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The final years of military government in Brazil were marked by a growing 

expectation that the transition to the democratic regime would be able – or 

sufficient – to eliminate the main problems afflicting Brazilian society, includ-

ing poverty, corruption, violence, the quality and reach of public services, infla-

tion, inequalities, and so on (Fausto, 1994). However, the recent literature on 

Brazil – whether in Sociology, Political Science or Economics, or even the reports 

circulating in the mass media over recent years – contains strong evidence 

that, despite the advances achieved in some areas over the last thirty years, 

many challenges need to be met still for these expectations to become concrete. 

In this article, I focus specifically on the question of income inequalities, eval-

uating whether the labour-based income gap between classes in Brazil has 

shrunk over the last few decades and, if so, how these might be explained.

One of the most widely recognized aspects of Brazilian society is its 

high level of income inequalities, meaning that for many years the country 

has been ranked among those nations with the highest income disparities in 

the world (Barros et al., 2001). This phenomenon has already been – and con-

tinues to be – widely studied by the specialized literature, which has observed 

a strong tendency for these inequalities to be reproduced, a trend maintained 

for decades at a very high level. On the other hand, though still running at a 

high level, some measures of inequality have begun to fall over recent years. 

This is the case of the GINI coefficient, for instance, which has fallen continu-
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ously over the last decade, reaching the lowest values since it first started to 

be measured in the country (Barros et al., 2010).

These more conventional measures of inequalities, like the GINI index, 

present a number of limitations, however, which will be discussed more close-

ly over the course of the article. For now I simply observe that they lack the 

capacity to measure what have become known as ‘enduring inequalities’ (Til-

ly, 1999): in other words, the kinds of structured and institutionalized inequal-

ities that tend to be reproduced over the long term and are manifested between 

socially significant groups and categories. In this article, therefore, I shall 

analyse the income inequalities between classes – rather than individuals. 

My interest resides in analysing the pattern of inequalities in labour 

income between classes in the period from 1995 to 2013. Consequently, the 

starting point for this study will be the moment following stabilization of the 

currency (the Plano Real) and also political stabilization, namely the first year 

of the Fernando Henrique Cardoso government (PSDB), the first directly elect-

ed president after the military regime to conclude his mandate. The period 

analysed will cover the two mandates of the president elected from the PSDB 

(1995-2002) and also the more recent period of the governments of the PT, with 

the two mandates of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2003-2010) and the first period 

of Dilma Rousseff (2011-2014) as head of the federal government. I therefore 

focus on the trends in the pattern of inequalities in some of the most impor-

tant political periods since the return to democracy, when two of the most 

significant political parties active in Brazil, which have recently been the main 

rivals in the country’s major political-electoral disputes,were in command of 

the federal government. 

During this period we can identify distinct contexts and economic pol-

icies that without doubt had an impact on inequalities. Two moments can be 

highlighted: the first spans from the election of Fernando Henrique Cardoso 

(FHC) to the second half of the Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (Lula) government and 

is marked by the concern with economic stability – sustained through meas-

ures like maintaining a primary surplus and high interest rates – by freezing 

or slight increases in the real value of the minimum wage and by a weaker 

economic performance; the second moment runs from the second half of Lu-

la’s first presidential mandate, with the reduction in interest rates, a reduction 

of the primary surplus, a real increase in the minimum wage and the expan-

sion of credit. During this second phase, these measures were accompanied 

by higher rates of economic growth, a reduction in unemployment and pov-

erty, and most importantly a substantial decrease in income inequality be-

tween individuals, which by the end of the 2000s had reached the lowest levels 

of the historical series.

In terms of methodology, I used data from the National Household Sam-

ple Survey (PNAD) compiled by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and 



183

article | andré salata

Statistics(IBGE), selecting the years from 1995 to 2013. Applying the class sche-

ma developed by Valle Silva (1992) allows us to measure inequalities in income 

– derived from paid work – between the classes over the period under analysis. 

The article is structured as follows: in the following section I provide a 

brief review of the literature on income inequality in Brazil, also citing the 

debate concerning the relation between inequalities and democracy. In the 

second section, I turn to examine the main critiques of the way in which in-

come inequalities have normally been measured, and I present the class sche-

ma to be utilized, discussing its validity and main characteristics. The third 

section will explore the empirical data used to analyse class inequalities in 

Brazil over recent decades, specifically between 1995 and 2013. Finally, in the 

conclusion, I look to relate the results obtained to the cited bibliography, and 

also search for possible explanations for the movements observed in the pat-

tern of income inequalities and, moreover, identify potential responses to this 

question. 

INEQUALITIES AND DEMOCRACY 

Income inequality in Brazil has a lengthy history. Ever since reliable measures 

of inequalities began to be produced in the country, in the mid-twentieth cen-

tury, the high level of income disparities became evident. As well as the ac-

centuated level, however, our attention is also drawn to the persistence of 

these inequalities. When measured by the GINI coefficient (or by income ratios) 

using data from the Census or the PNADs, it can be seen that from the 1960s, 

at least, inequalities have remained at high levels in the country with even 

higher trends observable during various different periods. From the 1960s to 

1980s, for example, during periods of growth or economic crisis, therefore, we 

can observe an increase in inequality (Barros & Mendonça, 1995).

