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The ideas presented here were 
composed from the experiences of many 
activists who have participated in tax 
resistance, and we are deeply grateful to all 
of them. We plan to reprint this in ever 
more-detailed editions as we receive 
suggestions from readers and practicioners. 

The perspective this pamphlet brings 
to conducting tax resistance is primarily 
designed to assist organizers. It is not 
intended to serve as legal advice. Because 
there are various systems of taxation and 
various policies for enforcing tax laws 
around the world, our treatment of the 
subject has had to be general. It is our hope 
that readers will think about the issues 
raised here and apply them to their own 
specific situations related to practicing 
nonviolent action. 
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An Introduction 
to Tax Resistance 

Tax resistance is one of many 
nonviolent tactics that people can use to 
apply pressure for change in a society. 
This pamphlet discusses means to resist 
and alter government policies by 
refusing to cooperate with a taxation 
system. Before proceeding, however, 
organizers and nonviolent activists may 
find it useful to review the three general 
categories of nonviolent action tactics.1  
This review is provided to assist 
organizers with an analysis of their 
movement as it currently exists and to 
promote strategic planning in campaigns 
for progressive social or political change. 

1. Nonviolent Protest and Persuasion: 
This set of tactics includes activities such 
as marches, vigils, demonstrations, and 
letter writing campaigns, as well as many 
other kinds of action. These actions are 
primarily of a symbolic nature intended 
to communicate disapproval or support 
for a particular policy, event or 
condition. 

    

2. Noncooperation: This category 
includes social, political and economic 
noncooperation through the use of tactics 
such as social ostracism, boycotting 
elections and strikes. Withdrawing 
cooperation results in altering the 
relationship between groups and 
decreasing the opponents' power. 

3. Nonviolent Intervention: Tactics 
falling into this category include building 
parallel governments and creating 



alternative institutions. Action at this 
level implies that the nonviolent group 
has a great deal of organization and the 
resources necessary to achieve a level of 
self-sufficiency. 

Tax resistance falls in the category 
of noncooperation primarily. Organizers 
and activists may wish to analyze the 
strength of their movement in order to 
determine whether or not the critical 
consciousness and organizational 
experience of their members is sufficient 
for undertaking a tax resistance 
campaign. Tax resistance (like all other 
tactics) is a means for change, or an 
expression of deeply held convictions, and 
not an end in itself. Determining when tax 
resistance is the most effective and 
appropriate tactic in a strategy for 
realizing peace and justice is the key to 
organizing a successful campaign. 

Many different issues of war, peace, 
development and human rights have 
been addressed by groups using tax 
resistance as a nonviolent tactic to end 
cooperation with a particular authority. 
The tactic has been used most often to 
force government officials to 
acknowledge and practice the democratic 
principle of no taxation without 
representation. In recent times, a critical 
analysis of citizens' monetary and social 
support for war-making has led to 
campaigns of war tax resistance. The  

historical examples included in research 
produced by Gene Sharp and Pam 
McAllister 2, 3, among others, provide 
several examples of campaigns using this 
tactic and the result of the action. 

Tax resistance undertaken on the 
basis of nonviolent principles seeks to 
open a dialogue with government 
officials about pressing reasons for 
making changes in the process of 
allocation of public money or the 
purpose of its use. Simple withdrawal of 
taxpayer cooperation may be necessary, 
but it is an insufficient step to bring officials 
and the rest of society into a constructive 
dialogue for change. Tax resisters and 
organizers of resistance groups must 
make their objectives clear to the local 
community and the government whose 
taxation they are protesting. 

If you are contemplating noncooper-
ation as an individual or a group 
organizer you should talk to others about 
the reasons you believe that tax 
resistance is necessary and discuss how 
you can achieve longterm goals. You 
can arrange for personal meetings with 
officials and other citizens. Make phone 
calls and write letters. Keep a file with 
official responses as well as people's 
reactions and suggestions. Pursuing the 
"proper channels" first will further 
legitimize the argument that drastic 
change needs to be made if citizens' 
attempts to communicate do not result in 
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a satisfactory hearing by officials. Too 
often nonviolent activists spend so much 
time perfecting their group's use of 
nonviolent tactics that they fail to 
recognize encouraging responses from 
their opponents or even the weak points 
of their own arguments. 

