
Steven: Hello and welcome to the Inequality Podcast. I'm your host, 
Steven Durlauf, the Director of the Stone Center for Research on 
Wealth Inequality and Mobility. Thanks for joining us. Clemenceau once 
said famously that war is too important a matter to be left to the 
generals. Well, perhaps inequality is too complicated a phenomenon to 
be left to the social scientists. What I mean by that is that Luís is 
a remarkable scholar with an origin as a theoretical physicist that 
led him to the study of complex systems, which in turn led him to the 
study of cities, and leads us to our conversation today. Part of what 
I hope you will get from this conversation is a sense of the 
intellectual excitement that is being generated by the amalgamation of 
tools from the natural sciences with substantive social science 
questions. The focus of this conversation is going to be on 
understanding cities as the loci of inequality, both in terms of the 
way that inequality ought to be measured as well as the generative 
mechanisms explaining inequality across individuals. What do I mean by 
that? Well, if one steps back and asks what are the conventional 
statistics of inequality, they're asking questions such as the 
variability of wages across individuals or the correlatedness of the 
incomes of parents and children: that's an individual perspective. A 
different perspective would explicitly think about inequality as a 
phenomenon in a spatial sense. In other words, one can think about a 
city and ask questions about the spatial distribution of wealth, the 
spatial distribution of occupations and job opportunities, the spatial 
distribution of individuals across residential neighborhoods. All of 
those are inequality statistics, but they focus on characterizing 
degrees of inequality within a social structure, in this case, the 
city. Those are essential inequalities to be able to measure. After 
all, when we ask questions about segregation, those are statements 
about inequalities with respect to space: it's not an individual-level 
phenomenon, it's a spatial phenomenon. Why is it so important to think 
about those types of measurements of inequality? Because naturally, 
once one thinks about inequality in these spatial contexts, one 
develops new insights into the determinants of inequality across 
individuals. An example of that would be residential racial 
segregation: the extent to which African Americans and whites are 
segregated into different types of neighborhoods, different quality of 
schools, different exposure to violence, different exposure to lead, 
etc. One has a spatial and hence social explanation of disparities. 
Similarly, one can be interested in understanding how cities can be 
loci for opportunities: what is it about a city's structure that means 
that children from less advantaged upbringings have opportunities 
because of the incredible complexity and heterogeneity of activities 
that one associates with large urban centers? If you put those two 
ideas together, you have a vision that says cities represent the 
amalgamation of inequalities, opportunities, and interactions. Those 
are the subjects of urban science, for which Luís is a pioneer. So let 
me just thank you again for joining us. Hello everybody. It's a 
delight to have you here for this session of the Stone Center 
Inequality Podcast. And it's a special pleasure for me to introduce 
Luís Bettencourt, who is Professor of Ecology and Evolution here at 
the University of Chicago as well as an associate faculty of the 
Department of Sociology. In addition, he is the inaugural director of 
the Mansueto Institute for Urban Innovation. In describing Luís's 
intellectual trajectory, I should say a few words: he started with a 
PhD in theoretical physics from University College in London, traveled 
to Los Alamos, and then the Santa Fe Institute. In these physical 
journeys, there was also an intellectual journey that moved him from 
foundations of physics into areas ranging from complex system theory 
to the theories of learning, epidemiology, evolutionary dynamics, and, 
in particular, the study of cities. In this increasingly isolated and 
specialized world of academia, he's one of the few true Renaissance 
intellectuals, and I mean that sincerely. It's a delight to have you 
here, Luís. Thank you for joining us.
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Luís: Thank you so much. My pleasure.

Steven: Luís, I think that given your unique location within the 
social sciences, as an individual who started with the tools of 
physics and then demonstrated their value in understanding a range of 
social science phenomena, I wonder if you could describe a little bit 
the trajectory and how these tools have provided new insights into 
longstanding questions.

