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Introduction

In the still of a cold winter evening in 1773, a young man named George Robert Twelves Hewes slipped into a blacksmith’s shop and smeared his face with soot. Suitably disguised, he made his way to Griffin’s Wharf, where he met up with dozens of like-minded colonists. Some were dressed as Mohawk Indians. Some, like Hewes, had covered their faces with coal dust. Others had donned women’s gowns. They carried axes and clubs, and they called themselves the “Sons of Liberty.”

Hewes was a poor man, a shoemaker. His fellows in the Sons of Liberty were mostly young artisans and mechanics, not famous or wealthy men. Historians today are still unsure of their names. But as part of Samuel Adams’s paramilitary patriot organization, these men were about to board three ships docked in Boston Harbor and challenge the most powerful empire the world had ever known.

After politely but firmly demanding the keys and some lanterns from the ships’ crews, the men worked in teams to haul hundreds of chests from the ships’ holds, split them open, and dump their contents into the ocean. Though there was almost no moonlight, a crowd of Bostonians gathered silently and watched. Three hours later, ninety thousand pounds of tea had been dispatched into the water.

The cargo was worth a small fortune, but careful discipline ensured that the tea was not looted and resold. When Hewes saw another man, a Captain Charles O’Connor, slipping packets of valuable tea into his coat lining, he tore the coat from O’Connor’s back, raised his fist, and suggested that O’Connor had better write his will. The captain fled, empty-handed. Later, when tea floated to shore with the rising tide, sailors rowed out in small boats to sink anything that might otherwise be salvageable.1 This was not robbery. It was rebellion.

The Boston Tea Party, as it is now known, is commonly recalled as evidence that Americans have always been reflexively antitax opponents of “big government.”2 There is just one problem with the familiar story: It is utterly untrue.

In fact, the patriots who threw the tea into Boston Harbor were opposing not a tax hike but a corporate tax cut. The British government wanted to lower the duties on tea as part of a bailout for the floundering East India Company. In addition to providing a massive £1.4 million government loan to the company and allowing it to sell tea directly to American retailers, the Tea Act eliminated the English import duties on tea that was resold to America. It was a measure intended to prop up a struggling corporation believed to be “too big to fail.”3

Though they recognized that the act would make their tea cheaper, the Sons of Liberty rabidly opposed this corporate bailout and tax break. In a letter to Benjamin Franklin, Samuel Adams denounced the act as “introductive to Monopolies,” which he viewed as “dangerous to Publick Liberty,” particularly when “under the direction and Influence of Government.” The “destruction of the tea,” as it was known in the early nineteenth century, was a direct-action attack on private property to resist government-abetted corporate power.4

When American colonists did object to British taxes, their protests were not about the taxes themselves, but about who did the taxing. The colonists wanted taxation with representation by their own local elected officials, not the distant Parliament. In 1765, the Virginia House of Burgesses protested the Stamp Act, Parliament’s new tax on colonial documents, by insisting that “Taxation of the People by themselves, or by Persons chosen by themselves to represent them” is the “distinguishing Characteristick of British Freedom.” Liberty, for colonial Americans, was not freedom from taxation but the power to impose their own taxes—at first within the British Empire, and then, when Britain would not agree, as an independent nation.5

So committed were the colonists of Massachusetts to taxpaying that, even as they flouted British authority, they kept collecting revenue locally. Dozens of towns held meetings in 1774 in which they decided to stop sending their taxes to Harrison Gray, the loyalist treasurer of the colony. But rather than pocket the money, the colonists voted to send “moneys which they then had, or in future might have in their hands, belonging to the Province” to one Henry Gardner. Gardner, a trusted patriot, would eventually become treasurer of the new state of Massachusetts. To the extent the American Revolution was about taxation, it was about the desire of Americans to tax themselves: to take on the legitimate burdens of a government in which they had a voice.6

Setting the record straight here is no minor matter. The falsehood that our nation was born in opposition to taxation has limited our vision of what America can be. It suggests that we cannot, as a country, have nice things because we cannot, as a country, agree to pay for them. It is the ready-made excuse for why America does such a bad job of caring for our children and for our poor. It implies that those seeking to raise taxes or to spend more on social investments are un-American. And the slur “Americans hate taxes” has for decades propped up a reactionary antitax political movement, allowing a radically right-wing politics to pass itself off as traditional even as it has come to threaten the most basic functioning of our democracy.

