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It's easy to get under an economist's skin. All you have to do to is utter the phrase income inequality.

If any subject is more certain to turn a sober, two-handed bunch of number-crunchers into snarling combatants, I'd like to know what it is.

Why are incomes so unequal in America? When did they get that way, and is that a bad thing? More specifically, how does income inequality influence our economic, political and cultural lives?

These are all tough, important questions - and not just during election years, though that's when they tend to surface and grow loud.

And if you can cut through the partisanship, you'll find a lot of pithy, interesting work being done by economists on inequality that's worth paying attention to.

For example, earlier this year, researchers Thomas Piketty and Emmanuel Saez showed how income distributions changed dramatically during the 20th century.

In the United States, Europe and Japan, the very richest received a much larger share of total national income before World War I. Through the 1920s, '30s and '40s, incomes grew much less concentrated almost everywhere.

Then something changed. Beginning in the 1980s, in the United States and Britain (but not in Continental Europe or Japan), a bigger share of national income has flowed to the very richest.

By 2002, the highest-paid one-tenth of 1 percent of Americans were pocketing more than 7 percent of all national income - up from about 2 percent in 1980.

Evidence of this trend is all around us - in soaring luxury home prices, growth markets for private jets and yachts, and so on.

The reasons behind it, however, are more elusive.

Several broad theories are out there, being picked apart by data-crunching researchers. Here are the nutshell versions:

Global markets: As businesses able to trade around the world grow, those able to manage them command higher rewards. People with the broad skills needed to manage giant corporations find themselves in ever-greater demand.

Bits and bytes: Rapid technological changes since the 1980s have boosted the value of people at the front of the curve. Those who invent or grow a technology (think Bill Gates) reap outsized rewards.

It's the policies, stupid: Another view holds that government action has profoundly un-leveled the playing field. Incomes grew more unequal because of less-progressive tax rates, the shrinking power of unions, and the loosening of regulations on business.

Executive theft: Probably the most popular (and populist) hypothesis ties income inequality to executive compensation. Corporate boardrooms, it claims, are so clubby, weak-kneed or even corrupt that CEOs can essentially write their own paychecks.

Finally, there's the Winner-Take-All or Superstar Thesis: Inequality has grown with the size of the prize for being Number One - not only in sports and showbiz, but also in law, medicine, academia and elsewhere.

There's some logic in each of these notions, and any combination might explain why them that's got are getting more.

But before signing on to any one theory, it's a good idea to look at the data - more of which is being mined all the time.

For instance, a new paper by Steven Kaplan and Joshua Rauh of the University of Chicago tries to identify just what kinds of folks inhabit those lofty top rungs on our national income ladder.

It turns out that only a small proportion are corporate CEOs - and that their collective share of the national paycheck hasn't grown much in the last decade or two.

On the other hand, the ranks of highly paid Wall Street types - investment bankers, venture capitalists, hedge fund managers and lawyers - have grown substantially, Kaplan and Rauh find.

Of course this doesn't settle the argument over what to do about income inequality.

But you might call it caviar for thought.

