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Inequalities in Latin America are high…
Figure 1. Levels and dynamics of income/consumption inequality in the world 1990-2020 
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Source: Alvaredo, Bourguignon, Ferreira 

and Lustig (2023) III WP 111 (LACIR 

Series).

Note: The series for Latin American and 

the Caribbean, Eastern Europe, and 

Industrialized countries are based mostly 

on Gini coefficients of household per 

capita income. The series for East Asia 

and Pacific, Central Asia, MENA, South 

Asia and Sub-Saharan Asia are based 

mostly on Gini coefficients of household 

per capita consumption.

Levels and dynamics of income/consumption inequality in the world 1990-2020



… multifaceted and interconnected…

Source: Bancalari, Berlinski, Buitrago, 

Garcia, de la Mata and Vera-

Hernandez (2023) III WP 112 (LACIR 

Series).

Note: Stunting rate is the percentage of 

children 0-5 with height for age below 

minus two standard deviations from the 

median of the WHO reference group. 

Quintiles of wealth refer to an asset 

index constructed from DHS and MICS 

surveys. Benchmark is the average for 

14 OECD countries.

Stunting rates by wealth quintile in seventeen LAC countries



… and have an important horizontal component  
(e.g. between races, genders, etc. )

Mean per capita household income by ethno-racial category and skin Color, LAPOP 2012

Source: Telles, Bailey, 

Davoudpour and Freeman 

(2023), III WP 113 (LACIR 

Series).

Notes: The mean per capita 

household income of skin 

color category five is the 

reference (0%) for each 

country. Skin color points are 

shaded to match the category

number on the color scales.

Racial categories are denoted

by letters – W = white/blanca,

B = black/negra, A =

Asian/amarela, L = Ladina, 

Me = Mestiza, Mo = Morena, 

Mu = Mulata, I = Indígena. 



… and are reflected in persistently 
unequal distributions of wealth…

Source: Carranza, de Rosa, and Flores (2023) III WP 91 (LACIR series)

Note:  Preferred top 1% share estimates (for individual wealth) from administrative data. 

Bottom 50% shares (for per-capita household wealth) from household wealth surveys.       



The long shadow of colonial history: 

intergenerational transmission of 

political power.

Juan Vázquez de Coronado y Anaya

Born: 1523 in Salamanca, Spain

Spanish conquistador of Costa Rica

Source: Samuel Z. Stone (1975) – w/ thanks to Fergusson, Robinson and Torres

... and power.



The long cycle of inequality 
reproduction in LAC

Weak, incohesive 

social contract

Economic 

inequality

Inequality 
of power

Inequality of 

opportunity



Discourse on Inequality, Rousseau, 1761

• “I  conceive  two  species  of  inequality  among  men;  one  which  I  
call  natural,  or physical inequality, because it is established by 
nature, and consists in the difference of age, health, bodily strength, 
and the qualities of the mind, or of the soul; the  other  which  may  
be  termed  moral,  or  political  inequality,  because  it  depends on a 
kind of convention, and is established, or at least authorized, by the 
common consent of mankind.  This species of inequality consists in 
the different privileges, which  some  men  enjoy,  to  the  prejudice  
of  others,  such  as  that  of  being  richer, more honoured, more 
powerful, and even that of exacting obedience from them.”
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This Chapter / Outline

• Survey of the existing literature: origins of Latin American economic
inequality / economic inequality in the history of the region

• Seminal papers and more modern contributions

• National differences between countries and sub-national differences
within countries, along with empirics and identification techniques

• Key topics: slavery, land reform and education

• Other mechanisms: elites, health and wages

• Replications focusing on inequality (instead of income): colonial 
origins
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COVID-19
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Prados de la Escosura (2007) and Lustig et al. 
(2012): Historical Inequality in Latin America

Secular increase during the XXth C. Decline during the 2000s, pre COVID
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Williamson (2009, 2015): Historically High vs. 
Commodity Boom during the Belle Epoque

Latin American Inequality in History Inequality Possibility Frontier

13



Post-independence Latin America

• Independence: revolutionary
change / Persistence?

• Suffrage extension: E&S

• Coatsworth (2008): not enough?