Luís: Sure. As you said, I've been fascinated from the beginning by 
the problem of, let's just call it, human development, and also how 
this happens at societal scale: how do societies change? I grew up in 
Portugal, which at the time, around when I was born, had, I think, the 
statistic was that something like half the people didn't have piped 
water and sanitation. And so in one generation, even as I was growing 
up, I saw immense progress, even though it always felt like more was 
needed. That's been my passion problem from the beginning, along with 
a deep interest in scientific methods and the beauty of science in 
describing the world. This issue of societal change and how it happens 
really drove me through a journey to studying urban environments, 
places where people come together socially, politically, and of 
course, economically, and somehow create change. A very central 
problem of that dynamic is, of course, the problem of inequality, 
which is always present in urban environments because of their 
diversity, but takes different shades. Sometimes it's a manifestly 
negative thing. But in many other ways, it may also be a sign that 
there's an opportunity for progress. This casts a certain light of, I 
hope, curiosity: it's a puzzle woven into the fabric of what we know 
about human societies and their processes of change. Also, if I may 
borrow a little bit from my background in ecology and evolution: I say 
in my recent book, Introduction to Urban Science, that ecologists 
really are the experts in measuring diversity because biodiversity is 
the central problem of biology, the problem that Darwin wanted to 
understand. Diversity and inequality play a certain role in which they 
are sort of twins. In particular, urban environments require diversity 
to function: all the information, complementary skills, cultural 
diversity, everything that everybody brings to the fore is what makes 
a great city and a great society. But at the same time, they imply 
differences that can be translated as inequality. One of the things 
that when you start measuring inequality at scale is that inequality 
is different depending on what scale we measure it at, particularly in 
these complex urban environments. If you measure a standard measure of 
inequality like a Gini coefficient at the neighborhood level, the 
inequality at that scale is relatively low, a number like 0.33, like 
Japan, which is a low-inequality country. But when you measure at the 
scale of the functional city, in the US, we call these metropolitan 
statistical areas, integrated labor markets, and real estate markets, 
the inequality is very high. For New York, it's a number like 0.51, 
which is comparable to Zimbabwe. This tells you that whenever you 
apply any measure of inequality to a population, you have to pay 
attention to how it's structured over scales, space, and time, because 
that varies and has consequences. The second part already alluded to 
is process: what does it mean to have an unequal society, and what are 
its root causes and consequences? This brings in very deep 
philosophical questions about human societies: things that people like 
Amartya Sen and Martin Ravallion famously addressed, historically, 
including the question of "inequality of what?" What is it that must 
not be unequal? Part of their answer was to think about capabilities: 
whether somebody in a society with a certain inequality is still 
capable of pursuing their happiness, pursuing the things that they 
want to do. And that also poses a local contextual question, because 
somebody who lives in a different environment with a neighborhood of 
different amenities may need more or less help in order to realize 
those functions. So this starts introducing the importance of context, 
the importance of not only the economic, but the social and political, 
and even amenities built in the environment.
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Steven: There are many aspects of what you said, of course, that are 
fundamental to how social science has traditionally thought about 
inequality and mobility. Let me give you some reactions in terms of 
where I think you have a new vision. One of them is on the centrality 
of segregation as a source of persistent inequality. Part of your work 
which has inspired me is this focus on segregation as an emergent 
process: that's the distinction between the low Ginis at one level of 
aggregation and the emergence of high Ginis at coarser-grained 
divisions of people. And so I think that is absolutely one of the 
frontiers of inequality research: this move away from the family-
specific thinking of immobility towards the social determination of 
mobility. One doesn't want in any way to suggest families are not of 
first-order importance, but the integrated perspective which your 
methods illuminate seems very important. The second thing I was struck 
by was the focus on the normative dimensions of inequality. John 
Roemer, for example, has written about the idea that inequalities are 
unjust when people aren't responsible for them. And it seems to me 
that the urban perspective you're taking, the spatial-temporal 
perspective, speaks to the breadth of the non-responsibility-related 
determinants of inequality. What I was also struck by was thinking 
about the consequences, as you said, in terms of capabilities. There's 
a background vision, an American vision traditionally, of upward 
mobility, of this being the land of opportunity. What does that mean 
operationally? It means the capacity to have capabilities that let one 
choose a rich set of life courses. So, could you say a bit more about 
where you have found differences in perspective to be valuable that 
the natural sciences simply brought to the table that a card-carrying 
member of the economist's party, like myself, would not normally think 
about? And similarly, are there perspectives in social science that 
you, as a natural scientist, found enriching in ways you wouldn't have 
arrived at on your own?
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Luís: Absolutely, yes to both. I think it's more of an attitude than a 
set of methods. In the natural sciences, we come with a certain habit 
of looking for an integrated framework, something that can create an 
integrated theory of processes. We ask for process. We ask for 
dynamics explicitly: what is creating a certain situation? I think in 
the past generation, certainly in the social sciences, whether we had 
equilibrium in economics or structural determinants in sociology, we 
tend to have very strong cross-sectional pictures, but not as strong 
dynamical pictures. The problem of inequality, framed as a process of 
change over the life course and opportunities, really demands 
dynamics, which makes it complex but also interesting and poignant for 
people, because people have a sense of their own trajectory and their 
own aspirations. In that context, I think that cities are really one 
of these integrative lenses, and they force you to think. And there 
are many examples in cities that you see things working well: there 
are cities that do better than others, that create examples of 
allowing you to have both prosperity and greater equity as a process 
over time.