Remember, individuals who resist 
taxation for social or political change 
expose themselves to personal and 
financial risks. They must believe in the 
justness of their argument in order to 
face a well-organized opposition, namely 
the government whose taxes they are 
refusing to pay. 

Tax resistance grants individuals and 
groups the following opportunities: 

1. opportunity to align actions with 
beliefs; 

2. opportunity to educate government 
officials and others about issues of war, 
peace and other concerns; 

3. opportunity to obstruct government 
control of society; 

4. opportunity to promote democratic 
change within the government; 

5. opportunity to support organizations 
that meet human needs by redirecting tax 
money; 

6. opportunity to reduce taxation. 

The tax resister's larger society will 
react to the idea of tax resistance 
according to their understanding of the 
issues tax resisters are raising. Social 
reaction also depends on that culture's 
traditions regarding citizens' duties and 
obligations to government. When faced 
with criticism, tax resisters should 
understand that it is their responsibility 
to provide information on their 
noncooperation that not only demonstrates 
determination for political and social 
improvement, but also presents 
bystanders and opponents with concrete, 
well-developed alternatives for change. 
Viable alternatives will transform a 
campaign from simply being able to 
suppress the power of others to becoming 
a force for creating and sharing power in 
the development of constructive social 
and political programs. 

Some of the key questions that 
should be asked before beginning tax 
resistance include: What are the relevant 
laws and practices in your country, state, 
region or municipality? How are the tax 
laws enforced? Understand what the 
consequences of tax resistance in your 
area can be. Are there any other groups 
in your area that have experience with 
tax resistance? If so, get in touch with 
them for solidarity, advice and support. 
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The initial decision to resist taxes 
begins within an individual. An 
individual can define goals and limits for 
personal resistance easily. However, the 
power for large-scale societal change lies 
in building solidarity with other like-
minded people. After researching the 
laws, possible consequences and 
different methods of tax resistance, the 
individual must decide whether or not to 
join others or to take the risk alone. 
Remember that joining others implies 
obligations to carrying out group 
decisions. The remainder of this booklet 
will address the issue of tax resistance as 
a group action. 

In order to assist tax resistance 
groups with satisfactory decision-making 
on important issues such as those listed 
above, we have included a short section 
on group dynamics and leadership roles. 
Leaders of tax resistance groups should 
choose their organizational structure 
carefully. Healthy group dynamics is the 
glue holding any organization together. 
We suggest that organizers begin holding 
meetings in small groups (3-10 people) 
to discuss the goals and changes each 
person is committed to working toward. 
Organizers should make an effort to insure 
that individual members of a group share 
compatible purposes if not a unified one. 

Establish a positive atmosphere by 
meeting in a relaxed and comfortable  

setting. Individual homes often offer a more 
conducive atmosphere for working closely 
together and for establishing trust with 
each other. As interest in a movement 
grows, organizers may wish to move 
meetings to a school auditorium or other 
public gathering place. 

Groups are stronger when all 
members partake in the leadership 
responsibilities, but sometimes individuals 
do not participate because they do not 
view themselves as leaders or they have 
negative beliefs about leaders in general. 
To help clarify how group members view 
leadership, organizers might pose the 
following questions to the group: "How 
do you recognize a leader? What do you 
associate with leadership?" Every group 
member should finish the sentence "An 
effective leader in our movement needs 
to...." to begin to understand how each 
person views the leadership role. 