The expectation that the end of the military dictatorship and the tran-

sition to democracy would be sufficient to deal with some of the country’s 

severest social problems, like poverty and inequalities, is supported by some 

of the literature on the topic (Ansell & Samuels, 2014). The argument pre-

sented by some authors is that by opening up the possibility for most of the 

population to take part – in some form, even if indirectly – in making decisions, 

democratic governments tend to raise social expenditure and distribute re-

sources in more egalitarian fashion than autocratic governments. 

This argument has very often been sustained by the familiar idea of the 

average voter. By extending political rights to the majority of the population, 

unequal societies like Brazil’s will tend to have an average voter closer to the 

poorer sectors, which tend to support governments committed to higher social 

expenditure and redistribution policies. As a result, in order to appeal to these 

electors to maximize their votes, political parties in democratic environments 
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will supposedly tend to back and implement redistributive measures more 

frequently. 

As observed by Sen (2001), diverse kinds of inequalities are present in 

any society. In this sense, we can take democracy as an indicator of political 

equality and thus ask: is there a relation between political inequality and so-

cioeconomic inequality? This question has been posed ever since Aristotle, in 

fact, and many authors have argued – as mentioned earlier – that in a demo-

cratic system the less privileged portion of the population will press for the 

transfer of resources controlled by the more privileged sectors (Bermeo, 2009). 

In other words, greater political equality will supposedly be accompanied by 

greater economic equality. 

Many factors influence the distribution of incomes within the labour 

market, such as workforce shortages, the concentration of human capital, the 

level of technological development and so on. However, the market is embed-

ded in a political context that can without doubt affect this distribution in 

diverse ways, making it more homogenous our heterogeneous, in accordance 

with the institutions and policies put into practice. The expectation is, there-

fore, that where political power is more widely distributed, as in democratic 

systems, the institutions and policies aim to distribute resources. In societies 

where political power is more heavily concentrated, though, we would expect 

the institutions and policies to work towards concentrating economic resourc-

es. This expectation is even stronger in societies with a high concentration of 

economic resources, since democratization – understood here as the extension 

of the right to vote to most of the population – is assumed to bring the average 

voter towards the  poorest sectors, leading therefore to the assertion of redis-

tributive policies (Meltzer & Richard, 1981).

Empirical studies developed in recent years, however, have shown that 

the relation between democracy and inequalities seems much less simple, 

meaning that there is no consistent evidence that the above logic has actu-

ally prevailed. On the contrary, some works even show that democratic systems 

tend to concentrate resources rather than distribute them, and that no relation 

apparently exists between democracy and an increase in social expenditure. 

Some of the explanations for these findings turn on the possibility of powerful 

economic elites managing to control the political sphere (Mills, 1999), influenc-

ing governments, parties and even voters. Other authors, though, question the 

assumed progressive tendency of poorer voters, arguing that in general these 

classes tend to be conservative. What the specialized literature, shows, there-

fore, is that we can never be sure concerning the effect of democracy on the 

distribution of economic resources (Acemoglu et al., 2013).

While we lack conclusive data concerning the effect of greater political 

equality on economic inequality, there are consistent findings on the potential 

political consequences of the distribution of economic resources. More specifi-
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cally, some degree of convergence exists concerning the deleterious effects of 

inequality on the quality of democracy. Some possible mechanisms could help 

us understand this relation better. In very unequal countries, the wealthiest can 

have a disproportional influence on electoral manoeuvring, on party programs, 

on the policies implemented by governments and so on, distorting the idea of 

representativeness. Some studies point to a negative relation between inequal-

ity, turnout at the voting booths and political engagement, showing that it can 

affect the interest in politics of a large portion of the population. Inequality can 

encourage political polarization and radicalization, possibly reducing mutual 

trust and the commitment to the rules of the democratic system, as well as 

increasing the tolerance of authoritarian measures and abuses of power, since 

it may undermine the solidarity between the different social classes. 

As a result, democratic regimes in economically more unequal societies 

can show a decline in quality. Wilkinson and Pickett (2011), for example, present 

interesting data showing how more unequal countries tend to present higher 

levels of violence, imprisonment, worse indicators for physical and mental 

health among the population, lower life expectancy, poor educational perfor-

mance and the like. Worse still, all these consequences in combination can 

reduce the legitimacy of and trust in the democratic institutions themselves. 

Indeed, studies on the theme indicate the following scenario: on one hand, 

democracy does not seem to have any clear effect on economic inequalities, in 

the sense of automatically favouring a better distribution of resources; on the 

other hand, a poor distribution of these resources can lead to a deterioration in 

the quality of the country’s democracy and even jeopardize its continuity.  

Taking the democratic context in Brazil over the last few decades as a 

background for the analysis, therefore, has the country seen a reduction in 

income inequalities? This question is important and necessary. Necessary be-

cause, as we have seen, democratic regimes do not automatically tend to dis-

tribute resources: rather, the relation is contingent. And important because 

more egalitarian societies tend to enjoy a better quality democracy.

Works like those of Barros et al. (2001) show that from at least the start 

of the 1990s to the beginning of this century, what we see in Brazil is some 

degree of stability in the income inequalities between individuals without any 

clear downward trend – despite the pronounced annual variations between the 

end of the 1980s and the start of the 1990s, the outcome of the economic in-

stability during the period. It is only from the previous decade that a clear and 

continuous downward trend in income inequalities has become evident, so 

that the GINI coefficient at the end of the last decade has attained the lowest 

points of its historical series for the country.