Steven: Can I ask you to talk a bit about the relationship between 
growth and inequality in cities? There's some very interesting work 
that I've profited from, particularly on agglomeration and 
occupational networks. That struck me as a very nice nexus for 
thinking about the complicated relationship between economic 
prosperity and the associated distributional aspects.

Luís: Right. What's special about cities, sometimes economists speak 
in terms of urbanization effects, is that this is an agglomeration not 
of the same thing, but of different things, things that have 
complementarity. Things that will allow you to create a more complex 
firm that has people with different jobs: a classical division of 
labor, but not so much in manufacturing as in the original context, 
more in a knowledge economy, where people know how to do different 
things and produce different forms of organizations that have a 
certain fluidity because they're in a city. Whenever that's possible, 
and this is a characteristic of cities, you create activities that 
have a lot of value and a lot of scope. These are often described in 
terms of agglomeration economies, and they get expressed in higher GDP 
per capita, higher wages per capita, typically higher profits per 
capita. In a lot of the work we did early on, you can actually 
quantify this: you see a factor of 10 to 20% increases in productivity 
per capita with each doubling of city size. It's hard not to see that 
once you see it. We've now characterized it worldwide, so it's not 
particularly sector-specific; it's an organizational effect. What is 
difficult about cities, and people looking at them purely from the 
structural inequality perspective have called cities "inequality 
machines," is that it's not always for bad reasons. Where do the 
richest people in the world live? They tend to live in large cities. 
So you have part of the spectrum in terms of wealth and incomes being 
very high, but you also typically have a relatively large number of 
people with low incomes. So there's a wider distribution of incomes 
potentially. Is this created by firms actually allocating their 
profits and revenues differently in terms of the CEO versus median-
income workers? Or is it created by mechanisms like intergenerational 
transmission of wealth? Can you preserve it, or is it going to be 
taxed by the city or some level of government? Here, the mechanism 
starts to matter a lot. Now, cities tend to be compared to other 
environments as places where the rich are taxed more, and there are a 
lot of social services. So they create places that, in principle, have 
the right ingredients to create opportunity and a multi-dimensional 
balancing. But at the same time, it's always a balancing act where 
things don't always work perfectly.
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Steven: You brought up the issue of the spatial proximity of factors 
of production, people, etc. This strikes me as one of the areas where 
there are interesting things to think about in terms of technological 
change. One interpretation of offshoring and outsourcing is that the 
factors of production and the individuals and organizations no longer 
have to be spatially proximate. I'd like to know your thoughts on the 
implications of that for cities in general.