If the history we have been told is wrong, there must be another explanation for why taxes show up over and over at our country’s most consequential moments, for why taxation is bound up with representation, and for why a rich country leaves so many people poor and struggling. There is a different explanation. It can be found in the history I will share in this book.

FREE COUNTRIES ARE HIGH-TAX COUNTRIES

Before we get started, let us clear away one other conservative trope about taxation that is utterly unsupported by the historical record. It is a cliché of right-wing fulmination to equate taxation with “tyranny.”7 Much like the histories describing the Boston Tea Party as an antitax rebellion, these diatribes get the facts backward. In reality, tyrants are bad at raising taxes, and elected officials are good at it.

Historically and cross-nationally, authoritarian governments collect less in taxes, and where taxes are heavier, democratic practices are more vibrant. In Europe in the Middle Ages, for instance, systems of representation developed where taxes were higher, and as those representative institutions grew stronger, tax revenue continued to rise.8 The nations that collect the most tax revenue today—like Sweden and Norway—also score at the top of international measures of democratic practices.9 When taxation begets representation and representation legitimates taxation, a virtuous cycle can create more effective and accountable government. Free countries are high-tax countries.

Why? Governments that are dependent on taxation have reason to listen to their citizens.10 The effective imposition of taxes relies in part on the compliance of the citizenry. When citizens see the state as legitimate, and when they can use the levers of government to influence policymaking, they are more inclined to foot the resulting bill, making tax collection significantly easier. To appear worthy to their taxpaying citizens, regimes respond to the citizens’ needs and demands.

Those incentives disappear in states that do not rely on tax revenue. Consider countries with large deposits of valuable fossil fuels or minerals, lands often described as bearing a “resource curse.” These nations are rich, but their governments are authoritarian, and little of the country’s wealth makes its way to the people. If leaders can extract wealth from the ground, they do not need to tax it from their people. Unconstrained by the need for tax revenue, they do not have to make themselves answerable to their citizens by adopting democratic practices or developing competent government institutions. The resource curse is, in other words, the curse of low taxation. Declines in taxation can even lead to declines in representation. When revenues from the tributum, a wealth tax paid by Roman citizens to support the military, were replaced with spoils from Rome’s foreign conquests, the Roman elite were no longer fiscally beholden to the citizenry and had a freer hand to rule more autocratically.11

Taxation gives governments an incentive to provide what their citizens desire and also makes governments more capable of doing so. Taxes provide the revenue to pay for the citizens’ demands, of course. But serious levels of taxation also require an effective bureaucracy to administer the system, and an effective bureaucracy enables all kinds of government action. In Britain, for example, the need for literate and numerate tax collectors helped spur the growth of public education.12

Tax bureaucracy can also improve government competency through more indirect means. Imagine a tax as simple as a toll on a bridge. To apply that tax consistently, you will need tax collectors. You’ll want those collectors to be honest and able, so you need to put in place a system to hire qualified people, train them, and pay them competitively. And you’ll want to know how much money the toll will raise, so you might decide to assess traffic levels and estimate revenue. With the oversight that comes from tax collection, you might recognize that potholes are reducing traffic and therefore revenue, and with your local bureaucracy in place, you would be able to organize a system of road repair. In other words, effective tax collection requires planning, systematization, competence, and professionalism—and project management skills, as we say these days, are transferrable.

Taxes are a key ingredient in the recipe for successful representative government; leave them out and democracy struggles to rise, even if people can vote. It is not enough to hold elections. A government also needs the resources and the organization to fulfill the demands of the voters.13 Thus it is taxes that make democracy consequential. It is for this reason that, as we will see, so many opponents of democracy in the United States have fought against both fair elections and strong tax systems.

