
SOA 356-7101     Yale R. Magrass 
E-Mail: ymagrass@umassd.edu              10:00-10:50, 4:55-5:20 
                                    
     

WEALTH, STATUS AND POWER IN AMERICA 
 
America prides itself as the land of equality, but is that really true?  What does 
equality really mean? Who holds power and how does that affect the lives of the 
rest of us? How does government policy help or hurt the average citizen?  Are 
military and economic policies designed to serve the American people and the 
rest of humanity or are they the designed to serve 1% of the population-primary 
the business elite? How is wealth and power distributed in other countries? Why 
does poverty exist? Is everything fine for the so-called “middle class?”  What are 
the roots of racism and xenophobia? We have a great deal recently about “white 
privilege,” but is the average white person really that privileged? Are people 
being turned against each other? If so, how? How are these issues addressed in 
different paradigms of political economy: particularly neoclassicism, Marxism, 
and Keynesianism? (If you don’t know what these are, you will learn.) We will 
continually illustrate with contemporary and historical examples. 
 
 
Possible listing of topics: [Class interest and unpredictable relevant current 
events may lead to our not following this. We are living under events that have 
changed everything for us- If there is a resurgence of the covid pandemic, 
especially the delta variant, we may have to move to online, which would change 
the format and the requirements for the course] 
 
1.Class vs. Caste: How they are different and similar? The promise of feudalism, 
capitalism and socialism? What they each promise the ordinary person? Formal 
vs. Substantive Equality? 
 
2. The Ruling Class, 1% or Power Elite. Who they are?  How did they get their 
wealth and power?  What is a corporation? How do they impose their will on the 
rest of us? 
 
3. Neo-classicism (also called neo-liberalism), Ayn Rand and her followers. Their 
influence on Reagan and subsequent regimes 
 
4.  Marxism and neo-Marxism. The critique of capitalism and its rejection. 
 
5. The Business Cycle. Why are there periodic booms and busts? Is capitalism 
inherently unstable? 
 
6. Keynesianism. The effort to control the business cycle.  Keynes’ influence on 
Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal from 1932 to 1980. Its survival among 
contemporary liberals.  
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7. The Declining Middle Class. How neoliberal/neoclassical policies helped bring 
it about. Downsizing, automation and exporting jobs. The decline of unions.  
 
8.  Poverty. How it escalates under neoliberal/neoclassical regimes. Why it 
receives less attention.  The Prison-Industrial Complex. Prisons as the new 
welfare 
 
9. Identity vs Class Politics. Have Liberals and the Left become more concerned 
with race and gender rather than capitalism and militarism? Why? The impact 
this has had upon politics and the prosperity of non-whites. Patriotism, 
xenophobia and the identity politics of the right. White anger. Is it legitimate? 
 
10. Donald Trump. How he appeals to white anger and right-wing identity politics. 
Does he really represent a break with Reaganesque neoliberalism/ 
neoclassicism? Does Trumpism persist even if he is out of office?. The risk of 
fascism. 
 
11.  Joseph Biden and the Democratic alternative to Trumpism. Why did Bernie 
Sanders fail? Prospects for a Green New Deal and an end to neoliberalism. The 
effect of military policy on domestic economic policy 
 
12. Alternatives to neoliberal capitalism. European social democracy. Could it 
work in America? Other alternatives. 
 

 
Readings will be assigned throughout the semester.   Although I may 
occasionally use MyCourse, our normal mode of communicating with each other 
should be email.  If we decide to have individual conferences, we will use ZOOM 
  
Books you should buy: 
 
Yale Magrass & Charles Derber: Capitalism: Should You Buy it?   
Levon Chorbajian Power and Inequality 
Jane Mayer Dark Money   
 
 
Other readings will be sent through email and occasionally MyCourses 
 
"I weep for you," the Walrus said 
"I deeply sympathize." 
With sobs and tears he sorted out those of largest size, 
Holding his pocket-handkerchief 
Before his streaming eyes. 
 