Luís: I think we don't know yet. What we do know from many case 
studies and detailed studies of industries is that it depends a little 
on the industry. For sectors and industries that really rely on 
innovation, that haven't sussed out their business model or their 
product cycle, that's very hard to do remotely without intense 
serendipitous contact and collaboration. A lot of what these 
enterprises are trying to do is not very well defined yet: it requires 
interaction, innovation, trial and error. This is better done still in 
physical proximity. It doesn't mean that in the future there's no 
channel where that becomes easier: it's already easier with ICT. But 
at the moment, that doesn't seem to be working well enough for the 
most innovative work. Whereas things that are more routine, like call 
centers and manufacturing, when supply chains were not an issue, were 
easier to spread throughout the world, exploiting savings in labor 
that then create inequality. I think we're in the middle of a great 
experiment. Companies that thought they could save money on office 
space by keeping workers home are now feeling that they lack the 
capacity to innovate and respond quickly in the same way as when 
everyone can be rallied together. But we don't know yet. What’s 
important is that we can see these threats more clearly, with more 
data.
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Steven: I wonder if we could turn to the topic of residential 
segregation, which is one of the most persistently damaging mechanisms 
for inequality in America, and obviously speaks to some of the deepest 
unjust inequalities. How has your work informed your thinking on the 
dynamics of segregation in the United States and on candidate policy 
remedies?

Luís: If I go a little to the facts: there's clearly, as so many 
people have documented, a persistent inequality, particularly the 
disadvantage of African-American populations in the US. It feels very 
structural, very hard to change, and almost woven into American 
history, and a lot of people get cynical about this. But when you 
actually look at data more dynamically and in greater detail, you'll 
find that almost every community in the US has mixtures of people with 
different incomes, different races, and so on. Often when we talk 
about a white neighborhood or a Black neighborhood, it's not really 
100% one way or the other. There are mixings and dynamics that are 
happening. In part of our work, we've been trying to say that it 
should not be an indictment that if you grow up in a certain 
neighborhood, your destiny is that you'll never make it to a top 
income group. That conclusion was inferred from averages. But I think 
we need to, on the one hand, characterize these inequalities, while 
understanding that they're not inevitable, that they're dynamical. And 
therefore, if they're persisting, there are also ways in which they 
could be mitigated. Racialized inequalities in the US tend to be very 
place-based because of segregation: when we think about segregation, 
we think about neighborhoods, parts of cities. And a lot of this has 
to do with mechanisms of economic development or underdevelopment. 
Famously, in studies by Bill Wilson and many other sociologists, it 
has to do with the fact that when jobs disappear, particularly in the 
history of Chicago, many African Americans who came in the Great 
Migration were involved in manufacturing. When those jobs went, it was 
a shock that affected disproportionately African-American households 
and created concentrated poverty, which then entrenched a pattern of 
neighborhood inequality in the late 1970s and 1980s. At the time, 
Wilson proposed that what should be done was an economic program to 
precisely reverse that effect, and by reversing the economic effect, 
you would address the racial and place-based inequalities. But that 
was never done. And so there's a sense in which you can approach the 
issue purely from the point of view of race, but you can also approach 
it economically. And I think the solution is holistic: in the end, we 
don't see inequality that stops people from fulfilling their 
happiness, and it's not stratified by race or place of origin.



Steven: There are two things I would definitely like to highlight 
there. One of them is the importance of moving away from a 
deterministic vision of poverty traps. If I may tap some work that I'm 
currently involved with, with Aleksandra Lukina, who's a postdoc here 
at Harris, and Larry Blume at Cornell: we're trying to move the 
thinking about these types of phenomena away from traps to thinking 
about bottlenecks. The idea is that you want to ask what are the 
configurations, socially and at a family level, that simply make 
upward mobility relatively unlikely, while respecting the agency of 
the people involved and the heterogeneity. I think that's a very open 
area. The other thing that I think was so important that you said is 
that you're right, there's a tendency for pessimism to say this is a 
low-frequency phenomenon, and therefore it can't be eradicated. But in 
fact, underlying the overall persistent pattern is substantial 
heterogeneity. That's exactly where one wants to look for policy 
remedies. We often look for persistence, but we don't look for 
resilience: what are the circumstances in which something is 
corrected? And that is not just an issue of developing theories, but 
it actually comes down to basic issues of measurement.