In this article, I ask to what extent there has been a decline in income 

inequality between classes over the years between 1995 and 2013, and which 

classes have benefitted least and most? In the following section I present a 
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number of arguments, based on the specialized literature, with the aim of 

measuring the inequality between classes rather than individuals. 

CLASSES AND INEQUALITIES

In terms of income inequalities between individuals (or households), like those 

measured by the GINI coefficient or other correlate measures (income ratios, 

proportion of accumulated income, Theil index and so on), there is sufficient-

ly strong evidence, analysed in important works (Barros et al., 2010), that Bra-

zil has recently seen a marked improvement in income distribution between 

individuals. However, income inequality can be measured not only by taking 

individuals as a unit of analysis, but also social categories or groups, such as 

inequality between countries, regions, states, genders, colour or race, econom-

ic sectors, classes and so forth (Medeiros, 2012). 

Every measure of inequality has its own properties and measures this 

phenomenon in a specific way among the diverse possibilities. The GINI coef-

ficient, for example, is more commonly used to measure inequality between 

individuals rather than categories. Like any other indicator, therefore, it in-

volves a particular measure of inequalities, the outcome of a pre-established 

and non-universal theoretical approach. In this section I argue that if we wish 

to analyse the structural character of inequalities, undoubtedly very interest-

ing from a sociological viewpoint, other ways of exploring the same phenom-

enon can be utilized.

Basically the paradigm of class analysis, adopted in this text, takes in-

come distribution as a manifestation of the prior distribution of the resources 

that allow certain categories of individuals to obtain a lesser or greater propor-

tion of the revenue. In this sense, the inequalities in physical well-being derive 

from what individuals have and what they do with what they have (Figueiredo 

Santos, 2015). The distribution of these resources, in turn, is not random but 

institutionalized. For this reason, we can speak of categories of individuals, or 

classes, who control determined types of resources.

Two important contemporary sociologists, Goldthorpe (2009) and Wright 

(2005), assert that class-based analyses are fundamental to investigating the 

causal mechanisms that help to explain the localization of individuals in the 

distribution of resources. It is assumed, therefore, that the inequalities do not 

present a gradational distribution – in the form of a ladder (e.g. poor, middle 

class, upper class, etc.) – but a relational distribution, formed by a structure of 

interdependent classes (for example: unskilled manual workers, large employ-

ers, administrators and professional workers, etc.). From this perspective, in-

equalities are the outcome of structured and very often institutionalized rela-

tions, assumed by these classes, whether in the production process (Marx & 

Engels, 2002), in the market (Weber, 1978), or in social space (Bourdieu, 2008).
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The preference among sociologists for analysing inequalities through 

the idea of classes therefore stems from the importance that they attribute to 

the relations – structural and/or institutional – established by individuals 

(Hout, 2008). In this sense, classes are relevant since they allow individuals to 

be distinguished according to their life chances and thus enable analyses of 

enduring inequalities and their mechanisms of reproduction (Tilly, 1999). As a 

result, the use of classes in studies of income inequality allows us to recognize 

the presence of structural fractures in the income distribution of the studied 

population, thereby correcting certain deficiencies found in the econometric 

models (Figueiredo Santos, 2005).

In Brazil, a huge debate exists on income inequality, seen from quite 

diverse perspectives (Langoni, 1973; Fishlow, 1972, 1973; Ferreira, 2000; Barros 

et al., 2001; Valle Silva, 2003). Analysing the transformations occurring over 

recent years, however, we can observe the predominance of works, normally 

developed in the field of economics, that focus on income distribution between 

individuals, paying little attention to the sociostructural character of this dis-

tribution.

From a sociological viewpoint, though, I argue that it would be more 

interesting to analyse the inequalities between social groups defined through 

nominal categories like gender, race and, in this case, class situations. This is 

because inequalities between individuals can originate from an enormous 

range of factors, many of them irrelevant – such as luck, for example (Jencks, 

1973) – meaning that they tell us little about the possible changes in the struc-

tural pattern of inequalities (Valle Silva, 2003). In other words, the kind of 

analysis that has been carried out does not make it possible to know whether 

or not the recent transformations in income distribution in Brazil are, at least 

in part, a reflection of structural changes, more interesting and important from 

the sociological viewpoint. 

Exploring this more structural dimension, the recent drop in income 

inequality between individuals may be the result of three distinct movements. 

The first possibility is an effect of composition with a change in the participa-

tion of the different classes in the socio-occupational structure. Since the 

classes differ in terms of their average incomes, a change in the participation 

of the classes may alter the distribution of incomes between individuals. The 

second possibility is the reduction in income inequalities within classes – that 

is, a reduction in the income gaps between individuals making up the different 

classes. Finally, the third possibility, the one that most interests us here, is the 

reduction of the distances between classes, such that the average incomes of 

the less privileged classes move closer to the wealthier.

In the present article I have no intention of measuring the extent to 

which each of these movements may have been responsible for reducing in-

equalities between individuals, nor of decomposing the income variations in 
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order to ascertain the relevance of the between-group variation vis-à-vis intra-

group variation – which was already conducted by other important studies 

(Souza et al., 2014; Ribeiro et al., 2014) – but only of verifying whether there 

has been a reduction in income inequalities between classes.

