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Studies try to
understand
what makes

a rich man rich
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n ne af thee e from his :.1.:-u[|!|. The Rich Bey, the
American writer F Scott Fitzgerald wrote that “the
rich are different than me and yoa”, " They really are,
needled in a letter a frsend of his, Ernest Heming

wily, ilso a novelist, “yes, they have more money .
These two "predicates” give them a third predicate:
the rich “hide themselves™ and are rescarched mio
very latthe, *There 12 an extensive literature absoun
poverty in Brazil, but there are few studies about the rich. Studying
them 5 relevant, because they have power and their acnions affect a Lar-
ge mass of people, inclueding the poor; on the other hand, they have the
largest part of the country’s wealth, and one of the ways of improving
the conditions of life of the poorer population 1s the redistribution of
welth in society”, explains Marcelo Medeiros, the apphied research oo-
ardinator of the Institute of Applied Economic Research (Ipea) at the
LM International Poverty Centre and the author of the doctoral thesis
Wit mukes the rich ricln a studv about ||.'.g'_l.J| forrs i dternerme poverty
The research will be |.l'.L|'||i:"||'Il."\ii in a book in October ‘.!l[. Editora Link,
Fosr thie apthor 1 we know the group that ||-.'.|_.'.|'|I 103 PECEEVE TElOUrces, We
know little about those that are going to provide them.

There i3 mo lack, though, of statistics to show that, as Medeiros says,
the poverty of many is directly connected to the wealth of few, o pust
have to reacd the study Atlas of soctal exelision i Brazl the rich, made
by professors from USP, Unicamp and PUC-5P, which reveals that the
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income of the richest 109 corresponds to 45% of the Brazilian GDP.
The situation worsens if we include in this calculation data about their
assets: in this case, the percentage reaches 75.4% of total Brazilian we-
alth. With other parameters, 5,000 families (that i, 0,000% of the total)
hold 3% of Brazilian income. Between 1980 and 1990, Brazil recorded
an increase in the number of rich, although there had been a reduc-
thon in the country’s growth: from 1.8% of the population, they leapt
to 2.4%. But who are the richf In his study, Medeiros created a wealth
ling, defined from poverty and inequality, which is around RS 3,500
per capita. A typical family of four persons would have a total income
of RS 14,000, Take into consideration that these are not the “very rich”,
but they enter into the 1% of the population that holds 11% of the in-
come. A terrible detail: the poor spend 32.79% of their income with
food, and the rich onty 10.26%, which shows that they pay proportio-
nally more taxes than the rich that live in comfort.

Miracle - The data starthes any economic faction. “The terrible distri-
bution of income seems to be a perpetual plague in Brazil. It has resis-
ted the spurts of growth of the "Brazilinn miracke’ and the positive ef.
fects of the drastic fall in inflation since the Real Plan”, ohserved the
ex-minister and professor at USP Delfim MNetto in a recent article. The
high interest rates castigate the poor even more: every time the rate ri-
ses by 19, the workers' income falls 1.09%, while the rich lose 0.72%
of their earnings. “The policy of high interest rates has o devastating
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effect of the distribution of income, but is less visi-
ble than those caused by inflation”, analyzes Mdrcio
Pochmann, an economist at Unicomip, Furthermare,
he warns that the payment of the high interest rates
of the public debt jeopardizes investments in the real
economy, generating unemployment and affecting
the poor even more. Money, then, once again migra-
tes bo the rich. "I is important o remember that ﬁ'bne-
re is a <lear intersection between the economic elites
and the power elites: accordingly, besides arientating
the destinations of the economy, they also influence
the decisions of State and the formation of public
epinion’, Medeiros notes.

elfim was precise: this is a peren-
nial “plague”. “Changes in polin-
gl regime, phases of eophoria
amd depression in the economy,
modernization of values and
customs, none of this was capa-
ble of making any noteworthy
alteration in this segmentation
hetween a greal mass of poor
and a small though rich elite’, is
Medeiros’s assessment. In his
work, the researcher from Ipen, based on data from
the [BGE, topples some ancient and decp-rooted ex-
planations for the social inequality. Amongst these,
some are put forward as hypotheses for bringing po-
verty to an end. Such as population control, the idea
that the poor are poor because they have more chil-
dren than the rich. “Only 3% of Brazilian families
have more than three children under 10 years old.
The fecundity rates are at low levels. To say that po-
pulation control 15 a solution for poverty is to throw
onto the less privileged the blame for their sitnation.”