Luís: Exactly.

Steven: We could append to a segregation measure, a measure that tells 
you something about where the dynamics give hope.

Luís: Related to some of this, we've been doing some work which is not 
explicitly racial but in the US context speaks to it: the 
psychological mindsets and the environmental mindsets that facilitate 
exactly what you're describing, that make the bottleneck more open or 
closed. This is very active both in psychology and behavioral 
economics and in other related fields. It has to do with things that 
are familiar to everybody: if I put you in a position of crisis where 
you don't have resources, don't know what tomorrow holds, and have big 
expenses coming up, it's very hard for you not to worry and to think 
about what you're going to do 20 years from now. People who are stuck 
in positions of need and trying to solve immediately often existential 
problems find it very hard to invest in themselves and see the long 
term: the things that we associate with development, both societal and 
at the level of individuals. This is often described in terms of 
temporal discounting, but it's more than that: it has to do with who 
can help you in terms of social networks, how you see space, and 
whether another part of the city is a place where you see resources. 
What do you think is the chance that something relatively unlikely 
could happen to you, and are you hopeful? All these things seem to be 
dimensions of how big is your universe of opportunities, and how large 
are the immediate problems you need to solve are, versus what can you 
solve over the longer term. These are known increasingly to be issues 
that shape how people can and cannot find a way to develop themselves. 
And the environment, as we talked about a little earlier, is quite 
local in some senses: where you live, what you know, what school you 
have access to. Whether that becomes a resource for you or a 
constraint is very important.
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Steven: It seems that one dimension to explore is your work on the 
topology of cities when urban slums emerge in relation to 
transportation networks. I realize that has been done primarily in a 
developing-country context, but could you tell us about that?

Luís: When I started, and I think in general the field started, 
thinking about cities or urban planning or even economic policy, the 
historical tradition was to think about larger scales first: large 
economic development, economic development of nations, and so on. The 
conversation we're just having is quite different: it's trying to put 
the focus on people and households and communities. The work we now 
call the Million Neighborhoods Initiative is a way of seeing the world 
from the perspective of neighborhoods. The work started through a 
relationship with an extraordinary organization called Slum Dwellers 
International, an international federation of people who work at the 
neighborhood scale. A lot of their early inspiration had been in 
Chicago, and in the fact that the services the city was producing were 
not available to people living in Woodlawn and other African-American 
neighborhoods. This is a tradition of organizing communities to 
express that what the city provided did not apply to them, and that 
this was an injustice. But what they did was very interesting: they 
started creating censuses at the neighborhood scale. The version 
invented in India and in parts of Africa was to create, if you will, a 
census bureau run by slum communities and poor communities at the 
neighborhood scale, to express what it was like to live there in terms 
of the services that were available, the built environment, the costs 
of things, the time cost of things, and so on. By doing that, they 
could show that it was not working for them, that they had certain 
deficits that they would like to see corrected. This is a way of doing 
lots of things at once: on the one hand, expressing injustice and 
inequality in a way that was very legible to an outsider. But it's 
also deeply scientific in a sense that creates a viable body of 
evidence that people can come and check, and also creates a benchmark 
for improvement in the future, both for policy and for studies of 
development. What that led to was an understanding of cities and 
communities at a local level, and also led to this idea of the 
physical spaces of cities. Part of the problem of informal 
communities, self-declared slums, is that they don't have services for 
each building: the buildings are self-built, they don't have an 
address, they don't have emergency services, they don't have water and 
sanitation. Part of the reason why they don't have all those things, 
and it's hard to supply them, is that they don't have street access: 
they're not close to the street. In the experience of anyone living in 
the US, you walk out of your house and go to the street. But this 
doesn't happen in a slum: you have to go through a bunch of backyards 
and other buildings. It turns out that's an urban universal: in cities 
that have solved this physical problem, you need to have this 
relationship between street and building access. That's how services 
come in: broadband or electricity on a pole, sanitation underground. 
If you don't have that access, you're not going to have any of those 
things. So, creating essentially a characterization that takes away 
the objectification of a place as a slum or not, but just sees whether 
it has essential services or not: we're now expanding that kind of 
lens for the entire world, creating basic units like the block groups 
and blocks we use in the US. We also thought this was the kind of 
information that can allow us to learn from each other worldwide at 
the local level, and start a process of development that we hope would 
match international goals: the goals to eliminate poverty by 2030, 
2050. The idea is that this process needs to be sped up dramatically 
relative to the rhythm of improvements we've seen. We need to find 
ways to learn faster, verify and assess, and create growth and 
development.
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Steven: Another important dimension of your research has been on 
sustainability. That leads to the question: what is the relationship 
between achieving sustainable cities versus cities that promote 
egalitarian objectives? Could you comment on that?

