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Objective of the Course 
 

1. Advanced knowledge. Anyone on the street can give me an opinion about the 

topics we will explore. But this is a social science class—you are reading 

expert sources, which means you will know more than the average person on 

the street. 

2. Critical thinking. In the past decade, the topic of inequality has become central 

in public debates. A central goal of the course is to enhance your analytical 

skills so that you mainstream evaluate arguments and explanations about 

inequality rather than take them for granted.  

3. Communication skills. Communicating your thoughts clearly is crucial to your 

success, within higher education as well as within your career. The 

assignments in this class are designed to help you build your communication 

skills. 

 

 

Summary 

 

Welcome to class analysis, one of the most vibrant areas of research in social 

science! Inequality has been called the defining challenge of our times. My primary 

goal for this course is that you gain a profound understanding of how class and 

inequality define our lives today. While the course will attend to the theoretical roots 

of the field (session 1), I will prioritize contemporary works. We will look at the effects 

of class divisions on our wallets (session 2), our psychological profiles (session 3), our 

tastes and lifestyles (session 4), whom we associate with (session 5), our beliefs 

about inequality (session 8), and whom we choose to vote for (session 9). By 

covering this variety of themes, you will discover that the divisions between the social 

classes are now becoming wider, not narrower. We will also examine the interlocking 

of class with gender (session 6) and race (session 7), using research that questions 

how these intersections introduce, reinforce, and concentrate inequality.   

 

 

Professor: Benjamin Brundu-Gonzalez  

Language of instruction: English 

Number of hours of class: 18h 

 

COURSE OVERVIEW 
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Organization of the course 
 

1) Bases: What is social class? 

We begin the course by asking: What is social class? The question may seem 

straightforward, but there is enormous variety in how scholars identify the concept of 

social class; there are varieties of class analysis, and these varieties are grounded in 

different understandings of the way economic, political, cultural and symbolic forces 

perpetuate inequality. We will discuss some basic definitions of class and familiarize 

ourselves with classical thinkers, from Karl Marx to Pierre Bourdieu. 

 

Readings: 

[required] Fischer, C. S., Hout, M., Jankowski, M. S., Lucas, S. R., Swidler, A., & Voss, 

K. (1996). Inequality by Design: Cracking the Bell Curve Myth. Princeton University 

Press. [extracts] 

[optional] Bourdieu, P. (1986). The Forms of Capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook 
of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education (pp. 241–258). Greenwood. 

 

2) Money: Who gets what and why? 

Are the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer? The answer is a resounding 

yes. Over the past forty years, Western countries have returned to levels of economic 

inequality unscaled since a century ago. How have we ended up there? What 

determines the numbers on your paycheck? What makes the wealthy? And when 

income and wealth concentrate at the top, what are the implications for meritocracy 

and democracy?   

 

Readings: 

[required] Stiglitz, J. (2011). Of the 1%, by the 1%, for the 1%. Vanity Fair, 11(64), 

126–129. https://archive.vanityfair.com/article/2011/5/of-the-1by-the-1for-the-1 

[optional] Bain, P. G., & Bongiorno, R. (2022). Evidence from 33 countries challenges 

the assumption of unlimited wants. Nature Sustainability, 5(8), 669–673. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-022-00902-y 

 

3) Selves: What makes us who we are? 

In an age of skyrocketing inequality, class has profoundly psychological dimensions. 

Your place in the stratification system is burned into your ways of thinking, feeling, 

and acting. But can this matter for social reproduction? To answer this question, we 

first introduce the notion of socialization - the various mechanisms through which the 

self is constructed. We then review the salient dispositions associated with chronic 

experiences of advantage and disadvantage. Finally, we look into the way 

gatekeeping institutions - through their norms and routines - value privileged selves, 

thus turning mere class differences into inequality. 