Medeiros observed in his simulation what would
occur if the rich had more children and the poor, fe-
wer, “The fasct that one family is half the family of the
other does not explain the fact that the rich have an in-
come 27 times greater than the income of the poor”,
he warns, “There i no reason for believing that it is the
size of their families that makes people rich. To justify
inequality in these termis i to sy that the are ir-
responisible, the rich are disciplined, and that this ex-
plains the all the difference between them,” Another
recurring myth, according to Medeiros, is the ideal of
pure economic growth (that is, growth that increases
the level of the product of the economy without
changing its distribution] as a panacea for inequality.
“Even if the country were capable of maintaining for
two decades stable growth rates of 4% a year, that is
for sy, bo grow ot more than wice the speed of the last
two decades and doubling the current GDP, poverty
would affsct 13% of the population.” So, according to
the researcher, growth may be good, but it is insuffi-
cient 1o reduce the inequality between rich and poor,

What differentiates them, then? " The unequal way
how the workers of each group are remunerated, The
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average of the remuneration per hour worked of the
rich 15 9.2 times more than the remuneration of the
non-rich. This indicates that, even if the non-rich had
the same family composition and organization as the
rich, the inequalities between the strata would per-
sigt”, Medeiros says. “Also lacking in grounds is the
idea that myuch of the wealth can be explained much
longer working davs, Even if the non-rich workers
were 10 increase their working days to the average le-
vel of the rich, very few would become rich.” Another
myth to be overtumed is the one of education being
a way of opening up to all the opportunities for being
rich by means of work, "The simulations show that a
high level of education of the workers, a high and
long term investment, is a necessary condition, but
not a sufficient one for a family to be rich”, he says.
Even supposing a significant increase in the educatio-
nal level of the workers, no great upward mobility 1o
the rich stratum is to be expected.”

Relationships = In his thesis, Medeiros stresses the
importance of taking into consideration external fac-
tors: like being included in networks of social relati-
anships, the possession of cultural capital, and the
owniership of productive resources; all elements that
raise the remuneration of work, Medeiros reminds us
that, for rich er poor, income really does come from
work, although “work”™ means different things for the
two groups, Accordingly, be daims, the rich have cha-
racteristics that make them rich for having been born
rich and, with good luck, to continue to be rich. They
really are different. "Even so, we should not be pessi-
miistic with regard to the future, but face up to the fact
the eradication of poverty and reduction in inequoa-
lity will enly ocour with the redistribution of income,
that 1% 1o say, with the transfer of resources from the
richer to the poorer”, the researcher claims. “Many of
the people that are going to read this article arc part
of the 196 elite, even if they don't like the idea. Almaost
all the reaclers are going to be part of the richest 10%.
This is not a value judgment, but a fact of our distri-
bution of income”, he reckons,

“Medeiros argues, rightly, that to understand po-
verty it is indispensable to analyre the top of the pyra-
mid, the rich, since poverty in Brazil is a result of the
terrible distribution of inconse”, observes Celi Scalon,
fraom the Rio de Janeino University Research Institute
{uperi), in a comment on the researcher’s work. "Re-
jecting ‘casier’ and mwore ‘digestible’ aliermatives like
population control and ccomomic growth, the author
chooses a road that is arduons and linke sympathetic
to the clite, which holds not only the economic po-
wer, bat the political and symbolic power as well” Ra-
fael Guerreiro Osdrbo, from the International Poverty
Center of the UN Development Program, agrees.,
"The viable solufions for reducing poverty will have
to invalve some way of leaving the rich less rich’, he
aotes in an analysis of Medeiros's hypotheses. Flavio
Comim, from the Federal University of Rio Grande
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do Sul (UFRGS) and Cambridge University, another
analyst of the researcher’s thesis, stresses the idea that
“the involvernent of the rich is o fundamental cog for

harmonizing social interests and for providing a 5ta-
te of minimum social well-being. We depend as much
omn the State as on the “moral sentiment”™ of the nich to
progress in the direction of a less unjust and morally
mare accepiable society”,

Threat = In the same tale that he shows how the rich
are different, Scott Fitzgerald reveals the other side of
fortune “They believe, at the battom of their hearts,
that they are better than the other, precisely because
the compensations and refuges of life were things that
we discovered by ourselves. Even when they get to pe-
neteate info our world, they continue fo think that
they are better then the rest of the world”, Accor-
dingly, the task proposed by Medeiros is not easy to
be attaimed. “The elites believe that the socal pro-
blems are the greatest challenges to Brarilian demo-
cracy”, observed Elisa Reis, in her research Perceprion
of the elite about poverty and tneguality. The froit of
various interviews, Elisa's survey, carried out for lu-
peri, reveaked that education is pointed out by the
rich as being the most suitable path for endowing the
underprivileged with resources. With better educa-
tien, the poor would have chances of competing for
o better place in the social structure, without there
being a need of costs for the non-poor. Medeiros's
work has now shown the fallagy of this jdea