In order to eliminate people's fears 
of coercive decision-making within the 
tax resistance group, there are ways to 
define leadership roles so that the ideas 
of all members are respected. Listed 
below is a description of how an 
organizer might present those roles to a 
group. It would be useful for organizers 
to study how to provide for consensus 
decision-making within a group and to 
make arrangements for regularly rotating 
the individuals filling leadership roles. 
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Financial Assessments 

lining the Resistance 

A facilitator can ease the process of 
decision-making in several ways. He or 
she reminds the group of its goals, 
suggests patterns of conflict resolution, 
which the group may discard or accept, 
and empowers group members by not 
imposing his or her own will on the 
group. A facilitator simply acts as a 
director of the group process, which the 
entire group controls. If the facilitator 
feels too involved emotionally or 
psychologically in a particular issue and 
cannot remain objective, another group 
member should take his or her place at 
least temporarily. 

A tax resistance group may wish to 
have records of the meetings in order to 
check on the group's progress. A 
recorder takes the responsibility for 
keeping track of the meeting's business 
and issues of discussion. 

A time-keeper can help facilitate 
meetings also by reminding the group of 
the time it has to discuss meeting issues. 
Time-keepers can assist the group by 
devising an agenda for each meeting 
(subject to the group's approval) and 
reminding the group when to move along 
on the agenda. 

While the roles of facilitator, 
recorder and time-keeper are important 
for organizing a tax resistance group, 
every member should be mindful of the 
issues involved and of the feelings of all 
the individuals in the group. Each  

person can use his or her skills in 
assisting to create a smooth meeting and 
effective decision-making. 

From the start, organizers should 
acknowledge the constraints involved in 
work for nonviolent change. What are 
the resisters' limitations in time and/or 
money? Are there internal or external 
pressures present that may hinder the 
group in attaining its goals? Have 
organizers established a democratic 
process within the group that respects 
everyone's rights to participate? If the 
group has only one leader, who will fill 
the leadership role if this person is 
arrested or ceases tax resistance? 

Before a group publicly announces 
their tax resistance, it is important to 
assess the value of belongings in monetary 
terms. This will protect an individual in 
the event of government seizure of 
property. If the government confiscates 
a tax resister's belonging in lieu of unpaid 
taxes, the resister will be prepared to 
declare the property's equitable worth. To 
insure its safekeeping, tax resisters should 
keep several copies of their assessments 
in places other than their homes. 

Because of the complexity of most 
tax systems, it is nearly impossible to resist 
all forms of taxation. Tax resisters must 
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Mehtods of Resisting Income
	Taxes 

make informed and strategically meaningful 
choices. Your long-term goals for achieving 
a better society will help determine what 
type of tax resistance you will follow. 

For example, in Western Europe and 
the United States conscientious objectors 
often choose to withdraw financial 
support of the military by refusing to pay 
the percentage of their federal taxes 
directed toward defense spending. On 
the other hand, some people do not pay 
at all because they know that no matter 
what they pay, a percentage will 
inevitably go to the military or some 
other activity they cannot support. 

Tax resisters must also determine 
which levels of taxation they will resist. 
In addition to federal taxes, there are 
state and local taxes to consider. To 
further complicate matters, there are 
several kinds of taxes paid by everyone. 
First, we will examine income taxes. 

Tax resisters may wish to begin 
resisting with a token amount, for instance, 
refusal to pay the percentage of tax 
money normally paid in one day that funds 
the problem the tax resistance group has 
identified. This kind of resistance is more 
of a symbolic gesture of protest toward 
offensive government activities than an 
act of noncooperation, but it can help 
build the group's strength of purpose and 
its experience with tax resistance. 

Another way to resist income taxes is 
for tax resisters to fill out tax return state-
ments as usual, but refuse payment. The 
resisters should send the statement to the 
government with an accompanying letter of 
explanation about the reasons for civil 
disobedience. If you owe no money to the 
government this method is not effective. 

Write letters of protest to party leaders, 
legislators, the prime minister, or the 
president, urging him or her to support 
your group's point of view and concerns. 
Providing the government with information 
about concerns and objectives establishes a 
more conducive environment for dialogue. 
Tax resisters may wish to start a petition 
with a set of demands for changes in 
government policy and send it to 
appropriate members of the government. 
Petitions may contain the names of tax-
payers as well as tax resisters. 