Luís: Sure. The question you just asked brings us right back to the 
beginning of the conversation: is this a trade-off? To have a better 
environment, to not destroy ecosystems, must we be less prosperous? 
Must we be less equitable? The same question you can ask about what 
people conceptualize in terms of the triangle: environment, 
prosperity, and equity. You can think about each edge of the triangle 
as an opposition or a complementarity. Traditionally, we think: 
prosperity and equity, are they in opposition or actually helping each 
other? A lot of us would like to think, I would like to think, that 
they're helping each other: we could be more prosperous and more 
equitable. Over the long term, maybe we have examples of that. But in 
the short term, we often think there's a hard trade-off: economic 
growth may require more inequality. I think we don't fully understand 
the time scales involved. We all have a sense that there must be a 
solution, that we can have all three things. But we don't have 
immediately applicable practical policies that give you a clear road 
map to getting there. I think the answer is partly about time scale: 
it's very hard to escape what looks like a trade-off in the very short 
term. But over the longer term, because of knowledge, because we can 
create different ways of doing things over time, the same mechanisms 
that underlie economic growth can also underlie a more equitable 
growth. We need to find the knowledge, not just the technology, but 
the organizational forms and the kind of politics that allows us to 
actually have an integrated form of development that does all three 
things. But that is only probably possible on the scale of 10, 20, 30 
years. You see this emerge, almost out of intuition, in these 
international agreements, and now cities, and even the Green Deal and 
things like this: they're emerging at least as frameworks for policy, 
often not for next year, but for 10, 20, 30 years out. A commitment 
for a decade, across political mandates and so on. I think we're 
getting there in trying to have an intuition for what's involved, but 
people like us have a strong responsibility to try to really 
understand what these processes are, and to see the blind spots and 
the trade-offs that would defeat us getting there if we just stick to 
the short term.
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Steven: The many deep questions you raise about cities as the 
generators of inequality, yet the generators of opportunity, and yet 
the generators of economic growth: thinking about all three is clearly 
first-order to understand the broader equality puzzle. And a related 
message is that we have to think in terms of dynamics: there are 
mechanisms over different time horizons producing a plethora of 
socioeconomic outcomes, some of which we associate with growth, some 
of which we associate with equality. That is fundamental even to 
thinking about policy, because after all equality, opportunity, and 
efficiency are outcomes. What we need to focus on is not any 
assumption that the outcomes have intrinsic trade-offs or positive co-
variation, but rather what mechanisms that can be manipulated to allow 
us to achieve multiple objectives. Thank you again for a wonderful 
talk.

Luís: It's my pleasure.

