
 

PLSC 346: The Politics of Inequality 

T*-TH 10-11:50pm Professor: Ken Cousins 
Class meets in HH353 ken.cousins@wwu.edu 

Office hrs: 12-1:50pm T-TH, or by appointment 409 Arntzen 

 TA: Audrey Christianson 

The purpose of this course is to deepen our understanding of – and sensitivity to – persistent 
inequalities in the modern world. Our emphasis will be how and why such differences occur, as 
well as ideas about why they matter, and what we might do to remedy or prevent those 
inequalities. This is a seminar-based course – there will be no lectures. Rather, we will work 
together to understand the materials through dialogue based on rigorous and critical reading of 
the assigned texts, as well as a mindful viewing of each week’s (mostly documentary) films. 

There are two required texts for this course: 

Donnely, Jack. 2003. Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice (2nd Ed). Cornell 
University Press. (referred to as JD in the course schedule). 

Grusky, D B., and R Kanbur (eds). 2006. Poverty and Inequality. Stanford University Press. 
(referred to as GK in the course schedule). 

Additional supplemental readings are available from the course Blackboard page. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS, GRADING 

Find, set-up service learning 10 

Service Hours (15 hours minimum) 15 

Draft Essay 15 

Final Essay 20 
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Research Proposal 10 

Narrative Profile 15 

Draft Essay 15 

Final Essay 20 
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Class participation 40  

Total: 100 pts  

Extra-credit self-evaluation +10  
   

CLASS PARTICIPATION 

You will find that the quality of our discussions improves dramatically when everyone comes 
prepared to identify specific passages in the readings (so that others might follow your point 
more closely). You are strongly encouraged to take notes as you read (or watch – see below), 
as well as to mark, flag, and highlight key passages in the texts. 

                                      
*
 Films begin screening promptly at 10am – arrive on time to avoid disruption. Unless it becomes a 
problem, I will keep film screenings open to the public. You are encouraged to invite friends, so 
long as you still pay close attention to the films (including taking notes). 



 

We will often address topics that some of us find unpleasant or objectionable, or that otherwise 
stir our passions. There are two essential rules for this class: respect and honesty. Please keep 
in mind that people of integrity may still disagree, and that one of the best ways to understand 
your own position is to try to see it from another person’s point of view. Any of us may 
occasionally play “devil’s advocate” to draw out a point, but it is important to be aware of when 
we are talking about ideas, and when we are talking out of personal experience. 

Everyone must attend regularly and participate actively in discussion. Participation is not 
defined as “talking about what you did instead of studying last night.” Good questions or 
thoughtful comments on the reading (and related ideas) will serve us all better (and earn you a 
better grade) than a steady stream of unsupported opinions. I use the following criteria when 
assigning participation grades: 

40 pts = Highly effective participant; insightful questions/comments; clearly does the reading 

30 pts = Consistent participant; thoughtful questions/comments; clearly does the reading 

20 pts = Occasional participant; regularly attends class, sporadic involvement in discussion, 
often based more on opinion than analysis of class material 

10 pts = Observer; regularly attends class but does not get involved in discussions 

0 pts = Occasional observer; sporadic attendance, no participation 

If you find public speaking difficult or face particular obstacles, I may be able to help; let’s talk 
early in the quarter. I will gladly work with you to make your class participation less stressful and 
more effective, but I can only do this if we talk. 

FILM – DEVELOPING A CRITICAL EYE 

In order to develop a richer empirical background from which to draw upon in our discussions, 
each Wednesday we will screen a film that highlights some aspect of inequality. To help us 
understand the social and cultural context of each, I will post relevant links on the course 
Blackboard page, which I strongly encourage you to review beforehand. To ensure we see them 
in their entirety, films will start promptly at 10am – please arrive on time to avoid disruptions. 

Learning to identify these themes involves thinking of each film as a conversation that the 
director and subjects have with the audience. What is the central story? Is there “sub-text,” 
background themes that may be revealed in the choice of subjects, the personalities or 
interpersonal dynamics, the settings they inhabit, the conflicts or challenges they face? 

With this in mind, cultivate the ability to watch these films from multiple perspectives 
simultaneously: 

ANTHROPOLOGIST: What cultural practices and institutions are represented? How do these 
relate – directly or indirectly – to inequality? Are such themes universal, or particular to that 
specific culture and setting? Do they seem to be accurately represented? 

ARTIST: What images are used? Why were they chosen, what might they represent? Is there a 
deeper, symbolic dialogue? Are there repeating themes (e.g., music, color) that may lead us to 
connect otherwise separate people and events? 