Some tax resisters have set aside 
income tax money in an alternative bank 
account under the name of the 
government official who is responsible 
for collecting taxes. They have used this 
method in order to claim that they have 
paid this person their tax money while 
restricting the ability of the government 
to spend it in an unwise manner. 

Another alternative to paying income 
tax is to become self-employed so that the 
government cannot withhold money from 
pay checks via your employer. Individuals 
acting as their own corporation have the 



ability to determine how much tax money 
they owe. Self-employed people, such as 
doctors, lawyers, writers, farmers and 
craftspersons, have some control over 
their income tax this way and can 
maintain a degree of individual freedom. 

In group meetings, brainstorm ideals 
about possible employment opportunities 
that will earn members untaxable 
income. In many countries housekeeping 
jobs, carpentry work, ministers and 
newspaper vendors fit this category. 

Another way to avoid income taxes 
altogether is to earn below the taxable 
level. Tax resisters using this method may 
be obliged to alter their lifestyle through 
activities such as growing their own food, 
bicycling instead of driving or using public 
transportation, recycling and making their 
own clothes. Remember, voluntary 
poverty may create extreme hardship. 
Tax resisters must carefully consider if this 
method for resisting taxes would best 
suit the purpose of their struggle for 
change. 

Gaining the cooperation of employers 
can also assist tax resisters in their non-
cooperation. The company which requests 
the labor is responsible for withholding 
income taxes. Request that the employer 
not withhold taxes and state reasons why 
he or she should not. Tax resisters 
should be aware of both the risks and the 
ethics of approaching employers with 
this request. Staging tax resistance 

1" 

through the cooperation of employers takes 
control and responsibility for the action 
out of the hands of the tax resisters. 

Another suggestion for resistance is 
not filing a tax return at all. If a tax 
resister has never filed taxes before, this 
method will sometimes hinder the tax 
collector from knowing that they even 
exist. Obtaining a nonresidential address 
will also hinder the process of locating 
the tax offender. However, this 
suggestion may undermine the tax 
resister's ultimate purpose of creating 
societal change. Hiding from government 
officials could suggest that the tax 
resister is afraid of going against the 
state's law to support his or her moral 
beliefs. Filing false tax forms or failing 
to file can lead to prosecution. 

In many campaigns for social and 
political change the purpose of tax 
resistance can be dramatically demonstrated 
by making the public aware of how the 
resisters' tax money is being redirected. 
Any group undertaking tax resistance is 
strongly advised to create an alternative 
use for the tax money witheld by members. 
This demonstrates a nonviolent 
commitment to the public good rather than 
personal gain. 	Coordinating tax 
resistance so that the revenues are used 
for humanitarian purposes, such as 
supporting services for the homeless and 
impoverished can be a creative means to 

13 



obstruct government collection as well as 
to engage the public in a dialogue on the 
issues the tax resisters are raising. 

Tax resisters may wish to hold 
special ceremonies on the date taxes are 
due to announce where each participant 
will be redirecting their tax money. 
Another alternative for tax resistance 
groups is to create escrow accounts to 
hold their redirected money until it can be 
used in the way the group wants it to be 
used. Escrow means that money is held in 
trust by a third party to be turned over to 
the depositors only upon fulfillment of a 
condition stipulated at its creation. Tax 
money can be placed in an escrow fund set 
up by any organization. Interest earned on 
money in escrow can be used for advertising 
the tax resistance movement or to aid tax 
resisters who have lost property or been 
imprisoned, among other purposes. 

In most countries, having an escrow 
account is legal. Resisting taxes, on the 
other hand, is not legal. However, the 
point of tax resistance is to persuade the 
public and the government that some 
rationales for tax collection are not just 
even if they are legal. 