 

Readings: 

[required] Khan, S. R. (2018, September 28). Kavanaugh is lying. His upbringing 

explains why. Washington Post. http://wapo.st/3eCESxP 

[optional] Piff, P. K. (2014). Wealth and the Inflated Self: Class, Entitlement, and 

Narcissism. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 40(1), 34–43. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0146167213501699 

https://archive.vanityfair.com/article/2011/5/of-the-1by-the-1for-the-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-022-00902-y
http://wapo.st/3eCESxP
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0146167213501699
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4) Taste: Whose culture matters?  

Can changing social class be a matter of getting out of bed and making a serious 

effort to appreciate Brahms or wear Jack Wills shirts? Probably not. Still, sociologists, 

economists, and anthropologists have long demonstrated the significance of social 

distinction – the ways cultural tastes and lifestyle support exclusion and inclusion 

across the class structure. This session engages with this body of research. We ask: 

What counts as cultural capital today? Are cultural boundaries between the social 

classes still salient? How do cultural judgments still perpetuate divisions, despite 

decades of cultural and educational massification? 

 

Readings: 

[required] McMillan Cotton, T. (2013, October 29). The Logic of Stupid Poor People. 

Some of Us Are Brave. https://tressiemc.com/uncategorized/the-logic-of-stupid-poor-

people/ 

[optional] Lamont, M. (1992). Chapter 4. Most of my Friends are Refined: Keys to 

Cultural Boundaries. In Money, Morals, and Manners. The culture of the French and 
American Upper-Middle class (pp. 88–128). University of Chicago Press. 

 

5) Networks: Who do we pick as friends? 

As income economic inequality reaches new highs, the rich and the poor lead 

increasingly disconnected lives. In this session, we look into how class divisions are 

made and remade in daily encounters and personal relations. An enormous range of 

studies indicate that the people we choose (and hang on to) as our friends and 

partners tend to be similar to ourselves in social origins. Even small interactions, and 

the things we feel during them, are permeated with power relations. Social class 

affects how others perceive you and how you perceive others. We make judgments 

about others, the kinds of people they are, the kinds of behaviors we might expect of 

them, the values they are likely to hold – and the way they deserve to be treated.    

 

Readings: 

[required] Bergström, M. (2022, January 25). How Your Class Affects The Way You 

Date. Refinery29. https://r29.co/3VvoBhf 

[optional] Rivera, L. (2010). Status Distinctions in Interaction: Social Selection and 

Exclusion at an Elite Nightclub. Qualitative Sociology, 33(3), 229–255. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-010-9152-2 

 

6) Gender: Are women a class of their own? 

Around the world, social systems of gender place women at disadvantage. This 

session examines these inequalities and the mechanisms that support them. We start 

from a deceptively simple question: how do the natural and social sciences 

conceptualize gender? Lay understandings of gender are often rooted in beliefs 

about biological characteristics. In contrast, the sciences unpack how everyday 

representations and practices inscribe norms of femininity and masculinity into our 

selves. We then consider in detail contemporary forms of gender inequality, with a 

focus on the way gender and class jointly shape our place in the economy, the 

market, and the workplace.  

 

https://tressiemc.com/uncategorized/the-logic-of-stupid-poor-people/
https://tressiemc.com/uncategorized/the-logic-of-stupid-poor-people/
https://r29.co/3VvoBhf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-010-9152-2
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Readings: 

[required] Hochschild, A. R. (2018). The Nanny Chain. In D. B. Grusky & S. Szelényi 

(Eds.), The inequality reader: Contemporary and foundational readings in race, class, 
and gender (2nd ed, pp. 423–425). Routledge. 

[optional] Friedman, S. (2022). (Not) bringing your whole self to work: The gendered 

experience of upward mobility in the UK Civil Service. Gender, Work & Organization. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12776 

 

7) Race: Is class inequality colour blind? 

Do we live in a post-racial world? That would be great, but the fact has to be faced 

that racial divisions continue to structure society in ways that value some lives more 

than others. Racial inequality remains one of the most critical, divisive, and defining 

issues of our times. But what is race? And what is racism? We begin this class by 

familiarizing ourselves with the conceptualization of race-making - the processes 

through which racial categories are made and remade. Doing so, we take a historical 

detour to analyze how racial classifications emerged and evolved in the longue durée. 