POLITICAL SCIENTIST: What are the relevant political and economic institutions? In what way 
do these seem to constrain opportunities and outcomes (i.e., structure)? To what degree might 
such outcomes might be explained by choices (i.e., agency) made by the marginalized? What 
does the director’s choice of subjects and settings suggest about class, race, or gender politics? 



 

COMMUNITY-BASED SERVICE LEARNING (Option 1) 

The purpose of the Service Learning option is to help you “ground” the ideas we address in our 
readings and seminar discussions. It is meant to enhance your awareness and understanding of 
inequality through "hands-on" learning, providing greater depth to theories of inequality while 
addressing such issues in our local community. Those of you who choose this option will be 
responsible for identifying a Service Learning Opportunity and ensuring that the required 
Service Reports are completed in a timely manner. 

To get full credit for this option, you must volunteer at least 15 hours during the quarter, spread 
across at least five different days. I am flexible as to which organization you choose for your 
Service Learning, so long as it focuses on a marginalized or under-served group within the 
community (i.e., tree planting or trail cleanups will not count). You are strongly encouraged to 
identify Service Learning organizations as soon as possible*; you will need to submit the initial 
Service Report to me by April 22nd. Interim Service Reports are due on May 6th and May 22nd, 
along with a Final Service Report on the last day of finals week (June 13th). 

The Service Learning option also includes a 5-6 page essay (1500-1800 words) that connects 
your service learning experiences to the theories we discuss in seminar, and presents a 
reasoned argument about the nature, origins, and possible remedies to the inequalities that your 
Service Learning Organization strives to address. A full draft version of this essay will be due 
May 22nd, with the final version due no later than midnight June 13th. 

ISSUE RESEARCH PAPER (Option 2) 

You also have the option of writing a more traditional academic project focused on both 
empirical and theoretical aspects of inequality. This option includes an initial one-page 
Research Proposal (300 words, due April 22nd), and a detailed, four-page Narrative Profile of at 
least one real world example of your chosen issue (1200 words, due May 6th). Your Draft and 
Final Essays (15 pages each – 4500 words) should present a reasoned argument about the 
nature, origins, and possible remedies to the your chosen research topic. A draft version of this 
essay will be due May 22nd, with the final version due no later than midnight June 13th. 

LATE POLICY 

Late assignments will lose 10 percent of the possible points for every 24 hours they are overdue 
– except for the final essays, which will not be accepted after 11:59pm, June 13th. I will grant 
exceptions only if you bring me a note from a doctor. 

                                      
*
 Western’s Center for Service Learning has great resources available for students. See 
www.wwu.edu/depts/csl/sl_links.shtml for links to local Service Learning opportunities. 



 

DATE TOPICS  READINGS FILMS TASKS DUE 

4-1 Seeing Inequalities  Excerpts: Babel (2006), Crash (2004)  

4-3 Concept of Human Rights JD 1-21   

4-8 Universal Declarations JD 22-37, Universal Declaration of Human Rights Arna’s Children (2004)  

4-10 Universal Norms JD 38-56   

4-15 Poverty and Inequality GK 1-29 Waging a Living (2004)  

4-17 Dependency, social debt 
GK 133-52, Green 2007 No Equal Opportunity 

Disasters 
  

4-22 
Democracy, Development JD 185-203 Drowned Out (2004 Service choice / 

Research proposal 

4-24 Non-western norms JD 71-88,    

4-29 Humanitarian intervention JD 242-60 The Devil Came on Horseback (2007)  

5-1 Foreign policy JD 155-84   

5-6 Western norms JD 57-70, Bell 2002 Normative Shift God Grew Tired of Us (2006) 
Service Reports / 
Narrative Profiles 

5-8 International regimes JD 127-54   

5-13 Race, Class and Markets GK 117-32 The Devil’s Miner (2006)  

5-15 Entitlements, underclass GK 47-75, 103-16   

5-20 Gender, sexuality JD 225-41, Cohen 2006 The Condition of Women V-Day: Until the Violence Stops (2003)  

5-22 Individual vs. group rights JD 204-24 
 Service Reports / 

Draft Essays 

5-27 “Asian values” JD 107-26 Human Rights in China (2004)  

5-29 Cultural relativism JD 89-106   

6-3 Structure vs. Agency  Film TBA (class choice)  

6-5 Putting it all together    

6-13 
   Final essays / 

Service Reports 
 


