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APPENDIX A 

MEET THE INTERVIEWEES 

 

AARON 

Aaron is 33 years old, an assistant manager at a large retail chain in northern Alabama, near 

the Tennessee border. He is living with his long-time partner, and describes himself as a strong 

Democrat. Aaron speaks with the slow drawl of a native Southerner, but he gives the impression 

that he feels out of place in his home state, noting that “it’s really Republican down here.”  

Aaron is also upfront about his own progressive views; he worries that cigarette taxes hurt the 

poor, he talks about the “99 percent,” and he is quick to defend social services as a way of 

helping both those “born into disadvantage” and those “placed there by systematic 

discrimination.” Even so, his support for the progressive income tax is limited; he believes the 

wealthy pay less in taxes than the poor because of loopholes and exemptions, and therefore thinks 

that a flat tax would be fairer.  

Despite owing “several thousand additional” tax dollars this year, Aaron describes the filing 

process as not “too much of a big deal.” He’s more concerned that tax money is “being wasted 

where it wasn’t needed and… ignored in places where it was needed.” 

 

ADAM 

Adam is 26 years old living in Columbus, Indiana, an Independent who leans toward the 

Democratic Party. After dropping out of college, Adam has been piecing together part-time work 

while living at home. 

Adam describes himself as “apathetic” about taxes, and is not familiar with the different taxes 

that appear on a paystub. Adam is deeply concerned about income inequality, however, which 

undergirds his support for the principle of progressive taxation. Working for the Census, he saw 

high rates of waste, but does not seem terribly concerned by this experience. 
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Adam’s opinions are strongest when it comes to environmental issues; he supports the gas tax 

as a disincentive for fossil fuel use, and opposes any government spending in support of 

‘fracking,’ an environmentally hazardous form of mining. 

 

ALEXA 

Alexa is a 23-year old married mother of two, a strong Republican from Mississippi. Alexa 

balances two part-time jobs with raising her two boys, and sometimes supplements the family 

income with babysitting money.  

Other than that she knows “people with a lot of money don’t pay enough,” Alexa says she 

doesn’t know much about tax policy, or tax politics. She isn’t sure what different taxes pay for, or 

even if different taxes, like the gas tax and the sales tax, go to different things. She’s knows that 

she pays for Social Security, but later volunteers that “our FICA is high, really high… I'd have to 

Google that to even know what FICA is.” Alexa is also unsure of where the parties stand on tax 

policy. 

Though she knows relatively little about political matters, Alexa is more comfortable with 

mathematic calculations than many other interviewees, and very budget-conscious. Like other 

low-income people, Alexa is very aware of her Mississippi grocery taxes, buying as much as 

possible when she visits her family in Texas. Even so, when she considers how much she pays in 

sales tax in a year, she is surprised by the total. 

When it comes to progressivity, Alexa argues for a flat tax, but believes that what one gets 

back at the end of the year should, “possibly,” be based on income. Alexa is herself is a 

beneficiary of the Earned Income Tax Credit, worth about $7000 a year to her family, by Alexa’s 

estimate, “almost like a free savings account.” Alexa also has personal experience with welfare 

programs. She thinks WIC is a better program than food stamps because it is more tightly 

controlled by the government – an opinion she laughingly describes as “Communist.” 
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Alicia is a 30-year-old Hispanic woman from Tampa, Florida, who says she leans toward the 

Democratic Party. She has a master’s degree and works for a national department store chain in 

regional sales; in the long run, she hopes to become a physician’s assistant. 

Asked if she had ever had a conversation about taxes, Alicia describes a time she defended 

the progressive income tax over a flat tax. She thinks people who have much more than they need 

to be “comfortable,” those earning over $200,000 a year, “have enough” and can afford to pay 

more. Overall, Alicia doesn’t have a problem with most taxes, except perhaps the tax on 

cigarettes and alcohol. A casual smoker, she thinks cigarette taxes try to legislate morality and are 

almost “discriminatory.” 

Asked where she gets her news, Alicia says she tries to avoid “blatantly biased” sources like 

Fox News, which she considers news for “conservative old white men” not a “decidedly liberal, 

young, brown woman,” like herself. Asked to summarize the most important aspect of her views 

on taxation she says,  

I would think social responsibility. Things we all owe each other as members of a 
functioning society. We’re not – you know, no man is an island. We are all in this 
together. 