---

Steven: A major focus of our interview with Luís and a major focus of 
his research pertains to how large cities can be generators of 
inequality, opportunity, and growth. And thinking about the inequality 
dimensions of cities, they are most starkly apparent in slums: the 
area of a city where its poorest members call home. Built rapidly with 
little to nothing in the way of urban planning and perpetually starved 
of resources, slums have incredibly consequential limitations that 
make it difficult to foster upward mobility or a decent way of life 
for those that live in them. They are very fragile systems that tend 
to get hit hardest by anything that might befall a city: a natural 
disaster, an economic downturn, and as our next segment highlights, a 
global pandemic. We turn our attention to the favelas of Brazil and 
one man trying to navigate new trials during the early months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. While the characters in the story are fictional, 
the details are all based on actual lived experiences. If you would 
like to learn more about those experiences, be sure to check the show 
notes for links to some amazing in-depth articles.

I wanted to end this by recalling a quotation from Thomas Wolfe in 
Look Homeward, Angel, in which he says: "Each of us is all the sums he 
has not counted. Subtract us into nakedness and night again, and 
you'll see begin in Crete four thousand years ago, the love that ended 
yesterday in Texas." This comes to mind because a fundamental idea in 
Luís's research is the commonality of patterns that we see in 
different locations, be it time, space, or culture. Part of the 
excitement of social science, part of the excitement of inequality 
research, is understanding when the specificity of time, place, and 
culture is determining levels of inequality versus what mechanisms 
transcend context and allow us to think in more universal terms.
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Eric: Paulo woke suddenly to the sound of roosters crowing and the sun 
peeking through the makeshift window of his small home in the favela 
of Rio de Janeiro. He looked at the small clock next to his bed. Was 
it really six already? It felt like he had just fallen asleep a few 
minutes ago. "Time to get up," he groaned to his wife. Her response 
was faint. "Just stay," she murmured, half asleep. "Take the day off." 
Tempting thought, but impossible. Paulo chuckled and caressed his 
wife's arm. "I wish," he said, rubbing his eyes and stirring himself 
out of bed.

He went over to the next room where his mother stayed. She was asleep 
and seemed, at least right now, to be resting peacefully. Paulo and 
his wife had been up all night tending to her and worrying about her. 
She had fallen very sick in the last day or two: high fever, terrible 
aches and pains, and a complete loss of taste, among other things. 
Most likely it was COVID, but they didn't know for sure. Testing was 
limited and hard to access in the favela. It would make sense if it 
was COVID; the virus had been spreading throughout the cramped 
neighborhood. But Paulo was trying to ignore all the obvious signs and 
convince himself that it wasn't COVID. If it was COVID, then he 
shouldn't be going to work. But he needed to go to work, needed to 
make money. A COVID diagnosis also meant that it was only a matter of 
time before the rest of the family caught it, and Paulo's mom might 
not pull through.

His mind racing, Paulo left and headed down the steep stairs outside 
his home, carrying his bike on his shoulders. He was so deep in 
thought that he didn't even notice the old man carrying two buckets of 
water. As they passed each other, his bike pedal struck one of the 
buckets. Luckily, the man stayed upright, but the bucket tumbled to 
the bottom of the stairs. Paulo raced after it, hoping that at least 
some water could be salvaged, but it was hopeless. The bucket bounced 
and slid across the landing. Paulo grabbed it by the handle and 
sheepishly looked up at the old man, who was glaring at him and 
breathing heavily through his mask. As Paulo took the bucket up to 
him, he could barely make eye contact. "I'm so sorry," he just kept 
muttering. There really was nothing else to say. Paulo knew how hard 
it was to get clean water. The lack of access made it nearly 
impossible for residents to maintain proper hygiene and sanitation. 
This was nothing new, but with the virus it was getting even harder to 
get a hold of clean water, and the poor sanitation was probably 
accelerating the spread of COVID. The fact that this old man was the 
one who had to get the water told Paulo that the younger members of 
his household had probably already contracted the virus.
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Paulo hopped on his bike and could see all the men and women sitting 
on their stoops, smoking cigarettes and staring out into nothing. 
Normally, most of these people would be on their way to work, just 
like Paulo, but the economic shutdowns and restrictions on movement 
were having a significant impact on those in the favela, many of whom 
relied on informal, daily-wage jobs to make ends meet. Working 
remotely was only a possibility for those with means. In Paulo's 
favela, many families were struggling already just to put food on the 
table and pay bills. And now with even fewer opportunities, who could 
they turn to for help? The Brazilian government? The favelas always 
had a difficult and sometimes even combative relationship with the 
government. Paulo was old enough to remember when the favelas were 
forcibly evacuated in the 1970s, and now the government was proving to 
be slow to respond to the pandemic; unsurprisingly, the favelas were 
often overlooked in its relief efforts.