TAX FIGHTS ARE FIGHTS OVER DEMOCRACY

In 1776, as John Adams helped organize a revolution from his seat in the Continental Congress, his beloved wife, Abigail, wrote to him from Boston. The new government had better “Remember the Ladies” and protect their rights, Abigail lightly suggested, or women might make a revolution of their own. In his reply, John feigned shock. The American struggle, he said, had been blamed for loosening “the bands of Government every where. That Children and Apprentices were disobedient—that schools and Colleges were grown turbulent—that Indians slighted their guardians and Negroes grew insolent to the Masters. But your Letter was the first Intimation that another Tribe more numerous and powerfull than all the rest were grown discontented.”14

Adams was joking, but the fear that the revolution would destabilize the social order was both widespread and entirely plausible. It is dangerous to assert that “all men are created equal” within the hearing of the lower orders. They might take you at your word.15 Even narrowly representative institutions carry within them the potential for expansion. Letting some people vote raises the question of why others should not.

The American Revolution swept away centuries-old justifications for a hierarchical society and popularized the radical notions that all men are born free and equal in rights.16 Even the most casual student of American history knows that the resulting political order did not make good on that promise; instead, it balanced white freedom on Black subjugation and Native expropriation. For the 250 years since, we have been fighting over what it means to be equal and what it means to be free.

What is less commonly recognized is that the battles over the breadth of our democracy are, with a startling regularity, fights about taxes. Relatively few Americans know, for example, that the impetus for the US Constitution—the reason that leading lights of the founding generation met and designed the government we live under today—was that small farmers had been (in the eyes of America’s elite) too successful in resisting regressive tax policies in the states. The states were too democratic, the framers decided, so they needed to shift power to a federal government that would be much less accountable to the people. Tax and monetary powers were the issue of the day; the Bill of Rights was a literal afterthought. (The Constitutional Convention did not write one. It was added later to ensure popular ratification of the new government framework.) As we will see in Part One of this book, our federal government was designed by elites afraid that the American people had too much authority over the public purse.

The effects of the founders’ fiscal concerns are still being felt today. If, for example, you have heard that a national wealth tax would be unconstitutional, it is because, as part of the framers’ compromises to protect slavery, the Constitution included a limit on the federal government’s ability to directly tax property. Infamously, the Gilded Age Supreme Court in 1895 reinterpreted the direct taxation clause to declare unconstitutional a new federal income tax. The only reason we have a federal income tax today is thanks to the Sixteenth Amendment, passed after a twenty-year campaign led by Populist farmers. But the Sixteenth Amendment says nothing about wealth taxes, so it would do nothing to prevent the conservative Supreme Court of our contemporary Gilded Age from declaring a wealth tax unconstitutional.

Taxes were also the vital subject during our nation’s second founding in the years after the Civil War. For many newly emancipated people, real freedom meant access to an education and to a homestead; they wanted to work for themselves and send their children to school. During this period of Radical Reconstruction, freedmen voted into office state legislators who tried to shift taxes onto wealthy plantation owners, both to pay for universal public schooling and to encourage land sales. White resistance to those taxes was a key part of the violent campaign that overthrew the Reconstruction governments and reinstituted white supremacist rule, the most monumental defeat for racial justice in American history.

Many of the antidemocratic fiscal limitations enacted after Reconstruction are still in effect today. In 2019, when 58 percent of voters in the school district of Leland, Mississippi, voted for a bond issue to rebuild their schools, it was not enough to overcome the 60 percent threshold required for passage. The children in this rural, majority-Black county were left in buildings with leaking roofs, unreliable air-conditioning, and a heating system that failed so regularly in winter that students brought blankets to class.17 All because white supremacists more than one hundred years ago rewrote the voting rules so that taxes cannot go up, even when most citizens want them to.

One might think that the tax limitations imposed by the Constitution and in the post-Reconstruction era are simply evidence that taxes have always been extremely contentious. But this is not the case. In the mid-twentieth century, federal tax policy did not feature prominently in the political platform of either the Democratic or the Republican Party.18 Similarly, in early and mid-Victorian Britain, taxation was not a subject of much dispute; it was seen as an important but rather boring function of government.19 That is not to say there were no debates over taxes during this period, but such disputes tended to focus on the details: rates and exemptions, exactly how much revenue was needed, and how precisely it should be raised. These two periods of fiscal consensus collapsed, not coincidentally, when the franchise expanded and new, poorer groups sought access to public goods—in Britain, as the working class gained suffrage rights, and in America, after the civil rights movement restored voting power to Black people. Public revenue is contested most fiercely when the scope of the public is itself disputed.