 

AMBER 

Amber is 40 years old, single, a Republican from a very small town in eastern Mississippi. 

She is primarily concerned with her taxes being wasted – as she describes it, “When you hear 

about some of the pork things that get added onto bills and you're like, what do you need $1 

million dollars to study the anatomy of fish or something for?” 

Amber agrees that the income tax should be progressive, and opposes the gas tax on the 

grounds that it hurts people trying to make a living.  She is also concerned that parents get very 

large tax credits for which she does not qualify. She imagines IRS employees to be “hard nosed” 

but feels pretty good about paying her taxes, as long as she is getting a refund. 
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ANGEL 

Angel is a 20 year old college student, studying economics, living in near Santa Barbara, 

California. He is Hispanic, leans to the Democratic Party, and is working in a discount store to 

pay his way through school.  

Angel is primarily upset about the amount of money that is taken out of his paycheck each 

week; he is uncertain about where that money goes. He’s pretty sure some of it goes to 

retirement, a system he thinks is “complete garbage,” because it “makes it seem like that we’re 

not responsible enough to actually take care of ourselves.” As for the rest, he thinks money is 

wasted because “Congress, they spend a lot of time doing nothing.” 

At the same time, however, he is a strong proponent of the progressive income tax, and thinks 

corporations should pay more. The current system, is “unbalanced,” he says. “If I made millions 

of dollars, I wouldn’t mind paying taxes for the betterment of society.” 

 

BONNIE 

Bonnie is a 56-year-old woman in Dallas, Texas. She never married, has no children, and 

says she is closer to the Republican Party. Bonnie runs an antique store that used to belong to her 

mother, and most of her income is from capitol gains from her mother’s estate. 

Bonnie is supportive of a flat tax, despite some conflicting considerations. She raises the idea 

several times during the interview, each time praising the flat tax as simple and difficult to cheat, 

but also expressing some, limited concern that some poor people might end up paying more than 

they can afford. 

Bonnie is also angry about the property tax; she knows that in California, she would be 

paying much less. She holds conflicting ideas about whether it is fair to link the property tax to 

school funding; on the one hand, many people with children aren’t paying property taxes, but on 

the other hand, “I love children and I don’t mind that.”  
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In the interview, Bonnie describes herself as “half-Spanish,” though she did not select 

“Hispanic” on her survey. Part of her concern about property taxes relates to immigration; she 

supports a “path to citizenship” in part because it might increase taxpaying. “We have a lot of 

illegal aliens come in and use our medical system which is also part of what my taxes pay for.  

And, they don’t pay any taxes and then it’s like, gosh, this doesn’t seem fair.”  

 

BRANDON 

Brandon is a 28-year-old from outside of Wilkes Barre, Pennsylvania, who describes himself 

as closer to the Republican Party. He works in a warehouse for a national home improvement 

chain. 

Brandon’s opinions about taxation mostly revolve around changes in his biweekly wages. 

When asked when he last paid taxes, he does not think of the state sales tax. Brandon has noticed 

that his own taxes are higher when he works overtime, and he correctly remembers a number of 

the different taxes that usually appear on his pay stub. Later in the interview, Brandon finds an 

old paycheck to make sure he has named them all correctly. 

Brandon is somewhat concerned that he doesn’t know where his taxes or going, or how he is 

benefitting from government spending. When asked his impressions of the IRS, he describes 

them as “the Men in Black,” in “dark suit and sunglasses” in “some secret office.” 

Brandon has personally benefitted from unemployment, but he worries that some people take 

advantage of what are basically good programs, “you know you see people on the news about 

maybe somebody using food stamps to buy lobster and a filet mignon or something.” 

Nonetheless, Brandon is relatively sanguine about taxation, content with a progressive tax 

system. He comments that, when it comes to taxes, “you just get so used to paying them over 

your life and you don't think about them too much.” 
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BRIDGET 

Bridget is a 38-year-old woman living in rural Pennsylvania, about an hour outside 

Pittsburgh. She is married with a stepson. A former police officer, she now works in fraud 

investigations. Bridget is the only interviewee to mention having served in elected office; she was 

a state constable.  

Bridget has especially negative view of taxes, a view that is closely wrapped up in her 

feelings about work. “I’m one of those workaholics. I’ve always held two or three jobs,” Bridget 

says. “Those are just family values for me… you just save for what you want. You don’t take it 

from anybody.”  Asked early in the interview about whether she’s ever had a conversation with 

someone about taxes, she says yes, but that she is “reserved” on the subject at family events, 

because a relative of hers is receiving disability. “I’m personally offended,” says Bridget, because 

“some of my money is going there to support her and her family and she can work.” 

