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International scholarly attention to the problem of inequality in the distribution of in-fene and wealth in societies has risen substantially in recent years. Several lines of research lave converged on a central set of questions: how does economic growth, particularly in condi-ions of globalization, affect inequality within and across societies? How does inequality affect governance, meaning a state's willingness and ability to provide critical goods and services that remote economic development and improve the society's quality of life? How does inequality fuel political polarization? How docs the quality of governance affect the distribution of op-Ortunity, risk, and reward among members of a society?

These questions have come to the fore in advanced industrial societies as well as in developing and transitional states. In the literature on economic development, there is now a strong consensus that sound economic policies cannot yield sustained economic growth and improved social well-being in the absence of institutions that produce basic public goods and services, such as effective civil administration, impartial justice, universal public education, and access to health care. These public goods and services mitigate the tendency for economic development to sharpen inequality.

Inequality also has a substantial effect on political life. In the United States, where inequalily has risen sharply in recent years, struggles over redistributive policies have grown intense and have fueled political conflict between the major parties. In Russia and other post-ommunist countries, inequality rose sharply following the end of the communist regime and in Russia it has remained high. A fundamental problem in both the post-Soviet and Western democratic countries is the effect that high inequality renders state power susceptible to being captured by wealthy private interests. In such a setting wealthy minority gains a disproportionate rare of the benefits of government but at a lower overall level of public well-being than would be possible if public policy served broader public interests. 