Setting out from the premise – backed by theory and also by important 

empirical studies carried out in the last few years – that analysing the move-

ment of income inequality between classes is relevant, we can therefore ask: 

has this inequality in fact declined over recent years? If so, what changes can 

be observed, what classes benefitted most and which benefitted least?  

THE NVS SCHEMA

In order to be able to access the more structural aspect of the inequalities, in 

this work I use the class schema developed by Nelson do Valle Silva (1992) as 

a proxy for class situations. Originally this schema had eighteen categories, 

but here I shall use their version aggregated into nine groups (Scalon, 1999): 

Professionals, Administrators and Managers, Employers/Owners, Non-Manual 

Routine Workers, Self-Employed Workers, Skilled Manual Workers, Unskilled 

Manual Workers, Rural Employers and Rural Workers.

Here I interpret the NVS schema through an approach that has been 

defined as CARs, an abbreviation for Capitals, Assets and Resources (Savage & 

Devine, 2005). This contrasts with the now classic employment aggregate ap-

proach (Crompton, 1998), placing less emphasis on the division of labour and 

concentrating on the mechanisms and effects through which classes are pro-

duced through the actions of individuals sustained by different capitals, re-

sources or assets.

In other words, classes will be understood as aggregates of individuals 

who possess quantitative and qualitatively similar resources, which form the 

basis for their power to pursue their interests in the market. Classes, in this 

conception, concern the life chances conditioned by capacities and resources 

unequally distributed among the population. 

Following part of the sociological tradition on this theme (Wright, 1985; 

Butler & Savage, 1995), I shall interpret these resources via the idea of assets. 

 Giddens et al. (1973) claim that in advanced societies three main types of 

resources (assets) exist that individuals can bring to the labour market: prop-

erty, skills/qualifications and their labour power. In the table below I look to 

classify the nine categories in accordance with the degree to which this mar-

ket situation depends on each of these assets:
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The table above is no more than a conceptual tool and has been included 

with the aim of helping us to reflect on the socio-occupational categories that 

we are using. There are some categories whose market power depends heavily 

on property. This is the case principally of the Owners/Employers and Rural 

Employers. Self-Employed Workers, despite being owners (without employees), 

are largely supported by their own labour power, as attested by some of the oc-

cupations that we most typically encounter in this category, including vendors 

selling from stores, kiosks and stalls, waiters, bar staff, butlers and so on. 

The main resource of other categories is found in their qualifications 

and skills, the Professionals being the most typical case. In addition to these 

groups, we also have the Administrators and Managers. The latter category is 

the most difficult to analyse since it involves a group formed mostly by em-

ployees with average/high levels of education, whose main asset is undoubt-

edly their qualifications. But by performing functions related to authority and 

the control and management of property – despite not typically being owners 

– they can also be considered dependent on property as an asset. Since they 

are also generally employees, Professionals, Administrators and Managers also 

depend to some extent on their labour power.  

Finally we have the categories whose main resource is their labour 

power, like the Rural Employees, the Non-Manual Routine Employees – who 

Socio-Occcupational Categories Property Skills/Qualifications Labour Power

Owners/Employers * * * * ——

Administrators and Managers * * * * * *
Professionals —— * * * *
Routine Non-Manual Workers —— * * * * *
Self-Employed Workers * * * * * *
Skilled Manual Workers —— * * * *
Unskilled Manual Workers —— —— * * *
Rural Employers * * * —— ——

Rural Workers —— —— * * *
Table 1 

Socio-occupational categories according to theirassets   

Source: Author’s own elaboration.

* * *  Many

* *    Average

*       Few

—— None 
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also depend on their qualifications, through which they manage to escape 

manual jobs with less prestige – the Unskilled Manual Workers and the Skilled 

Manual Workers. In the case of the latter, given the importance of their quali-

fications, which very often guarantees them work and returns above those of 

unskilled workers, we can also consider the importance of skills for their 

chances in the labour market.

The question posed in this text is: within the democratic context over 

the last few decades, can we observe the decline in income inequalities be-

tween classes in Brazil? If so, which classes have benefitted most and which 

have benefitted least? In the next section I seek to reply to this question 

through an analysis of the empirical data. 

CLASSES AND INCOMES BETWEEN 1995 AND 2013

For these empirical analyses, I shall use the data from the National Household 

Sample Survey (PNAD-IBGE). It is true that the income from the richest is un-

derrepresented in the PNADs, especially those with the 5% and/or 1% highest 

incomes in the country, which skews downward the level of inequalities meas-

ured, interfering significantly in the analyses of inequalities.

At the same time, it is also true that, despite this known flaw in meas-

uring the income of the richest sector, the PNAD remains an extremely useful 

and interesting tool  for examining income inequalities in the country. Even 

using ‘just’ PNAD data, the enormous income inequality in Brazil is clear and 

evident, such that the figures generated through the survey place the country 

(for decades) among the most unequal in the world. The fact that PNAD does 

not adequately measure the income of the most wealthy (despite capturing a 

sizeable fraction), as we shall see, does not rule it out from observing some 

extremely important movements, including the distribution of incomes, that 

have occurred in the heart of the Brazilian population. 

The time period studied here spans between 1995 and 2013. 

 As stated earlier, this period covered allows us to include the two mandates 

of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (PSDB) between 1995 and 2002, the two man-

dates of President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (PT) between 2003 and 2010, and 

almost the entire first period of his successor, Dilma Roussef (PT), as President 

of the Republic between 2011 and 2014.