Tax money can also be redirected 
while offering the government payment 
in the form of foodstuffs or community 
service. Then tax resisters' money is 
freed for other purposes, and public 
attention can be brought to important 
needs that the government is not addressing  

adequately. Offering community services 
was a tactic used recently in the United 
States by tax resisters making bids on the 
property of a man and woman that was 
being publicly auctioned because they 
refused to pay tax money to the 
government. When the government 
refused the foodstuff and community 
service bids, it was forced to purchase 
the property itself. 4  

Some forms of taxation are, very 
difficult to resist. Sales tax, user's tax 
and property tax resistance demand a 
more sophisticated investigation of law, 
conditions, and the connections to 
government spending than has yet been 
attempted by any organized group in a 
prolonged campaign. 

There are several historical examples 
of groups that successfully resisted poll 
taxes or taxes placed on particular goods 
because they challenged the government as 
soon as the new tax was levied or organized 
campaigns against that tax specifically. 

Sales tax is an almost unavoidable tax, 
unless a person refuses to buy anything that 
has a sales tax on it. Tax resisters should 
survey what goods carry a sales tax. Some 
states and countries do not have a sales tax 
on necessities such as food or clothing, but 
others do tax these items. 
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People interested in resisting user's 
tax should carefully investigate whether 
or not the government collects taxes 
through user's taxes hidden in the cost of 
public utilities and services. For 
example, tax resisters should request an 
itemization of costs within their 
telephone, water and energy bills. If, for 
example, the phone bill contains a user's 
tax, the percentage of the bill that makes 
up this tax could be resisted by 
subtracting it from the total amount due. 

It is common practice for tax 
resisters in the United States to attach a 
note to their phone bill telling the 
company the reasons they have for 
refusing to pay this tax. The phone 
company does not gain anything from 
collecting this tax, therefore, phone 
services are not cut off because of tax 
resistance. In addition, the U.S. federal 
excise tax is so small that it is not worth 
the government money spent on trying to 
find the tax resister. 

Resisting property taxes is most 
likely to result in direct conflict with 
officials because property is tangible. 
Resisters undertaking such an endeavor 
should investigate the applicability of 
making private property public and the 
arrangements made for recognizing and 
protecting indigenous people's lands 
inside sovereign states. 
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Typically, tax collectors will attempt to 
seize the tax resister's private property after 
an extended tax resistance effort. In the 
United States it is common practice to 
target automobiles first, but government 
may seize any kind of property, including 
televisions, stereos, bicycles and safe 
deposit boxes. Tax resisters can make 
seizure more difficult by refusing to hold 
such assets in their own name. Heirlooms, 
documents and historical records, or any 
other item that is irreplaceable, should be 
given to another person.5  

To insure that a bank account is not 
levied, tax resisters can do several things. 
First, a tax resister should contact the bank 
and explain why he or she is not 
cooperating with the government. 
Request that the bank not honor the levy. 
Second, if the bank refuses, tax resisters 
should consider putting their money in a 
foreign bank. Banking by mail will almost 
always obstruct the levy process. Third, 
place funds in a fund that uses its money for 
community loans. Fourth, deposit money 
into friends' bank accounts. Also, tax 
resisters might try withdrawing their money 
from all public banks or savings institutions 
and put their money in a private safe. 

All tax resisters should understand 
that they face the possibility of imprison-
ment, but that does not mean that they 
cannot plan to meet the crisis effectively. If 
one tax resister is jailed, gather as many 
other tax resisters and supporters as 
possible to turn themselves in to the same 
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jail. More than likely, officials will turn 
people away and possibly release the first 
jailed tax resister because of over-
crowding. This tactic has been successful 
in the past for gaining public awareness 
and support for tax resistance movements. 
It is also more effective if resisters do not 
post bail; it proves that they are willing to 
stay in jail for their cause. 

Tax resisters may also wish to try a 
reverse tactic by taking the government 
to court for its unjust, oppressive 
activities. Encourage others to sue the 
government under the same charges. 