Bridget thinks that the tax system has replaced an earlier form of social responsibility, like 

she remembers from her neighborhood growing up. When her house was destroyed in a fire, it 

was local residents who pitched in to help her family get back on their feet. Without a tax system, 

“America would get back to its roots and realize what’s important is that you need to have a 

community.” 

  

CHRYSTAL 

Chrystal is a single mother of an 8-year-old son, from Delaware. She is African American, a 

Democrat, and currently looking for a job. She says she has a “neutral opinion” on taxes; because 

they can be “good or bad depending on what it’s used for.”  

Chrystal says she has not paid any kind of tax since 2007; Delaware has no sales tax, and 

Chrystal is not aware of the gas tax. She is a beneficiary of the earned income tax credit, which 

she sees as “a good thing.” She believes wealthy people should pay more in taxes than poorer 

people, and probably are paying too little now, while people that are “just trying to make it” are 
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paying too much. She’s glad about government spending on education, disability, and health care, 

but she’s also angered by people that “cheat the system” with food stamps, or people receiving 

unemployment who are not looking for jobs. “It makes it harder on people that are looking for 

jobs and they don’t have a job but it makes them look like they’re not doing anything.” 

 

CRAIG 

Craig is a 46-year-old man, a software trainer who leans to the Republican Party. Originally 

from Syracuse, New York, Craig is currently living in Tallahassee, Florida, but says “I can’t wait 

to get out of here.” He and his wife are separated, and he is planning to move to North Carolina, 

where “the job market’s a lot better.” 

Craig was himself on disability for several years after an accident, but the most salient aspect 

of taxation, which he returns to repeatedly, is the idea that some people, particularly those 

benefitting from welfare, aren’t paying their share. Asked who is paying to little in taxes, Craig 

says, “To me, people that don’t work. That are not contributing to our society. And I don’t mean 

stay at home moms. I mean people that choose not to work and live off collecting on my taxes 

instead of actually getting a job and contributing.” 

Craig believes in a flat tax, and asked the most important chapter in a book on taxation, he 

says, “Reaganomics. It worked.” Asked to elaborate, he continues: 

When Reagan was in office… he’d build businesses and lower taxes and he got out of debt. 
Unemployment was low. Reaganomics worked. And there weren’t that many people on 
welfare and all that other fun stuff. 
 
 

DANIEL 

Daniel is a 35-year-old, married father of two living in California. Daniel describes himself as 

an independent who does not lean towards either party. A former Marine now working as a 

contractor for a federal scientific agency, he expresses strong support for both social spending 

and American military spending. He sees taxes as “the cost of being an American.” 
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Daniel is highly informed about tax matters, and economics more generally. For instance, he 

notes that spending on groceries makes up a bigger portion of a poor person’s budget than a rich 

person. He directly considers the benefit principle of taxation against tax policy based on the 

ability to pay; “And I know that a lot of people would disagree with me there. They’re, enjoying 

the benefit of driving on the road costs the same. I just don't see it that way.” 

Though his views about government spending are among the most positive of the 

interviewees, Daniel does express real frustration with the complexity of the tax system; he 

dislikes worrying that he hasn’t done his taxes correctly, and also seems to dislike the power 

dynamic between himself, a citizen, and his government. 

 

DAWN 

Dawn is a 46-year-old single woman living in the far northern Chicago suburbs, the youngest 

of six children. She works for a major multinational company. 

Despite describing herself as a strong Democrat, she describes taxpaying as “giving away my 

money,” and repeatedly mentions welfare recipients as people who benefit unfairly from the 

system. She is uncertain about where tax money is going, and feels better about those taxes whose 

use is something she is more certain of, including the property tax that funds schools, and payroll 

taxes that she knows fund Social Security and Medicare. She has voted in favor of local measures 

to increase property taxes for schools. “Even though I don’t have children, I still think that those 

things are important.” 

 

DENISE 

Denise is a 30-year-old African-American woman from Connecticut. She is a strong 

Democrat working in a successful career in sales but planning to go back to school. Denise is 

extremely concerned that corporations aren’t paying their fair share, and mentions by name 

several corporations that she believes had little or no tax liability despite substantial profits. 
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Though Denise is highly motivated by her anger about corporate tax loopholes, she is not 

nearly as supportive of progressive taxation as one might expect. “This is what I go back and 

forth about,” she says. She believes taxes should be progressive, but on the other hand, “I don't 

want it to be like people are getting punished for having decent income.” 