In geographic terms, it was necessary to remove households located in 

rural areas of Brazil’s North from the analysis, given that IBGE only began to 

collect this data from 2004 onward. In relation to the individuals included in 

my sample, I shall work only with those aged ten years or more. In addition, 

as we only have precise information on the occupation of those individuals 

who were employed in the week of reference of the surveys, the sample em-

ployed here will be limited to the employed population. 
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On the occupational data from the PNAD, which serve as the starting 

point to the creation of the socio-occupational categories used in this work, it 

is important to recall that a change took place in the classification system 

used by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE). From 2002 

the IBGE has adopted the Brazilian Classification of Occupations (CBO) 

 in the PNADs. As a consequence, some adaptations had to be made in order 

for it to be possible to maintain compatibility between the years under study. 

It is important to make clear that in this article the focus is merely on 

the income from labour, based on the fact that previous studies have shown 

that much of the distribution taking place over recent years occurred in the 

sphere of the labour market. 

The main question examined here will be the relation over the last few 

decades between the nine socio-occupational categories, used as proxies for 

class situations, and the monthly gross incomes from the main work. 

 It is important to recall that this data concerns solely monetary income, leav-

ing out non-monetary or unattributable income. In addition, I decided to ex-

clude the cases where information was missing or with null income (equal to 

zero), since this information in general is fairly unreliable and ends up intro-

ducing undesired distortions to the analysis (Valle Silva, 2003). It should also 

be noted that for employers and the self-employed, the information refers to 

the monthly withdrawal normally made or, when the income was variable, to 

the average monthly withdrawal. In the case of those employed in the pri-

mary sector, the income in money and the real or estimated value of the pro-

duce occasionally received as payment for their work were also studied.

Graph 1 displays the average income from the main work for each of the 

occupational categories between 1995 and 2013.  This graph clearly shows the 

income inequality between some of the socio-occupational categories. It can be 

seen that we have a first group with incomes much higher than the others, 

formed by the Owner/Employers, the Professionals, the Administrators and 

Managers and the Rural Employers. The average income for these categories in 

2013 was between R$4,665 (Owners/Employers) and R$3,181 (Administrators and 

Managers). Meanwhile the lower part of the graph shows another group, formed 

by categories with much lower average incomes: Self-Employed Workers, Rou-

tine Non-Manual Workers, Skilled Manual Workers, Unskilled Manual Workers 

and Rural Workers. In this second group the average income in 2013 varied 

between R$1,576 (Self-Employed Owners) and R$939 (Rural Workers).

These results make evident the main structural gap in terms of income, 

which clearly separates the classes whose main assets are property and 

schooling from those whose main resource is their labour power. The former 

clearly show averages systematically higher than the others, which can be 

readily observed in the above graph. Furthermore, it can also be perceived that 

the same logic applies internally to this group to their disadvantage. The class-
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es that possess other resources beside their labour power (education/skills or 

property), like the Routine Non-Manual Workers and the Self-Employed, obtain 

income consistently higher than the others. Consequently the lower average 

incomes are found among the Unskilled Manual Workers and Rural Workers, 

who rely exclusively on their labour power. What most interests us here, how-

ever, is the slope of the lines, which graphically indicates variations in the 

average incomes between the years for each of the categories. In this sense, 

the fairly expressive growth in average income for Rural Employers stands out 

sharply, especially after 2011, when the value was R$4,318, rising to R$7,108 in 

2013. Variations of this magnitude, in such a short space of time, are fairly 

improbable, meaning that they may be largely the result of sample error. The 

category has very few cases – in 2013 there were just 416 individuals in this 

category in the PNAD sample  – and with a standard deviation of average in-

come that jumped to values over R$15,000 in 2012 and 2013. For these reasons, 

I think it is pertinent to ignore the variation in average income for this cate-

gory over recent years. 

Among the other categories, the pattern shown is a decline in average 

incomes between 1996 and 2004 and, thereafter, a clear upward trend, with a 

variable intensity between the categories. In absolute terms, as shown in Graph 

1, the categories with higher incomes are those whose earnings were in gen-

eral higher in the period analysed. For example, while the average income of 

Unskilled Manual Workers jumped from R$657 in 2002 to R$1,011 in 2013, 

among Professionals it rose from R$4,073 to R$4,665. The income disparities 

– that is, the absolute differences between the averages – seem to have in-

creased over recent years.

Inequalities, however, differently to disparities, are normally measured 

in relative rather than absolute terms. As we shall see below, when we examine 

these variations in proportional terms, it seems that it was the lower catego-

ries that gained most in recent years. 

Graph 2 shows the average annual variation in incomes, in percentage 

points, for each of the socio-occupational categories. As can be seen in the 

horizontal axis of the graph, the averages were calculated for three distinct 

periods: the first years, from 1995 to 2002; the later years, from 2003 to 2013; 

and the period as a whole, from 1995 to 2013. This division was made for two 

main reasons. The first is that, as we saw in Graph 1, there is a clear variation 

in the general trend of income averages over the entire period, with a down-

ward trend until mid-2003 or 2004, and an upward trend thereafter, in line with 

the macroeconomic cycles. The second reason is political rather than eco-

nomic in kind, and concerns the distinction between the periods when the 

PSDB and PT headed the federal government. I should make it clear, however, 

that it is not a case here of any simplistic attempt at comparison, since many 

variables (economic cycles, external environment, etc.) can influence the ob-
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Graph 1 

Average monthly incomes* from the main work by socio-occupational categories 

Brazil, 1995-2013

Source: PNAD, 1995-2013 (IBGE). Author’s tabulations.