"O Oysters," said the Carpenter. 
"You've had a pleasant run!" 
Shall we be trotting home again!" 
But answer came there none- 



And this was scarcely odd, because 
They'd eaten every one. 
(From Through the Looking Glass, the sequel to Alice in Wonderland) 
 
 At one time, the Yale University catalogue proposed: The professor is just 
a student who has had the course before. When Bill Cosby was considered a 
“good guy,” he began his old Fat Albert cartoon show with a warning: If you are 
not careful, you may learn something.  Many of you come from a culture that 
teaches learning is something to be avoided, that you should do the minimum 
necessary to receive acceptable grades, and then accept middle level jobs in the 
"real" world.  On the other hand, I hope to help you empower yourself by critically 
reevaluating the view of the world you have developed in an educational system 
where too often you are expected to quietly copy down the teacher's words.  
 
The success on this online course depends upon your active participation. 
Therefore, every week-sometimes every two weeks- I will ask you a question to 
answer in page or two, with appropriate readings. When you receive the 
question, you will also receive the due dates 
 
Late papers will not be accepted.  Incompletes will not be given. Papers found to 
be plagiarized will not be accepted. If your long paper is found to plagiarized, you 
will fail the course.  No make-ups will be permitted for unaccepted papers  
I prefer that papers be written on MSWord and when you email, you avoid using 
a format that requires a password to open. 
 
The answers to the short question will be evaluated on a 4 level scale: 

1) GOOD. 2) OK 3) COULD BE BETTER  4) NOT ACCEPTED 
 

The average of your short papers, will account for about half of your grade 
 
If you have mostly GOODs with few COULD BE BETTERs or NOT 
ACCEPTEDs, you should expect that average to be in “A” range grade. 
If you have mostly OKs with few COULD BE BETTERs or NOT ACCEPTEDs, 
you should expect  that average to be in “B” range grade. 
 If you have mostly COULD BE BETTERs with few NOT ACCEPTEDs,  you 
should expect that average to be in “C” range grade. 
If you have mostly NOT ACCEPTEDs, you should expect an “F” for the course 
 
I doubt if we can fully appreciate the relevance of the issues we will address 
unless we do some original thinking and research on a particular subtopic.  
Therefore, I expect a paper of at least 10 pages of text (typed double space) 
plus bibliography, footnotes and title page on a topic of your choosing that is 
relevant to this course   The paper will account for most of the other half your 
grade/ Due the last day of class, August 12, 2022. Please tell me what your topic 
will be in writing by June 24, 2022.  If I have not approved your topic before you 
submit your paper, I may not accept it. Your paper should not simply be a 
summary of other people's work nor written off the top of your head, but rather a 
statement of your personal understanding of a problem, based on research you 



have done.  We also need to tie all the issues discussed in the course together.  
So I will require you to write 2 brief (5 pages) essays in response to questions I 
will ask you- one, around midterm time; the other, during finals week. I may 
occasionally ask for short written responses to other questions. Late papers will 
not be accepted.  Incompletes will not be given. Papers found to be plagiarized 
will not be accepted. If your long paper is found to plagiarized, you will fail the 
course.  No make-ups will be permitted for unaccepted papers I reserve the right 
to pleasantly surprise an actively involved student in his/her final grade.  
 
I prefer that papers be submitted on MSWord and if you e-mail, you avoid using 
a format that requires a password to open. 
 
  

The Objective of Learning:  
 

 
Faculty are supposed to present “learning objectives:” today, we will learn X; 
tomorrow, we learn Y. Everything is laid out for you. You do not have to be 
engaged in creating your own education or finding its meaning. Instructors know; 
you don’t.  Teachers teach, give you information. You absorb it and spit it back for 
a grade. Learning is supposed to be quantitatively measurable. If learning is to be 
assessed by the “facts” repeated, then the best way to measure it is through 
multiple choice tests. What passes for facts are often interpretations. Textbook 
publishers will gladly provide instructor’s handbooks full of multiple-choice 
questions with the “correct” answer underlined. What does an instructor using 
these handbooks really need to know? 