Overall, Denise is pretty positive about the taxes she pays. “There are just certain things that 

you use together,” she notes. And “you never know when you might be in that situation” of 

needing a little help to get back on your feet. The experience of Hurricane Sandy was still at the 

forefront of her mind, nearly a year later; Denise was happy that tax dollars went to support 

disaster victims, even those who were “very, very, very affluent” and who might, themselves, not 

have paid in their share. 

 

DONNA 

Donna, 67, was born in Alaska but raised on the Gulf Coast of Texas. She peppers her 

responses with colorful aphorisms, and she repeatedly references her Second Amendment right to 

armed resistance against tyranny. As she puts it, “I grew up sleeping with a pistol under my 

pillow.  Honest to God.  Smith & Wesson.” 

Donna sees herself as an Independent, but closer the Democratic Party, and supports a wide 

array of social programs, at least in principle. She argues, for instance, that Social Security should 

not be based on what you pay in, it should be a right, as she believes it is in Scandinavian 

countries. At the same time, her views of American government are bleak. “Unfortunately, our 

form of government feeds the bureaucracy first,” rather than looking after the citizens.  

Donna’s pessimism may come in part from her own experience with government in her home 

state of Texas. Donna spent much of her later life caring for her elderly mother, and fell into 

poverty after Hurricane Rita destroyed much of the Gulf Coast where she lives. Texas, she 

informs me, did not accept the Medicaid expansion, which would have helped reduce her health 
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care costs.  At the same time, an error at the local property tax office nearly led her to lose her 

home. Still being a taxpayer is “a bad thing and a good thing”: 

It’s bad because it doesn’t always work the way it’s supposed to.  It’s good because it 
should work the way it’s supposed to.  And rarely, it actually does.  Sometime they do 
come and get you off your roof when the water’s up to the edge. 
 

 

EILEEN 

Eileen is 59, lives on a small farm in rural Washington State, near Mt. Rainier National Park. 

She worked in a sawmill until her right hand was crushed in an accident. “I had to learn to write 

left-handed,” she comments, “but I still do okay. I can still milk a goat.” She is the mother of five 

adult sons, and has a menagerie of animals, some of whom played an audible part in our 

interview.  

Though she is at least as well informed as many other interviewees, she doubts if she should 

be interviewed. A strong Democrat, her views are colored by her left-leaning politics; she is a big 

fan of MSNBC, dislikes “corporate welfare,” and makes a comment about Mitt Romney’s low tax 

rate. Even so, she isn’t sure if she supports a progressive income tax. 

Because Eileen has been poor most of her life and doesn’t buy much, she doesn’t pay much 

in taxes. The taxes she does pay, she doesn’t mind. “Part of me hates having to pay to live on my 

own property,” she says, but on the other hand, she likes that she knows where that money goes – 

she gets a statement from her local government about where her money was spent. And anyway, 

she figures, since her accident, she’ll end up getting more out of the tax system then she ever put 

into it. 

 

ERICK 

Erick is a 43 year old single Republican man, unemployed and living in Michigan. He says he 

is not currently a taxpayer, “but in the past and in the future I will be again.”  
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Erick’s views on taxation contain what appears to be a sharp contradiction. When asked his 

first thoughts about taxes, Erick quickly volunteers that taxes are a “negative thing” because they 

are a “redistribution of wealth.” Later, when asked directly about progressivity, Erick responds: 

I think that the higher your income the more you should pay.  And I believe people that 
are in poverty shouldn’t pay anything or they should get that money back at the end of 
the year.  They sort of do now, earned income credit, which I think is good. 

 

Erick also specifically opposes a flat tax because, “it would harm people who have to buy 

things who have limited income.  So that wouldn’t be fair. “ 

To the extent that his views can be reconciled, Erick’s initial concern about wealth 

redistribution may be related to his most fervent opinion about government spending: opposition 

to foreign aid.  Erick is upset about American money sent overseas, and makes repeated 

references to Israel. In addition, Erick’s email address suggested an interest in, or perhaps even a 

sympathy towards, the armed forces of Nazi Germany. This potential level of extremism was not 

entirely apparent during the interview itself, though Erick did make passing reference to “racial” 

stories in the news, which he found “upsetting,” but was unwilling to elaborate on.  

