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INTRODUCTION
1. The rise of inequality seems an universal feature of 

contemporary societies…

2. … And a major area for  multidisciplinary research

3. Generally  economists point out one main causal

mechanism largely common to all economies:
 globalisation

 technical change

 capitalism

4. Against mono-causal , universal explanations



SYNOPSIS
1. China: explosive inequalities are the consequence of 

fast development : Kuznets revisited.

2. The United States: a finance led regime promotes  a 

surge in inequalities, volatility and crises .

3. Europe: resilience of an extended welfare but loss of 

economic dynamism

4. The Latin American exception :  why  the recent 

reduction of inequality ?

5. Four different inequality regimes  made compatible 

by globalisation. 



I. CHINA: LESS POVERTY BUT 

MORE INEQUALITIES, THE 

DIRECT CONSEQUENCES OF 

FAST PRODUCTIVE 

MODERNISATION

1. The very example of the exploration of the 

ascending part of the Kuznets’ curve 







The Local State corporatism hypothesis



The source of inequality: the primacy of competition



The crucial role of  

regional 

disparities: 

contribution of  

Beijing, Shanghai, 

Guangdong to 

interprovincial 

inequality, 1987-

2007

Source: 

taken from 

UNRISD 

(2010), p. 72



Evolution of  inequality in China and 

Hong-Kong (1972-1998) Theil index





II. THE UNITED STATES: A FINANCE

LED REGIME PROMOTES A SURGE IN

INEQUALITIES, VOLATILITY AND

CRISES



1. The new liberal doxa: increasing 

inequalities are necessary for growth 

recovery and domestic competitiveness

The anti-egalitarian paradigm shift of the 90s



2. The rise of finance: the third and massive 

source of explosive income inequalities 

Quasi-
stagnation of  
average real 
salary versus 
the explosion 

of  CEOs 
remunerations





More working hours, more sources of income 
within the same household and finally an explosion 
of credit



3. Financial liberalisation has removed the inter-temporal 

income constraint and led to a crisis that could not 

happen in the static neoclassical model 

• In response to the exhaustion of  the 

Fordist model of  growth in the 

United States, facing incompatible 

social demands, succesive 

governments decided to tranfer  the 

allocation of  capital  to markets in 

order to make anonymous the related 

choices... but financial innovations 

have instead led to a credit boom, 

along an unsustainable path long-

term.

15 September 2008 is the Day of  

Reckoning



4. The surge of very top incomes in the US



5. Largely the consequence of the 

domination of finance



Some highly restricted groups use their 
economic power to lobby in favour of no or light 
regulation







6. The concentration of economic and political 

power is the basic explanation of rising 

American inequalities
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Increasing inequalities and financial fragility and 
crisis go hand on hand

Source: David Moss 

(2010) Comments on 

Bank 

Failure/Regulation/In

equality Chart, August.



7. The Chinese and US inequality 

regimes are complements
The American patrimonial inequality regime and the Chinese Kuznets’ inequality regime are complements 

 
  China helps financing trade / 

 Public deficit of the US 
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III. EUROPE: RESILIENCE OF 

AN EXTENDED WELFARE 

BUT LOSS   OF ECONOMIC 

DYNAMISM 
: 



1.Welfare as a component of social capital, 

enhancing innovation and growth

 A legacy of the polder model 
VISSER J. and HEMERIJCK A. (1997), 'A Dutch Miracle' 

- Job Growth, Welfare Reform and Corporatism in the 

Netherlands, Amsterdam University Press.

 A powerful analytical tool …

…..Alas that has not diffused within the 
European Union.