The pandemic was only adding more problems to an area already well 
acquainted with grief and hardship. Narrow roads and poorly paved 
streets made it difficult for emergency vehicles and law enforcement 
to enter and navigate the area, slowing down medical intervention when 
needed, as well as creating a sense of lawlessness and insecurity. 
Crime and violence were pervasive in the favela. The lack of proper 
drainage systems also meant that intense downpours frequently flooded 
the alleyways and triggered landslides that would wipe out entire 
homes and devastate families.

As Paulo arrived at work, a small grocery store in a much nicer 
neighborhood, he noticed that nothing had changed. Since the pandemic 
had started, his job had mostly been preparing orders for wealthier 
customers who would either pick them up in their cars or have them 
delivered. These customers, with jobs that allowed them to work 
remotely, could easily pay the extra fee to have that food prepared 
and delivered for them. To Paulo, though, this seemed like an 
unattainable luxury. He didn't know a single person who could afford 
to do this, and yet here he was, filling endless orders for people who 
could. For them, picking up groceries was probably just another chore. 
For Paulo, he saw it as a badge. Sometimes he would even fantasize 
about being able to casually tell his wife: "Go ahead, have the 
groceries delivered." Paulo and others in the favelas were always on 
the other end of the transaction. In fact, food delivery was becoming 
wildly in demand because of the pandemic, and many of Paulo's friends 
had turned to this kind of work after being laid off from their 
primary jobs. These people were taking lower-paying jobs to help 
maintain the quality of life for those higher up on the economic 
ladder.

Paulo was finding it difficult to focus on his work. He doubled back 
down aisles, searching and re-searching for familiar items. He'd 
finish an order only to find out that he had forgotten to include 
three or four things on the customer's list. One incomplete order had 
accidentally already gone out, and when the customer called to 
complain about it, Paulo's supervisor funneled their frustration 
directly to him. There were plenty of other people who would love to 
have this job, his supervisor was quick to remind him.
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Hours into his shift, Paulo was pacing up and down the bread aisle, 
mumbling item numbers to himself and checking the customer order over 
and over, but whenever he would stop and look at all the different 
bread varieties and brands and packaging, his mind would wander off 
and return to thoughts about his family. Was his mother going to make 
it? How soon would the rest of the family contract the virus? What if 
he already had it and was spreading it to his co-workers? And if he 
got really sick, could the family even afford for him to be away from 
work? Could he afford to be sick? Racing up and down the supermarket 
hall, Paulo was frantically, desperately, searching for relief and 
coming up with nothing.

Steven: The Inequality Podcast is a production of the Stone Center for 
Research on Wealth Inequality and Mobility at the University of 
Chicago. It is hosted by Steven Durlauf, along with Damon Jones, Geoff 
Wodtke, and Ariel Kalil. This episode was recorded, sound engineered, 
and produced by Eric Geber with support from Gerardo Espinal Franco. 
The Inequality in Perspective segment was written by Daniel Spencer; 
research was done by Joe Quinn. Thanks as well to the Center's 
Executive Director Grace Kolavo for all her support. Please consider 
liking, subscribing, and sharing this podcast among your friends, and 
send any questions or feedback to UCStoneCenter@gmail.com. That's all 
for now. Thanks for joining us.
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