The recurring dynamic is this: When poorer groups of Americans have increased their political power, they have called for higher taxes on the wealthy and more spending on public goods. In response, elites have attempted, and often succeeded, in curtailing the state’s tax powers or making government less accountable to the public, or both. Particularly when they could play on racial animus, American elites have won these antitax and antidemocratic victories by exploiting the issue of taxation—both rhetorically, by casting themselves as the victims of a corrupt fiscal regime, and substantively, by promising lower taxation to poorer whites in exchange for their support. These deals were bad ones; the white masses have regularly traded their power for very little gain.

Note that what has been unacceptable to the wealthy and the powerful is the combination of mass representation and state capacity: a democratic government with strong tax powers. An effective tax apparatus is generally acceptable to the wealthy when they are confident in their grip on power and can arrange the fiscal system to reinforce their privileges. Indeed, the very word privilège, meaning “private law,” referred to the special immunity nobles and the clergy had from paying taxes that fell heavily on commoners before the French Revolution.20 But elites become suspicious of the state’s tax powers when poorer people seem plausibly capable of gaining some additional leverage in government. As the sociologist Rudolf Goldscheid put the point, only the “poor State can calmly be allowed to fall into the hands of the people.”21

It might seem obvious why the ruling elite would oppose democratic taxation. In the words of archconservative Lord Salisbury, the late nineteenth-century British prime minister who once sardonically described constituents as “vermin” for which he wished he had insecticide powder, wider suffrage rights would mean “the rich shall pay all the taxes, and the poor shall make all the laws.”22 But as with the real history of the Boston Tea Party, the truth is perhaps not what you think—and in this case, it is liberal shibboleths, not conservative ones, that have been misleading.

THE THREAT OF DEMOCRATIC TAXATION

American liberals care a lot about tax progressivity.23 The primary standard by which Democrats today assess tax policy is whether a tax is paid especially or exclusively by the rich. Candidates typically promise to raise federal income taxes, or increase tax enforcement, only on those making hundreds of thousands of dollars a year. Everyone else is promised tax cuts. Don’t get me wrong: Taxing the rich is vitally important. But when we understand the egalitarian power of taxation only in terms of tax progressivity, we miss seeing the full egalitarian potential of a democracy’s power to tax. And without that broader understanding, the history of taxation and democracy in America does not make much sense.

Let’s start with the obvious part: Progressive taxation can directly reduce inequality. For decades after the Second World War, income and estate taxation prevented extreme wealth concentration. The rollback of those taxes led to our contemporary oligarchy.24 Between 1976 and 2023, the top 0.01 percent of US households saw their share of national wealth more than quadruple, to more than 10 percent of total US wealth.25 The US tax code has also reduced poverty. The Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit supplement the incomes of lower-income families, lifting millions of Americans above the poverty line. An expansion of the child tax credit during the COVID-19 pandemic cut the child poverty rate in half. But income requirements, discriminatory audit rates, and predatory paid tax preparers substantially reduce the effectiveness of tax breaks aimed at the poor, and the expanded Child Tax Credit was allowed to expire at the end of 2021. Child poverty rates quickly rebounded.26

So taxes directly affect how poor and how rich Americans are. Taxes are also used to pay for (or, in the case of the federal government, to partially offset) public spending.27 This might seem too obvious to mention, except that this aspect of taxation is sometimes ignored by those purporting to explain how the economy works. In contemporary introductions to economics, the equation introducing the effect of taxation treats “the collection of taxes as though it were only a common disaster—as though the tax money once collected were thrown into the sea.”28 Perhaps the most popular economics textbook in America informs undergraduates that taxes “are costly to market participants” because “taxes transfer resources from those participants to the government.”29 Upon arrival at “the government,” those dollars are never to be heard from again, it seems. Presumably, none of the “market participants” were public school teachers or firefighters, none of the markets were accessed by public roads, none of the contracts resulted in a legal dispute, and none of the transactions involved money.30