• Trade and commodity booms 
(Arroyo Abad, 2013)

• Financing education (Musacchio 
et al., 2014)

• Church wealth expropriation
(Uribe Castro, 2019)
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Inequality and Income in the 2000s
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Engerman and Sokoloff (1997, 2000, 2002)

• Natural Endowments
• Americas
• Qualitative

• EndowmentsInstitutions 
Economic Performance

• Through inequality
• Higher inequality Lower growth (?)
• Slavery
• Caribbean

• Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson 
(2001, 2002)
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Melissa Dell (2010)

• Long-term impact of the mita
labor system on economic 
development in Peru / Bolivia

• Using a geographic regression 
discontinuity design

• Negative effects on consumption 
and higher stunting

• Through a decrease in 
haciendas, public goods and 
sectoral composition
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Colonial Institutions: Haciendas, Encomiendas
and Conciertos in Mexico, Colombia and Ecuador

Colombia: Faguet et al. (2017) Ecuador: Rivadeneira (2021)Mexico: Arias and Flores (2021)
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Natural Endowments and Slavery

Plantations in Brazil Slavery in the 18th Century
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Nunn (2007): Slavery, Inequality and Income, 
testing the Engerman and Sokoloff Hypothesis

Country Level State level: US
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Nunn (2007), Bertocchi and Dimico (2014) at 
the County level, along with Human Capital

Income: County Level Inequality: County Level
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Maloney and Valencia (2016): Slavery and 
Inequality, sub-national level

22



International Slavery Flows 1500-1860 
(Eltis and Richardson, 2010)
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Laudares and Valencia (2022): Donut RD for 
Tordesillas line on Slavery
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Laudares and Valencia (2022): Donut RD for 
Tordesillas line on Slavery and Inequality
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Laudares and Valencia (2022): Donut RD for 
Tordesillas line on Slavery and Income
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Acemoglu et al. (2012): Slavery and long-run 
Development in Colombia
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Land and Land Reform

Land Gini in Modern Times
• Dell (2012): Mexican Revolution, 

land redistribution and path
dependence in development

• Montero (2021): Cooperative 
Property rights in El Salvador

• Albertus (2019): land reform
reduced subsequent conflict in 
Peru

• Albertus et al. (2020): land reform
decreased human capital formation
in Peru, by lowering demand
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Land Reform II

• Albertus (2015): autocracy and redistribution in Latin America

• Galán (2020): land reform and intergenerational mobility in Colombia

• Lopez Uribe (2017): land reform as a strategic political choice in Colombia 

• Lillo Bustos (2018): land redistribution, crop choice, reform and counter-
reform in Chile

• Jaimovich and Toledo (2018): failed land reform and conflict with the 
Mapuches in Chile

• Homestead Act in the US: Mattheis and Raz (2021), Smith (2021), Lillo-
Bustos (2020). Redistribution, Voting and Clientelism in Italy (Caprettini et 
al., 2021). Jäger for Germany and Gobbi for France
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Education: Mariscal and Sokoloff (2000)

Education in the XIXth Century Early Education and Inequality
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Acemoglu et al. (2007): Cundinamarca, 
Colombia, Economic vs. Political Inequality

Economic Inequality and Schooling Political Inequality and Schooling
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Missions and Development in Paraguay: 
Valencia Caicedo (2019)
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Engineers, Innovation and Inequality in the 
US: Maloney and Valencia Caicedo (2022)
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International Migration: Argentina and Brazil

Droller, Fiszbein and Pérez (2023) Lanza, Maniar and Musacchio (2023)
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Elite Persistence: Colombia and Venezuela, 
Mejia (2023)
• Networks of banking and 

manufacturing elite in Antioquia, 
Colombia (Mejia, 2022) 
following Hirschman (1968) and 
Twinam (1982)

• Conflict and democracy in 
Colombia (Ferguson and Vargas, 
2022)

• Intra-elite conflict in Venezuela 
(Kronick and Rodriguez, 2022)
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Health Inequality and Wages

Chagas in Brazil: Schneider and 
Montero (2022)

Wage Dispersion in Latin America: 
Astorga (2015)
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Extensions and Replications 

• Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson (2001): Inequality instead of 
income, national level, focusing on Latin America