* Constant prices: incomes deflated by INPC for 28 September 2014.

Graph 2 

Average annual variation in monthly incomes* from the main work, 

by socio-occupational categories,** in percentage points  

Brazil, 1995-2013    

Source: PNAD, 1995-2013 (IBGE). Author’s tabulations.

* Constant prices: incomes deflated by INPC for 28 September 2014.

** Rural Employers were excluded from the analysis.
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served trends, and also because measures adopted by one government may 

have an effect only (or also) in later periods.   

Looking at the series more to the right, we can observe that not all the 

categories showed averages with positive variation in the last decades, spe-

cifically between 1995 and 2013. While Rural Workers, Unskilled Manual Work-

ers, Skilled Manual Workers and Routine Non-Manual Workers showed a pos-

itive balance in the average annual variation of incomes in percentage points, 

Self-Employed Workers, Owners/Employers, Administrators and Managers, and 

Professionals, had a negative balance during the period. We can see, therefore, 

that during the period as a whole, the categories that proportionally seem to 

have obtained the best results were precisely those that present lower income 

averages. Among them, moreover, it was the Rural Employees and Unskilled 

Manual Workers, the two categories with the lowest incomes, which on average 

showed higher annual increases in percentage points.

Further to the left, though, we can see that the trends observed for the 

period as a whole result from two very distinct moments. In the first period, 

between 1995 and 2002, all the categories present a negative balance, espe-

cially the Self-Employed and Owners/Employers. In the second period, though, 

between 2003 and 2013, all the classes present a positive balance, principally 

the workers (Rural Employees, Unskilled Manual Workers and Skilled Manual 

Workers). Some of the categories with higher categories, for their part, like the 

Professionals, Administrators and Managers, present the lowest averages of 

annual variation in percentage points between 2003 and 2013. In fact, while 

the income of the Professionals varied on average by 1.00% between 2003 and 

2013, among the Unskilled Manual Workers this average variation was 3.72%.

Hence, it was the classes whose main asset is their labour power which 

showed the highest proportional income gains in recent years. At the other 

end, those categories whose most important resource is either property or 

schooling, showed the lowest proportional gains. I return to this point later, in 

the conclusion. As a result of these differentials in the percentage variations 

in income, given that those categories with the lowest absolute averages 

showed the highest proportional gains, inequality in income between the cat-

egories has shown a downward trend over recent years, as can be verified in 

Graph 3.

Graph 3 displays the ratios of the income averages for the classes be-

tween 1995 and 2013, taking the category of Unskilled Manual Workers as a 

baseline. The first point to highlight is the advantage that some categories 

have over others. In 2005, the average income of Owners/Employers was almost 

7 times greater than that of Unskilled Manual Workers. The same measure was 

more than 6 times higher for Professionals, and 4.8 times higher for Adminis-

trators and Managers. Once again we can observe the enormous gap separating 

these categories from workers in general. Lower down we can see that in 1995 
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the Self-Employed Workers, Routine Non-Manual Workers and Skilled Manual 

Workers has an average income between one and a half and two and a half 

times the value of the average for the Unskilled Manual Workers. The average 

of the Rural Workers, for their part, was 0.74 times the average of the other 

category. 

While we can note the existence of inequalities within these two groups 

of classes (upper and lower), the enormous gap between them is notable, sep-

arating the class of workers (in the lower section) from the others (in the upper 

section, with the higher averages). It is also worth noting that these gaps pre-

sented stability, since the general structure has been maintained over the last 

decades. On the other hand, I cannot fail to mention – and this perhaps is the 

point to be emphasized in Graph 3 – some important changes during the pe-

riod analysed.

The information provided above, graphically represented by the slope 

of the lines, indicate a clear downward trend in the amplitude of the income 

inequalities between the socio-occupational strata from 2001/2002 onward.1 

Obviously, as a category with one of the lowest incomes was taken as a base-

line, this also presented one of the highest gains over the period, as expected. 

However, it is important to stress that even if we use other lower strata has a 

baseline, whether the Skilled Manual Workers or Rural Workers, the results 

would be similar, since it was among these categories that the highest propor-

tional income gains were verified. 

We can see, therefore, that the income ratio in 2013 fell to 5.1 in the 

case of Owners/Employers, 4.6 in the case of Professionals and 3.6 in the case 

of Administrators and Managers. Basically, what we observe from the first 

years of this century is a decline in the important gap separating the categories 

of workers from the others. There was, therefore, a reduction of this striking 

gap over recent years, despite the gap remaining still at a fairly high level. 