Financial assistance is perhaps the 
most obvious method to sustain a tax 
resistance campaign. When a levy is placed 
on a resister's income, a lien on a house, or 
repossesses a car, some adjustment must be 
made to insure the survival of the person. 
Anticipate possible outcomes and plan to 
meet the needs for housing and food for 
those people (families included) who 
have been financially jeopardized as a 
result of their nonviolent action. 

Some organizations offer services to 
financially support tax resistance through 
their own relief funds. For more 
information, contact the groups listed on 
page 20. These organizations also have 
information on past resistance efforts, and 
accept redirected tax money to further 
peace research and good works. 

Moral support is another important 
part of sustaining tax resistance. In order 
to stand up emotionally against an 
entrenched system, the tax resister needs 
words and letters of encouragement from 
people who support their cause. 

For the individual committed to 
maintaining tax resistance as an expression 
of deeply held convictions about paying for 
war or another issue, only that individual 
can say if he or she will ever stop this form 
of nonviolent action. Although few people 
are ready for this kind of commitment, 
those who do make this choice are 
invaluable sources of inspiration, 
perseverance and strength for the rest of us. 

However, for most activists, the 
reasons and methods of tax resistance 
chosen as part of any campaign depend 
on the diverse needs and circumstances 
of each group. It is up to members of a tax 
resistance group to critically examine when 
tax resistance should be replaced by other 
nonviolent tactics or practiced in 
conjunction with other tactics in order to 
meet the goals of the campaign. Therefore, 
tax resistance groups should acknowledge 
which conditions or compromises are 
acceptable and which ones are not. 
Flexibility and creativity in nonviolence 
broaden the chances of achieving what 
the participants can define as success. 

When Will 
Tax Resistance he 
epiaced by Other 
Ens of Nonviolent 

Action? 
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Endnotes 1These categories of tactics have been 
developed by Gene Sharp in The Politics 
of Nonviolent Action, Porter Sargent 
Publishers, 1973. 

2See Sharp, The Politics of Nonviolent 
Action. 

3 See Pam MacAllister, You Can't Kill the 
Spirit, New Society Publishers, 1989. 

4Randy Kehler and Betsy Corner, of 
Colrain, MA, U.S.A., have resisted 
government attempts to seize their 
property for several years. The U.S. 
Internal Revenue Service recently put 
their house up for sale again, with no 
minimum bid, and it was purchased for 
$5400 by a private citizen. At this time, 
however, the home is still being occupied 
by community members who support 
Kehler and Corner, and the land trust on 
which the home is located has said that it 
will not grant a lease to the new owners. 

5The people of the town of Beit Sahur in 
occupied Palestine have resisted taxes 
since the beginning of the Intifada in 
December 1987. Israeli soldiers have 
seized household items and property worth 
more than two million dollars, far 
exceeding the amount of unpaid taxes 
owed. Despite the military action, the 
citizens of Beit Sahur have stood firm 
against supporting their occupation. 
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The purpose of Nonviolence 
International (NI) is to educate and train 
individuals, groups and governments in the 
practice of nonviolent action for social 
and political change. The organization is 
based in Washington, DC. 

NI publishes a quarterly newsletter, 
Frontline, which covers on-going 
projects, and discusses current issues 
where nonviolent action could be 
applied. Our monthly bulletin, Dateline, 
provides in-depth reporting on people's 
movements where nonviolent action is 
being practiced. NI is organizing An 
International Journal on Nonviolence as 
well. The journal will include research 
on economic conversion, nonviolent 
power and resistance, unarmed peace-
keeping and other issues. 

Individuals can become members of 
NI by subscribing to any of NI's 
publications. NI seeks to involve 
members in the organization's goals 
through the formation of local chapters 
that promote education about nonviolent 
action. 

NI runs on an all-volunteer staff, 
including Director Mubarak E. Awad; 
Special Assistant Ralph Crow; Project 
Coordinator Philip Bogdonoff; 
Administrative Assistant Laurie Bain; and 
the following volunteers and interns, 
Michael Beer, Deb Harding, Paul 
Hubers, Aliki Nicolaides, Tiffany Danitz 
and Laura Barnitz. 
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