• Bruhn and Gallego (2012): inequality and institutions, sub-national

• Rocha, Ferraz and Soares (2017): inequality and settlements instead 
of literacy and years of schooling, Sao Paulo

• Maloney and Valencia (2016): inequality and slavery, population 
density and inequality, sub-national
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Settler Mortality, Income and Inequality

Kuznets

38



Good, Bad and Ugly Institutions and 
Inequality: Bruhn and Gallego (2012)
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Migration and Inequality in Brazil: Ferraz et al. 
(2007)
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Maloney and Valencia (2016): Pre-colonial 
Population Density and Inequality
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Maloney and Valencia (2016): Pre-colonial 
Population Density, Slavery and Income
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Maloney and Valencia (2016): Pre-colonial 
Population Density, Slavery and Inequality
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Conclusions

• Historical roots of Latin America’s high level of inequality

• Stress colonial origins and factor endowments more than pre-colonial 
or post-independence factors

• Studies at the sub-national level and econometric identification

• Slavery as a determinant of income and inequality

• Central role of land reform, redistribution and education

• Empirical replications: it is hard to shock inequality historically, using 
some of the common proxies in the literature

• Role of public policy in a “deep rooted” continent
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Table of Contents: Roots of Underdevelopment
• Introduction

1. Latin America
2. Mexico
3. Peru
4. Ecuador
5. Bolivia
6. Argentina
7. Brazil
8. Colombia I 
9. Colombia II
10. Venezuela
11. Suriname
12. Chile
13. Paraguay
14. Uruguay 
15. El Salvador
16. Costa Rica
17. Guatemala
18. Puerto Rico

• Conclusions
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Conclusions: Roots of Underdevelopment

• New archival work, solid empirical analysis, modern econometric 
techniques and emphasis on mechanisms of transmission

• One continental and 17 sub-national analyses

• Key topics: migration, ethnicity, elite formation and conflict

• Others: multinationals and urban primacy

• Deep historical roots of underdevelopment and need for country 
specific policies 

• Missing countries and topics: Central America, Caribbean, Guyanas

• Avenues for future research (political dimension) and an invitation to 
continue exploring Latin America’s rich history!
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“Modernizing Elites in Latin America: Social Networks 
evidence from the Emergence of Banking in Antioquia”
by Javier Mejía

• How to reconcile the 
individuality of entrepreneurs 
with the collective behavior 
required to consolidate 
capitalism?
• The author focuses on interactions 

between bankers and economic 
elites to answer this question

• Puts the focus on Antioquia during 
the 19th and 20th centuries (1870-
1930) collecting novel data
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• The author shows how the 
position of the banker in the 
network mattered for his 
performance
• They were a diverse community

• Eventually amalgamated with 
industrialists

• New evidence on the 
persistence of (non-political) 
elites in Colombia
• A dynamic and changing one in 

this case
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“Colombia: Democratic but Violent?” 
by Leopoldo Fergusson and Juan Fernando Vargas

• There exists a paradox of 
violence in Colombia:
• Extreme episodes of violence, but 

remarkably stable democracy

• Two main factors behind this 
paradox are:
• “Horizonal” nature of social 

conflict

• Weakness of key institutions such 
as the judiciary or the military

Democracy and Conflict: LAC
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• The authors zoom into the 
1853 constitutional 
democratization effort
• Slavery abolition and universal 

male suffrage

• Original data on violent 
political confrontations in the 
19th century

• Violence dropped temporarily 
and returned to pre-reform 
levels after local elites 
managed to reverse most of 
the reforms of the 
constitution: real power
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Enfranchisement vs. Violence



Migration and Slavery in Brazil: Laudares and 
Valencia (2022)
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Income and Inequality in the Americas: sub-
national (Maloney and Valencia, 2016)
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Structural Transformation in Brazil

Manufacturing in 1980 vs. Agriculture 
in 1920

Services in 1980 vs. Manufacturing in 
1920
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Inequality and Income in Brazil: Laudares and 
Valencia Caicedo (2022)

2010: Theil vs. GDP 1970-2010 (by Theil change deciles)
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Mechanisms: Capitanias and Land Inequality

55