 

GABRIEL 

Gabriel is a 28-year-old man living in Provo, Utah. He describes himself as a Pacific Islander 

who leans toward the Democratic Party, and says being a taxpayer as “bittersweet.”  

The sweet part is knowing that you’re making enough to be able to contribute to live in a 
better society. You know, I’ve heard of taxes as paying for civilization… so I like that aspect 
of it. But I wish I had a bigger voice to be able to exclude my taxes from those things that I 
disagree with morally. 
 
Like some other interviewees, he believes that there is so much waste in the system, and the 

wealthy pay so little in taxes, that a flat tax, without loopholes, might be able to lower taxes on 

everyone. He distinguishes waste from inefficiency, however. He at first describes about 30 

percent of government spending as waste, thinking about excessive spending, like in the military. 

Thinking specifically about inefficiency, however, he thinks only 15 percent is wasted. Overall, 



 12 

Gabriel would like to see people better educated both about “where their tax dollars are going,” 

but also “what they can do about it” to hold their elected officials accountable. 

 

GLORIA 

Gloria is a 52 year old from southeast Kansas. She is disabled, relies on food stamps and lives 

in subsidized housing. She is deeply religious and active in her local Tea Party. After the recorded 

interview, Gloria informed me that she was planning to send her $15 interview payment to 

missionaries in the Middle East. 

Thinking about taxes, her first thought is about President Obama, who she strongly opposes. 

Gloria repeatedly claims that taxes on the wealthy should not be increased, though she does not 

think that wealthy people currently pay too much. Wealthy people, she argues, are productive, 

and she does not begrudge them their money. 

Gloria is very aware of the amount she pays in sales tax, especially on food, and is also the 

only interviewee to offer an estimate of the state gas tax. Nonetheless, she does not perceive 

herself as a taxpayer, and refers to herself instead as “benefits from taxpayers.” Her reliance on 

others is something she feels guilty about: 

Sometimes though I feel kind of bad when I hear someone say, “Those disabled bums.  
They're just living off the rest of us.” Because I do feel that.  I feel that I am able to live 
in this apartment because of the generosity of others. 

 

GRACE 

Grace is a 24-year-old college student in San Francisco. She works part-time to help pay for 

her education, and describes herself as Asian and a strong Democrat. 

In response to a question about whether she thinks of herself as a taxpayer, Grace makes 

reference to Mitt Romney’s comments about some people not paying taxes, and then disagrees, 

“Even when I’m not working, I’m still paying sales tax whenever I’m buying non-food products.” 

Though Grace believes in the principle of progressivity, and thinks “working class” people like 



 13 

herself should pay the least, she thinks the sales tax is the fairest tax because “the rich will buy 

heck of more luxury stuff.” Grace believes the income tax takes the largest chunk of her monthly 

paycheck, perhaps because she does not distinguish her payroll taxes from her federal income 

taxes. Asked about the different taxes that appear on her pay stub, she remembers only the federal 

and state income taxes.  

Grace is explicitly supportive of social programs, including welfare, though she has not 

benefitted from them directly, because “stuff like that can help bridge the income gap.” Asked to 

define range of incomes that make up the middle class, she explicitly cites Obama when she picks 

$250,000 as the top end of the middle class spectrum. 

 

JACQUELINE: 

Jacqueline is a married woman in her forties living in central Massachusetts. Her husband is a 

musician, and she mostly works through crowd-sourcing websites. They used to live in Boston, 

but moved out of the city to have a simpler and slower life. They have no children. 

Jacqueline is a Democrat, and has strongly positive views about taxation. Asked how it feels 

to be a taxpayer, she says, “I like the fact that each person is contributing in their own way… I 

don’t love paying extra, but I do enjoy being connected with the larger whole of what it 

contributes to.” She’s upset but the political rhetoric she hears. “Just in politics in general, when 

there’s all this no new taxes… As if it’s this horrible thing and yet we get so much out of it.” She 

readily remembers what she is glad about paying for – infrastructure, fire fighters, education – but 

struggles to come up with anything she opposes. Eventually, later in the interview, she 

remembers that military spending is “very disconcerting” to her.  