It is interesting to observe that there has also been a reduction in the 

gaps between the lower classes, whose respective lines are visibly closer in the 

recent period. In the case of Rural Employees, for example, in 2013 their in-

come already corresponded to 0.93 times the average income of the Unskilled 

Manual Workers. For Skilled Manual Workers, this measure remained at 1.33, 

and in the case of the Self-Employed and Routine Non-Manual Workers hov-

ered around 1.5.2 Once again, however, I emphasize that the most important 

point is that in recent years there was a reduction in the income inequalities 

between the classes whose main asset is their labour power and those whose 

most important resource is either schooling or property. 
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CONCLUSION

Thirty years ago Brazil elected, albeit indirectly, its first civil president since 

the military dictatorship took power in 1964. This was a landmark in the coun-

try’s transition to the new Brazilian democracy. In the wake of this movement, 

a huge expectation led part of the population to believe that the country’s main 

problems would be ‘naturally’ resolved after the re-establishment of the dem-

ocratic regime. Thirty years later, though, we can see that the relation between 

democracy and confronting the enormous social problems that afflict the coun-

try is much more complicated. In this article, in particular, I focused on what 

can be considered one of the main problems of Brazilian society: its high lev-

el of income inequalities. My question, therefore, was whether there had been 

a reduction in income inequalities between classes over recent decades, from 

the beginning of the first mandate of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (PSDB) in 

1995, to the final years of the first period of Dilma Rousseff (PT) as president, 

including of course the two mandates of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (PT).

Through empirical analyses using data on the Brazilian population be-

tween 1995 and 2013, firstly I ascertained whether there had been an absolute 

increase in incomes for all categories over recent years.3 However, despite all 

the classes having benefitted from this income increase from 2001/2002 on-

ward, in proportional terms the categories that presented the highest increas-

es in their incomes were those whose main asset was labour power, like Skilled 

Manual Workers, Unskilled Manual Workers and Rural Workers. On the other 

hand, the classes that had less proportional gains were those whose main as-

sets were qualifications/skills and/or property – like Professionals, Owners/

Employers and Administrators and Managers. 

Hence the data presented in this article lend support to the idea of a 

reduction in inequalities between classes, such that in recent years the work-

ing classes presented the highest gains, while the middle classes4 had the 

lowest proportional income gains. This is, without any doubt, an extremely 

important observation in terms of a better understanding of the dynamic that 

led to the recent decline in inequalities. 

According to the recent literature on the theme, the causes of these 

movements probably centre around three key factors: valorisation of the min-

imum wage (which became intensified from 2004), a reduction in unemploy-

ment (which from 2005 began a clear downward trend), and an increase in the 

population’s schooling (a long-term trend).5 

Despite remaining a controversial question, in recent years some works 

have sustained the hypothesis that rises to the minimum wage tend to affect 

workers with lower income more strongly (Menezes-Filho et al., 2009; Soares, 

2002). The recent increase in levels of schooling, in turn, seems to have reduced 

educational inequalities and thus also income inequalities (quantity effect), but 
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also reduced the premium – in income etc. – of those categories with higher 

educational qualifications (price effect) (Barros et al., 2007). Finally, it may well 

be that the greater demand for labour power, translated in lower unemploy-

ment rates, has helped drive up workers’ salaries (Pochmann , 2014; Ramos, 

1991).6 Factors endogenous to the market and institutional elements can both, 

therefore, help us explain why Brazil has recently witnessed a reduction in 

inequalities between classes.7

Beyond its more immediate importance in the recent debate on the de-

cline in income inequalities in Brazil, the findings obtained here are relevant 

for two other reasons. First, they show the advantages of using the idea of 

classes to think about inequalities. Different economic classes respond to var-

iations in the political and economic contexts in distinct ways, such that, de-

pending on the resources at their disposal, these variations may be to their 

advantage or disadvantage. Paying attention to class divisions is thus essential 

to a better comprehension of the dynamic of inequalities. Second, while these 

findings can be taken as fresh evidence that the relation between democracy 

and inequalities is far from simple, they also lend support to the idea that de-

mocracy creates new possibilities for combating structural inequalities even in 

a country like Brazil where the latter were – and still are – at very high levels.

The recent literature on inequalities has tended to agree on the hypoth-

esis that, beyond economic development or types of political system per se, it 

is through political will, or more precisely through the play of forces present 

in a society, that we find the main causes for the great variations in resource 

distribution (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2011; Atkinson, 2015). It is to be hoped, there-

fore, that efforts will continue to be made over the following decades to reduce 

the still high level of inequalities present in Brazil. Only then will we be able 

to enjoy a healthy democracy in the full sense of the term. 

Received on 12/07/2015 | Approved on 01/20/2016
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	 NOTES

1	 Following the Weberian tradition of studies of stratification, 

we take class to be a market position – that is, groups of in-

dividuals who share a similar market situation. As is common 

practice in the literature on stratification, we take occupa-

tional categories as proxy for classes. Over the course of the 

text, therefore, when ‘class’ is mentioned, I am referring to 

‘economic classes’ in the Weberian sense. These will be op-

erationalized through occupational categories in my analysis 

of the empirical data. For a more detailed and accessible ex-

position of this concept and its application, see Scalon (1999).  

2	 This article forms part of a wider research program conduct-

ed by the Brazilian Centre of Research in Democracy (CBPD) 

of the Pontifical Catholic University of Rio Grande do Sul 

(PUC-RS). In commemoration of the thirty years since the 

1985 election, a landmark moment in the transition to democ-

racy, the Centre’s researchers have sought to analyse the 

changes experienced by Brazilian society since then.

3	 According to Barros et al. (2010), the GINI index for per capita 

family income in Brazil fell from 0.593 to 0.552 between 2001   

and 2007. 

