

Social mobility “An Atlas of Upward Mobility Shows Path Out of Poverty” 
in the New York Times, May 4, 2015. 
 
Economist article, “Like Father, Not Like Son” October 13, 
2012 

September 
28 

Inequality across 
countries 

Branko Milanovic. 2011. The Haves and the Have-Nots, 
pages 95-129. 

  

Week 7: Inequality across the world  

October 3 Inequality across the 
world (global 
inequality) 

Branko Milanovic. 2011. The Haves and the Have-Nots, 
pages 149-186. 

October 5  Catch Up Branko Milanovic. 2011. The Haves and the Have-Nots, 
pages 187-193. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/06/08/the-problem-with-one-of-the-most-popular-assumptions-about-the-poor/?_cldee=cmZveHdvcnRoQGZpcnN0bmF0aW9ucy5vcmc%3D&hpid=hp_regional-hp-cards_rhp-card-business%3Ahomepage%2Fcard
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/06/08/the-problem-with-one-of-the-most-popular-assumptions-about-the-poor/?_cldee=cmZveHdvcnRoQGZpcnN0bmF0aW9ucy5vcmc%3D&hpid=hp_regional-hp-cards_rhp-card-business%3Ahomepage%2Fcard
http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/why-poverty-is-like-a-disease
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/344/6186/838.short
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/344/6186/838.short
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/04/upshot/an-atlas-of-upward-mobility-shows-paths-out-of-poverty.html?abt=0002&abg=0
http://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21564417-measuring-social-mobility-father-not-son
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PART 2. THE CONSEQUENCES OF POVERTY AND INEQUALITY 
Week 8: Consequences for security and stability 

October 10  Security and stability Elaine Denny and Barbara F. Walter. 2012. “Income 
Inequality’s Strange Relationship to Violence”  
 
Joe Pinsker. “Does inequality cause crime?” in The 
Atlantic. October 23, 2014. 
 

October 12 Fall Break  
 

Week 9: Consequences for societies and economies  

October 17 Health and 
Happiness 

Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson.  2011. The Spirit 
Level.  Chapters 3 & 4. 
 

October 19 Economic Growth “Having Your Cake” Economist, October 13, 2012. 
 
Sections 1-3 & 6 (skim others): Anderson, Miller and 
Milyo. 2008. “Inequality and Public Goods Provision: An 
Experimental Analysis.” Journal of Socio-Economics. 
  

 

Week 10: Consequences for political systems  

October 24 Participation Daniel Weeks. “Why are the Poor and Minorities Less 
Likely to Vote?” The Atlantic, January 10, 2014.  
 
 

October 26 Policy Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson. 2010. “Winner-Take-All 
Politics” in Politics and Society 
 

PART 3. CAUSES OF POVERTY AND INEQUALITY AND POLICIES TO EFFECT CHANGE 
Week 11: Housing and Jobs  

October 31 Entrepreneurism and 
Poverty 

Poor Economics: Chapter 9 
 

November 2 
 

Housing Matthew Desmond. “How Homeownership became the 
Engine of American Inequality.” New York Times. May 9, 
2017. 
 

 

Week 12: Education in developing countries 

November 7  Education in 
developing countries 

Poor Economics: Chapter 4 
 

 
November 9 
 

Which comes first – 
education or jobs? 

William Easterly. 2001. “Educated for What?” in The 
Elusive Quest for Growth. (on Learn) 
 
World Development Report 2013. “Skills or Jobs?” 

http://politicalviolenceataglance.org/2012/09/19/income-inequalitys-strange-relationship-to-violence/
http://politicalviolenceataglance.org/2012/09/19/income-inequalitys-strange-relationship-to-violence/
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/10/does-inequality-cause-crime/381748/
http://wmpeople.wm.edu/asset/index/lrande/inequalityexperimentalanalysis
http://wmpeople.wm.edu/asset/index/lrande/inequalityexperimentalanalysis
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/01/why-are-the-poor-and-minorities-less-likely-to-vote/282896/
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/01/why-are-the-poor-and-minorities-less-likely-to-vote/282896/
http://pas.sagepub.com/content/38/2/152.short
http://pas.sagepub.com/content/38/2/152.short
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/09/magazine/how-homeownership-became-the-engine-of-american-inequality.html?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-heading&module=photo-spot-region&region=top-news&WT.nav=top-news
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/09/magazine/how-homeownership-became-the-engine-of-american-inequality.html?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-heading&module=photo-spot-region&region=top-news&WT.nav=top-news
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTNWDR2013/Resources/8258024-1320950747192/8260293-1322665883147/Q5-Skills_or_jobs.pdf
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Week 13: Education in the US 

November 
14 
 

US Public Schools  “Why America’s Schools have a Money Problem.” NPR, 
April 18, 2016 
 
Michael Godsey. “The Inequality in Public Schools.” The 
Atlantic, June 15, 2015.  
 

November 
16 

US Higher Education Jennie Rothenbert Gritz. “What’s Wrong with the 
American University System?” The Atlantic. July 28, 2010 
 

 
 
Week 14: Transfers  

November 
21 

Transfers Pennies from Heaven.  In The Economist. October 26, 
2013.  
 
David Evans. “Do the Poor Waste Transfers on Booze and 
Cigarettes? No.” in Development Impact blogs. May 27, 
2014.   

November 
23 

Thanksgiving  

 
 

Week 15: Banking 

November 
28 

Banking with the 
poor 

Poor Economics: Chapter 7 
 

November 
30 

Banking and poor in 
the United States 

“It’s Expensive to Be Poor” in The Economist. 
 
 

 

Week 16: Savings and Risk  

December 5 Insurance and 
savings 

Poor Economics: Chapter 8 
 

December 7 Catch up/Review 
Session 

  

 
 

http://www.npr.org/2016/04/18/474256366/why-americas-schools-have-a-money-problem
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/06/inequality-public-schools/395876/
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2010/07/whats-wrong-with-the-american-university-system/60458/
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2010/07/whats-wrong-with-the-american-university-system/60458/
http://www.economist.com/news/international/21588385-giving-money-directly-poor-people-works-surprisingly-well-it-cannot-deal.
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/do-poor-waste-transfers-booze-and-cigarettes-no
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/do-poor-waste-transfers-booze-and-cigarettes-no
file:///C:/Users/Jami/Dropbox/_GRAD%20SCHOOL/Teaching/Politics%20of%20Poverty%20and%20Inequality/economist.com/news/united-states/21663262-why-low-income-americans-often-have-pay-more-its-expensive-be-poor