In reality, an enormous fraction of the economy passes through public hands. Including federal, state, and local expenditures, government accounted for a third of the US gross domestic product in 2023. This figure is low by international standards; in Sweden in 2023, public spending made up about 47 percent of GDP, and in the United Kingdom, 40 percent.31 Our budget looks smaller than it is, however, because the United States gives tax breaks where other countries spend money directly. Many US tax provisions attempt to encourage the private provision of goods—such as housing, retirement savings, and health insurance—that in other countries are subsidized or provided by government spending. America’s expensive tax breaks disproportionately benefit the white and the well-off, so they exacerbate inequality and miss many of the people who most need them. America has far higher rates of poverty than other wealthy nations.32

Even with our comparatively ineffectual welfare state, however, public investments in the United States substantially reduce poverty. Prior to the introduction of Social Security, for instance, about half of senior citizens were poor, compared to about 9 percent today.33 Social Security allows millions of older Americans to live much more comfortable and dignified lives. Those senior citizens are also more free—free from reliance on charity, free from feeling themselves a burden on their children, free from having to work until they die.

So social spending can be emancipatory. Conservatives have for so long enlisted the language of liberty to defend their preferred economic institutions that it can be easy to overlook market subjugation. Without government spending, the economy is a strict and capricious master. Unless you are lucky enough to be born in a rich family, your survival is always contingent on your ability to do the kind of work the market rewards, and you have little control over the availability of or compensation for that work. Necessities like housing and health care are dependent on forces far outside an individual’s control. And when the market fails to provide, the only backstop is charity, leaving the poor dependent on the fickle benevolence of the rich. By contrast, when governments ensure that the essentials of life are available to the citizenry by right, they provide, as economist Mike Konczal has said, freedom from the market.34

The emancipatory capacity of social spending not only liberates people from market forces; it can empower them to act as citizens. Before Social Security, old people were less likely to participate in politics than younger Americans. For people living on whatever meager savings they had managed to accrue, or struggling to continue working as they aged, getting involved in political affairs could feel like a luxury. Today, older people are the most reliable voting bloc in the US. By providing older Americans (and especially the elderly poor) with the resources, the time, and the incentive to care about politics, government pensions “made citizens,” as political scientist Andrea Campbell has demonstrated.35

It is worth noting that Social Security and Medicare are not funded by progressive taxation; they are funded by payroll taxes that fall heavily on working people. Similarly, and perhaps surprisingly to many American liberals, European governments with robust social spending programs also rely more heavily on regressive taxes than the United States does.36 If we judge taxes exclusively on a progressivity standard, it obscures the vital consideration of how much money the tax raises and where that money goes. As we will see in Chapter 4, some states in the slaveholding South had comparatively progressive tax systems. But these systems did not reduce wealth concentration or fund big investments in public goods because the overall revenue levels were so low.

The fact that taxes and tax-funded programs can redistribute wealth might seem like enough to explain why taxes become controversial when the poor are enfranchised. Yet this can’t be the whole story, since taxes and spending are far from the only government policies that determine the allocation of wealth. Billions of dollars hang in the balance when the US government decides what is legal business (like marijuana sales or stock buybacks), what can be owned and how (like a patent or an emissions credit), or which owners deserve protection from the vagaries of the market (like corporate investors or depositors at failed banks). Indeed, the three largest redistributions of wealth in American history—the genocidal seizure of the land of Native nations, the defense of chattel slavery, and emancipation—involved the creation and destruction of entire forms of property through law and military force. The redistributive effects of the income tax start to look puny by comparison.

Though conservatives commonly treat taxation and welfare spending as uniquely dangerous interventions in an otherwise self-regulating, natural economy, this is bosh.37 Taxes and markets are, in fact, part of a single system of political economy; historically, money itself developed because rulers wanted to systematize tax payments, and all markets of any size or scope are dependent on the tax-funded legal and monetary system.38 Governments intervene in the market in the same way your skeleton intervenes in your body; it is the organizing structure, not an external force. All economic allocations, from the greatest fortunes to the deepest poverty, are political products. Taxes are only an especially salient version of the government’s economic authority.

What is distinct about taxation is not, then, that it somehow changes distributional outcomes more than other government policies. But taxes are unique in two ways: First, they are the exaction that supports the state, and second, they seem to apply after an initial distribution. Let’s consider each point in turn.