Be that as it may, for the rich, the blame for indi-
gence is the State’s. According 1o Elisa’s study, the eli-
tes “believe that things could change if there were a
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peditical will and if the State Ralfilled its vole”. The re-
searcher stresses that the resulis could make one be-
lieve i an elevated social conscience of the rich, sin-
ce social problems are at the top of their concerns.
What could, according to her, lead to an erroneous
assessmient that our elite would like to repeat here
what the rich of the developed countrics did in the
form of collective public solutions (agrarian reform,
educational reform etc.) to solve poverty in Europe
and to consolidate the Welfare State, " However, this is
unfounded. There & a lack of socal responsibility
amongst the rich, Apgarently, they do not see them-
selves as part of a whaole, nor do they perceive the Sta-
te as part of society, since, when they make it respon-
sible for poverty, the dlites cxempt themselves from
collective responsibility™, in her assessment, "It's al-
mos § consensus amongst the rich that it's the State
that should be responsible for fighting poverty. This
perception is just as widespread in these groups as the
pdea that the freedom of trade, the privatization of the
state-owned companies and the shrinking of the Sta-
te are extremely positive transformations”, Elisa’s stu-
dy concludes,

Poor Brazlians, in turn, reinforce the “good Life”
of the rich and regard it as just, as Celi Scalon notes
int her study of the “Brazilian knack” of Living toge-
ther with the inequalities of income. “ Brazilians have
great appreciation for credentials and attribute an
enormons weight 1o professional qualifications as a
resource for acquiring status”, the professor analy-
zes. "In this sense, high salaries are justifiable when
bound up with individual merit {effort, qualification,
intelligence, education) and, accordingly, the inequa-



lity of incoms is morally or ethi-
cally legitimated”, Celi observes.
In the same survey, the author
discovered that Brazilians justify
int:.'d_"l.L.lI'iIil,!h I:br:ill.'i,ﬂl:t'lr_' wwleri I!h-t:r'
recognize them as necessary for
the prosperity of the country.
*This kind of legitimation of inequalities recalls the
logic that ruled in Brazil in the period of the military
dictatorship, when it was claimed that i was first ne-
cessary to make the “cake” grow, to divide it afier-
wards, Everything indicates thay this belief remains
even in the present day” The myvths described by be-
detroa still survive,

saclal

Decline - Mot all, though, agree with the rescarcher.
Clindso Dedecea, an economist from the Union Stu-
dies and Economy of Labor Center {Cesit) and a qua-
lified professor of Unicamp's Economics Institute, in
a comment on the study of the rich, argues that in the
lasy 25 years the Brazilan ecomomy has been under-
going a decline in the per capital product generated
by Brazilian economically active workers, that is to
say, there 15 2 fll in the average social productivity,
“Therefore, to distribeate income in the cureent con-
ditions of the Brazilian economy will make it possi

hle, a1 the maost, (o reduce the degree of poverty and
tiv lessen the Bap in termd of the wq-I!-h-'mt; of ithe
poir Brarilian population, but it will not make it pos-
wble for them o attain the standand of '.l.'r:|:|-|.'||:i|:'|1|:'_
that the lower income population of other countries
has reached, as, for examiple, in South Korea, Singa-
T, Tamwean o Thailand”™, he claima. For Dedecea, it

In its history,
Brazil hat only
grown with

inequality

has to be recognized that today's Brazil
i 0 posir country, and that if there wis
a time when one could talk about dis-
trabution of income, this discussion
stayed in the 19705, when the Brazilian
BLONDIY Was tni.-:ll:.':i!'l._g a msoment of
eoonomic growth and a rise in produc-
tivity. “Even considering the relevance of the distribu-
tive policics mentioned by him, they would tend 1o
being unviable in a context of a fall in the average so-
cial productivity such as in today’s Brazl', the econo-
Frist motes.

But there are provisos, even for those that preach
the importance of the “increase of the cake”. For Luiz
(_im].!ur,;t Bellureo, head of |.:|:|||.'.1.|:|!p'.-| Eeomomics
Depariment and winner of the Juca Pato Prize this
VAT, Caild has to be taken with the kind ul’gmwlh theat
one is going to opt for. “In all its history, Braxl has
grown with an increase in social inequality. This s
not talerable today. IF the country 15 going 1o grow,
there is the requirement fior this pattern not to be re-
peated”, he warna. Whether or not takang growth into
account, the distribution of income, bevond the tax
mechanisms, necds changes not only amongst the eli-
tes, but, in particular, amengst the mass of workers.
"Changes occur as the fruit of pressure. Its also a
question of thinking how to encourage the political
organization of the poorer population for it to de-
miand the alterations that i1 judges necessary”, Mede-
ros warns. “A government that is interested in distri-
hul!:-.';;' .1|,"I'i|.r1'ﬁ 1% i E:n‘-,'rnn:u:'nl irn'.-.wd o o o, &
governneent that knows that, withour this, it will not
exist in a forthcoming mandare.” .
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