Taxes

America had no income tax at all for almost the first hundred years of the nation's history. The first income tax wasn't put into effect until the Civil War, in 1862. The tax didn't last long, because the Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional. The court cited Article I of the Constitution, which said Congress could levy taxes only with regard to the proportion of population in each state. The income tax didn't become permanent until 1913, when the Sixteenth Amendment was passed. That made it legal for the government to collect income tax for the first time in history. (Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell, p. 123)

The tax on $4,000 annual income in 1913 was one cent. (L. M. Boyd)
Time was when a householder was taxed for each door in the house, another reason why Victorian homes had no closets. But there wasn’t any tax on furniture doors. And that movable clothes cabinet called an armoire was furniture, says an historical society researcher. (L. M. Boyd)

There’s nothing sinister in so arranging one’s affairs as to keep taxes as low as possible. (Judge Learned Hand)

The 10 biggest tax breaks will save American taxpayers more than $900 billion this year, with 51 percent of the benefits going to the richest 20 percent of households, according to a new report by the Congressional Budget Office. The wealthiest 1 percent – those with at least $327,000 in annual income – got 17 percent of these tax benefits. (The Washington Post, as it appeared in The Week magazine, June 14, 2013)

The total tax burden on Americans in 2009, as a percentage of GDP, was 24 percent, lower than it was in 1965. In comparison, Canadians pay 31 percent of GDP in taxes, Britons 34 percent, Germans 37 percent, and the French 42 percent. (Toronto Globe and Mail, as it appeared in The Week magazine, August 12, 2011)

In the course of the last decade, there have been 4,428 changes to the federal tax code, or more than one per day. As a result of the code’s growing complexity, Americans spent a total of 7.64 billion hours in 2010 negotiating tax-related paperwork – more than twice the working time of all the elementary school teachers in the U.S. (Reason.com, as it appeared in The Week magazine, April 27, 2012)
Corporations are paying the lowest level of taxes in four decades. Last year companies paid taxes of just 12.1 percent on their U.S. profits, the lowest share since at least 1972 and far lower than the 25.6 percent they paid on average from 1987 to 2008. (The Wall Street Journal, as it appeared The Week magazine, February 17, 2012)

U.S. Treasury Department has an interesting definition for the word “tax”: “A compulsory payment for which no specific benefit is received.” (L. M. Boyd)

The heirs of Texas billionaire Dan Duncan, who died in March, paid no federal inheritance taxes on his $9 billion estate Had he died in 2009, his estate would have been taxed at a 45 percent rate. Had he lived until 2011, the tax would have hit 55 percent. As a result of Bush-era legislation, the estate tax was repealed for 2010. (The New York Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, June 25, 2010)

“Lucky duckies.” That, said former Reagan administration official Bruce Bartlett, is what The Wall Street Journal calls low- and middle-income Americans who pay no federal income taxes. It would be unfair, some argue, to raise taxes on the wealthy, since 46 percent of tax filers do not share the burden of running the country. But the poor aren’t the only “lucky duckies.” New data show that 78,000 households with incomes of $211,000 to $533,000 will pay not a dime in federal income taxes this year. Astonishingly, another 24,000 filers with incomes of $533,000 to $2.2 million will also pay zero. So will 3,000 filers with incomes over $2.2 million. How can this be? Our tax code is rife with tax breaks and loopholes for the wealthy; many, for example, erase their liability by deducting past capital-gains losses from this year’s income. And that doesn’t include illegal tax evasion, “which is quite extensive” among the self-employed. In the current, bitter debate over raising taxes, perhaps we can agree at least on closing loopholes for wage-earners at the very top. “It’s not socialism to ask them to pay something.” (The Week magazine, July 15, 2011)

It’s a fundamental question of American politics: How much does each of us owe in taxes to our government? This nation was conceived in a tax revolt, and many Americans today are still up in arms over the unfairness and mind-numbing complexity of our tax system. This week we watched Congress grapple with the high and the low of it, without coming close to lifting the fog. Some expected fireworks as Apple CEO Tim Cook appeared before a Senate panel to address the uncomfortable fact that his company records 64 percent of its global income in Ireland, where it has a sweet tax deal. But Cook disarmed his challengers with an argument that passes the small test for anyone who has ever read a U.S. tax regulation: It’s not that simple. Soon all the senators were gushing about how much they loved their iPads. It will be a cold day in hell when anyone gushes about how much they love the IRS, now under fire for targeting Tea Party groups seeking tax-exempt status. The American people may have little sympathy for a company using Ivy League tax lawyers to slalom through the corporate tax code. But what really rankles most folks is our tax system itself, which invites abuse of all kinds. The real message of both the Tea Party scandal and Apple’s tax avoidance is the same: We need a simpler, clearer tax code. I hope we can reach one without another revolt. (James Graff, in The Week magazine, May 31, 2013)

No Surprise: The botanical name for the yew, used extensively for shrubbery around Washington government buildings, is Taxus. (Philip B. Brill, in Reader’s Digest)


Well into the nineteenth century, Siberians could pay their taxes with garlic. (Don Voorhees, in The Essential Book of Useless Information, p. 232)

The states with no income tax are Alaska, Florida, Nevada, New Hampshire, South Dakota, Texas, Washington, and Wyoming. (L. M. Boyd)

They tax you when you earn a dollar, they tax you when you save it, they tax you when you invest it. If you earn a dividend, they tax it again, and if you’re stupid enough to die, they steal up to half. (Grover Norquist, president of Americans for Tax Reform)

In 1864, the top U.S. income tax rate was 3 percent. (Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader: Wise Up!, p. 183)

$400 billion: Estimated amount by which Americans will underpay the IRS this year. $360 billion: projected 2006 U.S. budget deficit. (USA Today, as it appeared in Time magazine, March 13, 2006)
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