4	 As we shall see, it is not a question here of contesting the use 

of GINI and its admirable capacity to measure a particular 

type of inequality, but of remembering that this complex phe-

nomenon, inequalities, can be analysed in diverse ways, 

meaning that the GINI coefficient is incapable of accounting 

for all of them.

5	 Brazilian Social Democracy Party.

6	 Partido dos Trabalhadores (Workers’ Party).

7	 See Singer (2012).

8	 A more detailed analysis could obviously distinguish more 

than two periods.  

9	 During the first period, the overall trend was for the inequal-

ities measured by GINI to be maintained.

10	Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra de Domicílios.

11	 Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística.

12	Remembering that PNAD was not carried out in 2000 and 2010 

due to realization of the national Census.
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13	Here I take ‘democracy’ in a narrow sense, referring to 

a method or institutional system for political decision 

making in which individuals have decision-making 

power through free competition for the votes (also 

free) of the electors (Schumpeter 1950). The implied 

sense, therefore, is indirect representation through 

elections where the bulk of the population has the 

right to vote. This is not the only possible meaning of 

democracy, of course.

14	The term ‘socioeconomic inequality’ can assume a 

myriad of meanings. In this article I am interested 

only in the inequalities of conditions (rather than op-

portunities), especially inequality of income from la-

bour.

15	 It is not my intention in this article to enter directly 

into this important debate, only to approach it for a 

better understanding of the possibilities afforded by 

the conjuncture represented by the period under anal-

ysis. For a more in-depth discussion, consult the bibli-

ography cited in the above paragraphs.

16	The same cannot be said about the relation between 

equality and the probability of transition to democracy 

(Ansell & Samuels 2014).

17	For a more complete review and bibliographic sugges-

tions, see Bermeo (2009).

18	Though it may be applied in other ways.

19	One of the great pluses of the GINI coefficient, like the 

Theil coefficient, is its capacity to summarize informa-

tion on a distribution in a single value. At the same 

time, though, this could be considered one of its defi-

ciencies, since we lose a lot of information, which is 

excessively summarized, when we analyse inequalities 

through these coefficients only.     

20	However we could extend these arguments to gender, 

colour or race, etc.

21	Some recent exceptions are the works of Figueiredo 

Santos (2015, 2002), Valle Silva (2003) and Souza & Car-

valhaes (2014).

22	One possibility does not exclude the others, such that 

they can occur concomitantly.
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APPENDIX

Aggregated Categories Original categories

1- Professionals
Professionals 
Liberal Professionals

2- Administrators and Managers
High-level directors and administrators
Employees in administrative posts

3- Owners/Employers Owners/employers in industry, commerce and services

4- Routine Non-Manual Workers
Routine non-manual and office work
Technicans, artists and supervisors of manual work

5- Self-Employed Workers Self-employed (no employees)

6- Skilled Manual Workers
Manual workers in modern industries
Manual workers in service industries

7- Unskilled Manual Workers
Manual workers in traditional industries
Domestic workers

Table 2 

Aggregated socio-occupational categories, following  

the original categories

Source: Author’s elaboration.
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Graph 4 

Evolution of the minimum wage*, Unemployment rate** 

and Average Schooling*** 

Brazil, 1995-2013****

Source: PNAD, 2002-2013 (IBGE). Author’s tabulations. 

*     Constant prices (2014) - INPC. 

**    For people aged 10 years or more. 

***   For people classified as ‘employed.’ 

****  Excluding rural areas of the North Region.
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DESIGUALDADES E A NOVA DEMOCRACIA 

BRASILEIRA: A DISTRIBUIÇÃO DE RENDIMENTOS DO 

TRABALHO ENTRE CLASSES NAS ÚLTIMAS DÉCADAS

Resumo

O elevado patamar das desigualdades de rendimentos 

tem, há muitas décadas, marcado a sociedade brasileira. 

No período de transição para a democracia, ainda na 

década de 1980, havia a expectativa de que o novo regime 

seria capaz de enfrentar as principais mazelas do país, a 

desigualdade sendo uma das principais delas. O presente 

artigo tem como objetivo verificar se houve redução das 

desigualdades de renda entre classes no Brasil entre os 

anos de 1995 e 2013, quando dois dos maiores e mais 

relevantes partidos políticos atuantes no país, o Partido 

da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB) e o Partido dos 

Trabalhadores (PT), estiveram à frente do governo federal. 

Para tanto, serão utilizados dados da pesquisa Nacional 

por Amostras de Domicílios (PNAD-IBGE) referentes ao 

período abordado. 

INEQUALITIES AND THE BRAZILIAN NEW 

DEMOCRACY: INCOME DISTRIBUTION BETWEEN 

CLASSES IN RECENT DECADES

Abstract

A high level of income inequality has marked Brazilian 

society for many decades. In the period of transition to 

democracy, still in the 1980s, there was the expectation 

that the new regime would be able to solve some of the 

country’s major problems, one of the most important be-

ing inequality. This article aims to verify whether there 

was a reduction of income inequalities between classes in 

Brazil between 1995 and 2013, when two of the largest and 

most important political parties operating in the country, 

the Brazilian Social Democracy Party (PSDB) and Workers’ 

Party (PT), headed the federal government. To this end, 

National Household Sample (PNAD-IBGE) data will be used 

for the period under study.
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