We then turn to works that explore interconnections between race and class today. In 

particular, we look into the ways racial domination shapes what is configured as 

cultural capital, and what this means for the opportunities of minority groups. 

 

Readings: 

[required]  Patillo, M. (2018). Black Picket Fences: Privilege and Peril Among the 

Black Middle Class. In D. B. Grusky & J. Hill (Eds.), Inequality in the 21st century: A 
reader (1st ed, pp. 335–338). Westview Press. 

[optional] Ferguson, S., & Lareau, A. (2021). Hostile Ignorance, Class, and Same-

Race Friendships: Perspectives of Working-Class College Students. Socius: 
Sociological Research for a Dynamic World, 7. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/23780231211048305 

 

8) Ideology: Why do we believe in merit? 

How do people explain failure and success in their own lives and those of others? 

One of the puzzling things about the recent rise of economic inequality across the 

West is that people still believe that wealth and poverty reflect the fair outcome of a 

meritocratic process: that those at the top have merited their success. In many 

instances, the rise of economic inequality has even been accompanied by a marked 

strengthening of popular belief in meritocracy. What explains this paradox? And what 

role do meritocracy narratives play into the concentration of inequality? 

 

Readings: 

[required] Friedman, S. (2021, January 18). Why do so many professional, middle-

class Brits insist they’re working class? The Guardian. bit.ly/middle-class-

misidentification  

[optional] Warikoo, N. (2018). What Meritocracy Means to its Winners: Admissions, 

Race, and Inequality at Elite Universities in the United States and Britain. Social 
Sciences, 7(8), 131. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci7080131 

 

9) Politics: Who votes for whom and why? 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12776
https://doi.org/10.1177/23780231211048305
bit.ly/middle-class-misidentification
bit.ly/middle-class-misidentification
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci7080131
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How can inequality influence politics? And how can politics influence inequality?  

Why do the poor not expropriate the rich in democracies? These questions have long 

preoccupied researchers, from sociologists and economists, to historians and 

philosophers. In this session, we will prioritize works that research how class divisions 

shape electoral attitudes and behaviors today. One fact of our political moment is the 

return (and growing electoral success) of far-right movements. How can changes in 

the structure of class relation explain this trend? Often, commentators point the finger 

to the white working classes and their ugly feelings. But there is more to the story. 

 

Readings: 

[required] Wodak, R. (2020). ‘The boundaries of what can be said have shifted’: An 

expert interview with Ruth Wodak (questions posed by Andreas Schulz). Discourse & 
Society, 31(2), 235–244. https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926519889109  

[optional] Brown, K., & Mondon, A. (2021). Populism, the media, and the 

mainstreaming of the far right: The Guardian ’s coverage of populism as a case study. 

Politics, 41(3), 279–295. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263395720955036  

 

 

Assessment 
 

1. Class participation (20% of the final grade):  

Attendance is compulsory in this course, and you are expected to be active 

and engaged in class. This class is organized around mini-lectures, 

discussions, and small-group work. I do understand that speaking up in class 

may present challenges for some. Don’t worry! If you do not participate much 

during class discussions, you have the option to earn participation credit by 

posting on Moodle.  

2. Petit Oral (80% of the final grade):  

You will be assigned a team and be provided with a list of topics to choose 

from. You will then prepare a 10-minute presentation on the topic. Following 

this presentation, you will take questions from the instructors and the class (10 

minutes). I will give you more detailed guidelines on the Petit Oral during the 

first week of class.   

 

 

Professor’s Biography 
 

 

 

 

I am a PhD candidate with the Department of Sociology at the London 

School of Economics. My work studies the cultural foundations of 

class inequality. It asks why certain objects, dispositions, collectives, 

or individuals are seen as deserving esteem and respect over others - 

and how these regimes of value sustain durable patterns of inequality.  

As a teacher, I believe the learning process should be equally 

challenging, empowering, and entertaining. I am committed to 

providing a friendly, safe and welcoming course experience for all. If 

you are struggling with anything, please talk to me. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926519889109
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263395720955036