As British statesman and philosopher Edmund Burke put it, the “revenue of the state is the state.”39 This is not the same as saying that taxes can be used to pay for social spending. The government is not merely a series of funnels and tubes directing money between various private pockets. It is an entity with a power of its own. Taxes make the very existence of government possible.

The power of the state holds the space, both metaphorically and literally, for public life to occur. The public portion of our lives occurs on the sidewalks, parks, and other common spaces we maintain with public money. Taxes also support the public venues—the courts, the schools, the town halls, the voting booths, and the government offices—where people are, at least in principle, given equal standing and protected from private domination. These are places where it is not supposed to matter if you are rich or poor, Black or white, immigrant or native-born.

Of course, our government institutions fail to deliver on this promise, perhaps most egregiously in our schools and in our criminal justice system. But it remains the case that your boss (or your landlord, parent, or spouse) cannot look over your shoulder in the voting booth. The people who might have power over you in a private capacity are not supposed to be able to dictate your public choices. Similarly, few Americans, after failing their driver’s test, would attempt to buy their license by bribing the DMV agent. There is a standard, not always met and sometimes shamefully disregarded, that in public places, private forms of influence stop at the door.

Taxes make possible those public spaces, those limits on private forms of influence. And this, too, makes taxes threatening to those who have large stocks of private power—particularly because those limits are paid for by an exaction on private property. And this is the second salient fact about taxation.

With taxation, the state agrees that something is yours and then takes part of it away. In part because people value things much more once they have them—a phenomenon that psychologists refer to as the “endowment effect”—the post hoc structure of taxation encourages taxpayers’ sense that they have a stake in government. It also provokes frustration and resistance when the state fails to concern itself with whether a tax is affordable, whether the payment process is reasonable, or whether public money is being well spent.40 This is one of the key reasons taxation and representation reinforce each other: The incentive to get re-elected encourages representatives to implement fiscal structures that work better for their constituents—though, as we will see in the coming chapters, elections certainly do not immunize politicians against adopting wholly misbegotten tax policies.

Taxes feel as if they occur after an initial distribution of wealth, but the idea that taxes are an “after the fact” policy is misleading at best. An economist would point out that since taxes are generally predictable, they affect decision-making before the tax is applied. For example, high income taxes, when effectively enforced, reduce the incentive for corporate boards to overpay executives. When seven-tenths of each additional dollar would go to Uncle Sam, board members think twice before approving a big salary increase for a mediocre CEO. With lower tax rates, boards are more willing to reward their friends in the executive suite, independent of the CEO’s actual contributions to the company’s bottom line.41

More fundamentally, there is no such thing as an income that is truly “pretax,” because taxes fund the state that defines and defends property rights in the first place. As the philosophers Liam Murphy and Thomas Nagel point out, what most of us would earn absent taxation is nothing, because most of us would struggle to survive in a government-free state of nature.42 Whether you prefer to imagine a gentle life as a forest hermit or a nasty, brutish, and short existence in a Mad Max–style postapocalyptic hellscape, worlds without governments (that is, worlds without taxation) do not allow for much property accumulation.

Philosophers and economists can say what they will, but taxes take money out of your pocket, or at least it feels that way. You can calculate how much more money you would have if, for some reason, you (alone) didn’t have to pay taxes on this paycheck or that purchase. Taxes therefore seem to have an obvious cost—and they also have an obvious cause. The government is the reason my taxes are high; it is far harder to trace the reasons why my wages are low or my rent has gone up. Other economic policies, even if they have larger effects, operate at greater remove.

Taxes thus provide a prominent reminder that private property, legitimately held, can be directed to public purposes. Taxes are the only money in the economy allocated according to the democratic process, a daily demonstration that private gain is subordinate to the public interest. What is more, taxes suggest that this fundamental primacy of the public interest is utterly ordinary. Whereas fines and forfeitures are premised on the putative misbehavior of the payer, most taxes (barring “sin” taxes) are applied to activities that are deemed respectable: legal ways of acquiring, selling, and owning. Taxes wield the everyday power of the polity over the economy, and therefore normalize the reassignment of private property to the state. Taxes are not just radical and boring; they are radical because they are boring.