 
The only way to predict exactly what will happen each day is if learning is a 
passive process for the students. They are to provide no input, ask no questions, 
offer no insights or knowledge through which the teacher and other students can 
learn from them. If education is a dynamic interaction, in which both instructor and 
student are participants, then the daily classes and the course as a whole may 
evolve in unpredictable directions. One question or comment can change the path 
of a day or maybe even a whole semester. A class can proceed exactly as 
specified in a syllabus passed out in the first day of class only if students 
compliantly accept whatever they are told and perhaps quietly copy it down in 
their notebooks.  
 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 
The university expects faculty to present “learning objectives” in the syllabus 
Here are mine: 
 
• to enhance your skills in presenting a position, critical thinking, building 

logical coherent arguments, analyzing, interpreting, recognizing bias and 
perspective. 



• To evaluate the reality of the American Dream and the claim that America 
is the land of opportunity 

• To consider who has wealth and power, how they justify it, and if they 
deserve it 

• To contrast class and caste and political approaches that focus on one 
rather than the other 

• To understand differences in paradigms and how they explain the 
distribution of wealth and power 

• To recognize the impact of militaristic capitalism and its rulers on issues 
like the environment, distribution of wealth, the environment, health and 
war and peace 

 
_____________________________________________________________ 

This course will comply with university policies for students with disability and 
other special needs. Here is how these polices are specified by the Provost’s 
office: 
 
Accommodations for Documented Disabilities 
In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and 
require accommodations to obtain equal access in a course, please meet with 
the course instructor at the beginning of the semester and provide the 
appropriate paperwork from the Center for Access and Success. The 
necessary paperwork is obtained when you bring proper documentation to the 
Center, which is located in Pine Dale Hall, Room 7136, 508-999-8711. 
Emotional Health, Violence, Sexual Harassment, and Title IX 
The purpose of a University is to disseminate information, as well as to explore a 
universe of ideas, to encourage diverse perspectives and robust expression, and 
to foster the development of critical and analytical thinking skills. In many 
classes, students and faculty examine and analyze challenging and controversial 
topics. 
If a topic covered in this class triggers post-traumatic stress or other emotional 
distress, please discuss the matter with the professor, or seek out confidential 
resources available from the Counseling Center, 508-999-8648 or - 8650, or 
the Victim Advocate in the Center for Women, Gender and Sexuality, 508-910-
4584. In an emergency, contact the Department of Public Safety at 508-999-
9191 24 hrs./day. 
UMass Dartmouth, following national guidance from the Office of Civil Rights, 
requires that faculty follow UMass Dartmouth policy as a "mandated reporter" of 
any disclosure of sexual harassment, abuse, and/or violence shared with the 
faculty member in person and/or via email. These disclosures include, but are 
not limited to, reports of sexual assault, relational abuse, relational/domestic 
violence, and stalking. While faculty are often able to help students locate 
appropriate channels of assistance on campus, disclosure by the student to the 
faculty member requires that the faculty member inform the University’s Title IX 
Coordinator in the Office of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion at 508-999-8008 to 
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help ensure that the student’s safety and welfare are being addressed, even if 
the student requests that the disclosure not be shared. 

 
For confidential counseling support and assistance: Sexual Violence 
Awareness 
 
Tutoring Support Services 
If you are having difficulty with the class, please: 
• Contact the instructor directly using the contact information listed on 

the syllabus. 
• Contact the Multiliteracy and Communication Center for help with 

writing and communication projects. Liberal Arts building, Rooms 219-2 
 

• Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is the representation of the words or ideas of another as one’s own in 
any academic exercise. To avoid plagiarism, every direct quotation must be 
identified by quotation marks or by appropriate indentation and must be properly 
cited in the text or in a footnote.  Acknowledgment is required when material from 
another source stored in print, electronic, or other medium is paraphrased or 
summarized in whole or in part in one’s own words…A footnote acknowledging 
only a directly quoted does not suffice to notify the reader of any preceding or 
succeeding paraphrased material.  
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