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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: land reform, slavery 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
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Williamson (2009, 2015): Historically High vs. 
Commodity Boom during the Belle Epoque

Latin American Inequality in History Inequality Possibility Frontier
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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 àInstitutions à
Economic Performance
• Through inequality
• Higher inequalityà Lower growth
(?)
• Slavery
• Caribbean

7



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
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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

16



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

Education in the XIXth Century Early Education and Inequality
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Missions and Development in Paraguay: 
Valencia Caicedo (2019)
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Engineers, Innovation and Inequality in the US
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Elite Persistence: Colombia and Venezuela

• 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)

22



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
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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 and Slavery
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Conclusions

• Historical roots of Latin America’s high level of inequality
• Stress colonial origins and factor endowments more than post-

independence factors
• 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 for policy in a “deep rooted” continent
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Migration and Slavery in Brazil: Laudares and 
Valencia (2022)
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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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Maloney and Valencia (2016): Pre-colonial 
population density and slavery
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Income and Inequality in the Americas: sub-
national (Maloney and Valencia, 2016)
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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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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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Structural Transformation in Brazil

Manufacturing in 1980 vs. Agriculture 
in 1920

Services in 1980 vs. Manufacturing in 
1920

37



Mechanisms: Capitanias and Land Inequality
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