So the subversive power of democratic taxation is far more than simply the possibility of raising taxes on the rich. Yes, progressive taxes can directly prevent the concentration of wealth, a vital backstop against plutocracy. But taxes do not need to be graduated by income to be egalitarian in their effects. Broad-based taxes can fund the public goods that free people from market subjugation. Taxation is the strength of the state and therefore can empower a democratic government. Above all, taxes demonstrate that the polity—in a democracy, the people—have ultimate authority over the economic order. This is why elites seek to keep the power of the purse in their own hands. This is why taxes are so inextricably tied to representation, and why increases in the political power of the poor cause taxes to become controversial. This is why the great fights over taxation are contests over suffrage, and why battles over the breadth of a democracy are fought on fiscal grounds.

The jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. once described taxation as the price we pay for civilized society, and this is true; taxes fund the myriad legal, political, social, and economic systems that hold our complex, interconnected modern world together. But even more, taxes are the price of democracy. Taxes empower the state and make that state responsive to the citizens.

All too often, democracy is something the rich do not want to buy. The most powerful forces resisting taxation in America have also been the country’s most antidemocratic elements, ready to support suffrage restrictions, malapportionment of legislative seats, minority rule, and sometimes direct intimidation and violence to keep fiscal power in elite hands. The same antidemocratic, reactionary movements have also fought to undermine the state’s fiscal powers, starving the government and thereby curtailing the consequences of mass enfranchisement. When it comes to contestation over democracy, taxes are both the battleground and the war.

[image: ]

At the time I am writing this, the teaching of history has become increasingly controversial. The censors are right: History is dangerous. It threatens the self-justifying nostalgia and mythmaking of those who benefit from the status quo. The stories in the coming pages resonate closely, and sometimes all too closely, with our nation’s contemporary challenges. It may well be a matter of temperament whether, on balance, readers will find it more reassuring or disheartening to know that “we have been this way before.” In either case, the book is intended as an act of reorientation, a finding of our bearings. Travelers should know the roads they have taken.

The book traces the three great arcs of contestation over taxation and representation in America. The first part, “Taxation for a Republic,” follows the revolutionary generation as they consider a vital question: How do free people tax themselves? Early Americans agreed that a republican form of government required a rough economic equality among the citizenry; if people were dominated economically, they could not be free to act politically. Conservatives concluded that political participation must therefore be limited to the economic elite. But democrats proposed the opposite—that a republican government must ensure, through its taxation and its spending, that the people had the economic independence necessary to exercise their political rights. It is a contention that remains radical to this day.

The second part, “Taxation for Black Liberation,” demonstrates how the cause of Black freedom has always been bound up in the cause of democratic taxation. Fear of abolition by taxation led slaveholders to hobble democratic institutions and the government’s fiscal capacity. After the Civil War, Radical Reconstruction governments sought to break the planter class’s hold on economic power by taxing land fairly and funding a public school system. In their campaign to overthrow the Reconstruction governments, the plantation elite reconstituted themselves as “taxpayers,” a rhetoric that materially aided their cause by unifying Southern elites and poorer white farmers and legitimating white supremacist violence in the eyes of wealthy Northern observers. In the following decades, the white supremacist regimes that kept Black people and poor whites from voting also developed new policies to ensure that, even if in the minority, the white elite could prevent the taxation of wealth.

The final part, “Taxation for the General Welfare,” describes the development of a more egalitarian federal fiscal state during racial apartheid, and the assault on that system, and on democracy itself, that came as a part of the long reaction to the civil rights movement. The modern federal income tax and the welfare programs of the mid-twentieth century were not achieved easily; these egalitarian policies always had natural enemies among the rich. It was with successes of the civil rights movement, however, that the antitax elite found new allies. The return of multiracial democracy in America led to the resurgence of the war against taxation. The last forty-plus years have seen an increasingly extreme conservatism that echoes the politics of Reconstruction’s opponents. There is, at the time of this writing, the serious possibility that an antitax, antidemocratic regime will consolidate power in the United States.

As President Franklin Delano Roosevelt once said, a “sure way to determine the social conscience of a Government is to examine the way taxes are collected and how they are spent.”43 What kind of government we are funding is a choice that Americans have made and remade throughout our history. How taxation influenced those decisions is the story of the pages to come.
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