ACHIEVEMENT

OF SOCIAL

JUSTICE

How some welfare systems enhance dynamic efficiency
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2. Social democratic capitalisms have 

maintained a better defence of social 

justice

 A clear 

distinctivene
ss  of  basic 
institutional 

forms of  
Nordic 

countries



The synergy between citizens’ universal rights and 
wage-earners search for security 



3. Still limited inequality in some EU countries …



…but explosion of inequality in English speaking 

countries

• Graph 12 – Rising inequalities for English 

speaking countries after the mid 1980s 

Graph 12 – Rising inequalities for English speaking countries after the mid 1980s 



4. Importing Nordic Social Models is an 

illusion: the failure of the Lisbon strategy

 Genuine configurations have to emerge from 
the interaction of domestic collective actors

Economic institutions are not the equivalent 
of technological systems

How interests, power and ideas interact in 
the genesis of society wide models



5. A false attribution to public spending and 

welfare of the Euro crisis



6. Three interdependent inequality regimes



IV. THE LATIN AMERICAN 

PARADOX: IN SEARCH FOR AN 

ECLECTIC INTERPRETATION
1. Not so poor continent but the most unequal 



2. Large differences among Latin American 

societies



3. Nevertheless a rather general and 

significant reduction of inequalities 

during the last decade

Source: Juan Pablo Jimenez & Isabel Lopez-Azcunaga (2012), p. 3.



4. No single factor but a complex web of 

economic, social and political processes

 The fiscal and redistributive policies have a 
minor impact in the reduction of inequality



A strong contrast with respect to the European 
Union and even the US



Increasing social expenditures but far less in 
education and health
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Productividad Salario real

Graph – Since 2003 a new synchronization of real wage and productivity

Source: Miotti et Quenan (2009)

A major change: the indexing of  wage upon 
productivity since 2003 in Brazil



A significant but still modest reduction in 
inequalities in Brazil



The integration into the world economy remains 
dominated by the exportation of primary commodities
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All these factors have been mixed into a complex 
set of interacting processes

GEOPOLITICS
POLITY

1. Rising demand 

of  primary 

good from 

industrializing 

Asia

2. Bubble 

driven US 

economy
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of  trade
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growth
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More ability 
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Growth

with
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6. Social 

demands for 

welfare

7. New institutions 

for labour 
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8. General shift 

towards 

democracy

9. U turn of  

political alliances 

after a major 

crisis (Argentina)

ECONOMY SOCIETY / WELFARE

Source: Freely inspired among others by Juan Pablo Jiménez and Isabel Lopez Azcunaga (2012); Luis Miotti, Carlos 

Quenan, Edgardo Torija Zane (2012)





V. A WORLD OF 

CONTRASTED AND 

INTERDEPENDENT 

INEQUALITY REGIMES



More than globalisation, interdependent 

sources of inequality at the world level

 A rather fuzzy concept: domination of 
multinationals, world value chains 
Americanisation, emergence of new 
industrialising countries…?

 Implicitly the hypothesis of an 
homogenisation and convergence of 
societies

 An argument in favour of “the same size for 
all” economic policies.

Figure  – An interdependent world, complementary national inequalities
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EUROPE

A mild but significant 

reduction of  inequalities

Structural heterogeneity 

but reduced

More democracy, more 

response to social demand

More taxes, learning from 

past crises

Dynamism of  exports of  

primary resource

   

LATIN AMERICA



VI. CONCLUSION: 

A WATERSHAVE IN THE 

TRAJECTORIES OF 

INEQUALITY?



C1 – Ideas of academia have been used to sustain 

the ideologies and strategies of dominant 

economic actors. The demise of the 

Beveridge and Keynes legacy has entitled a 

return to neoclassical theory and not at all 

the diffusion of welfare as social capital: the 

vision of a contradiction between economic 

efficiency and social justice has triumphed 



C2 – The contemporary capitalisms are 

simultaneously confirming the Kuznets 

curve (China and other emerging 

economies) and introducing new sources of 

inequality, especially linked to 

financialisation and Latin America still add 

many other structural sources of inequality.



C3 – For régulation approaches, the link between 

inequality and growth varies in time and 

space.. Some institutional configurations do 

sustain both growth and equity, but they 

have their own sources of self-

destabilisation.



C4 – More than a globalisation of inequality, the 

contemporary world exhibit the 

interdependence and possible 

complementarity of different regimes 

generating contrasted sources of inequality 

(US, China, Europe, Latin America). 



C5 – Social scientists of various disciplines have 

recently converged towards a common 

interpretation of contemporary inequalities. 

The concentration of economic power upon 

quite imperfect markets and the lobbying 

capacity of a restricted elite to design the 

rules of the game for their exclusive benefits 

are the two main forces operating in 

industrialized countries, especially in the US 

and UK. 
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