Jacqueline used to own a successful small business as a jewelry designer, and feels very 

strongly about being ethical in collecting sales tax. She believes that some small business owners 

are less honest, paying people under the table and not reporting sales. A question about whether 
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Jacqueline had ever experienced an IRS audit “makes my heart stop” because “I think of just 

being dishonest and having it catch up with you. That would be awful.” 

 

JAMES 

James is a 35-year-old appliance repairman living in rural northern Michigan. He has five 

children. He doesn’t follow the news much himself, but his mother is an avid Fox News watcher, 

and he gets a lot of his information from her. James describes his partisanship as closer to the 

Republican Party. 

With five kids, James knows he benefits from Medicaid, but is uncertain how that and 

Medicare will be affected by ObamaCare. He also knows that he gets a larger refund than he pays 

in, which is helping him buy the land across the street from his house. James feels pretty good 

about the property tax, in part because “I know a lot of that goes into my community of some 

sort. Because my father-in-law’s the treasurer of our county.” 

He worries that people in his rural area take advantage of disability and unemployment, but 

his main concern is that tax money is either going overseas or towards luxuries for politicians, 

like Bill Clinton’s “$400 haircut.” The idea of politicians living high on taxpayer dollars is a 

theme James returns to repeatedly.  

“I mean, I know I’m not president or nothing but if I was, whenever we’re having meetings or 
dinners or whatever, I would just make everybody chip in and I wouldn’t spend tax dollars on 
it. Everyone should bring a dish and we can have a potluck. You know? Make everybody 
drink out of orange juice cups or something, and recycle.” 
 

JASON 

Jason is a 26 year old from Ohio. A strong Republican with a masters’ degree in education, 

Jason has been working for the last two years as a business teacher in a local high school.  

Jason has strongly negative views of taxation, which he sees as the “government taking away 

my money that I work hard for.” Jason is a strong proponent of a flat tax, and believes that taxes 

on investments should be taxed at a lower rate because investment stimulates the economy. 
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Nonetheless, Jason does think certain things are worth paying for, including education, public 

safety, and infrastructure, and sees taxpaying as a responsibility to the “Founding Fathers.” He 

opposes environmental projects and programs associated with “entitlement culture” and the 

“nanny state.” 

 

JESSICA 

Jessica is a 32-year-old mental health therapist living in a small town outside Atlanta, 

Georgia. She is married, and says she’s closer to the Republican Party. She has only recently 

found full-time, salaried employment, and notes that her clients benefit from Medicaid or 

Medicare. “So I wouldn’t have a job if it weren’t or some of these sort of systems.” 

Jessica has talked with her husband about a federal sales tax, which she believes has the 

advantage of capturing tax money from people working under the table or illegally. But she 

supports progressive taxation, says she does not “respect money management and stock trading 

that much as a career,” and worries that “the top quarter percent of the US population… have 

really disproportionate control” of the economy. 

Jessica sees taxation as a “shared responsibility,” a “Golden Rule type” of thing, though “a lot 

of people… aren’t going to follow that under any circumstances.” She says she has personally 

benefitted from tax dollars, including when she was hospitalized with appendicitis. $20,000 of her 

medical bills were paid for by the state’s indigent care fund. “If you are going to benefit from 

living in this country and all the overt and covert benefits that go along with that, then you have 

to pay back into the system as well.” 

 

JOE 

Joe is a 62-year-old Hispanic man from California, a strong Democrat, receiving Social 

Security. He opens his interview by telling me he is “opinionated” but “won’t say any bad 

words.” He doesn’t “talk like that with anybody, much less ladies,” he notes. With two grown 
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children and a grandchild, he believes he has become more concerned about the long-term view, 

rather than simple self-interest. “Some people get more conservative as they get older. I’m 

probably going the other direction.”  

Joe is well informed about the politics of taxation, making references to the tax rates under 

Clinton and Reagan, and discussing the “999” plan put forth by 2012 Republican candidate 

Herman Cain. In keeping with his strongly progressive politics, Joe has very positive views of 

taxation. He has positive things to say about most kinds of taxes. To his mind, avoiding taxes is 

not a victimless crime, and tax cuts, while popular, damage important services like education and 

entitlements.  

“If a politician just says, ‘Let’s cut taxes,’ he immediate has a pretty good-sized electorate 
going for him already. In my opinion, that’s kind of like shorting the country. You’re hurting 
the country.”  
 
 

KENNETH 

Kenneth is a 37 year old attorney from Peoria, Illinois. He is Asian-American, a Democrat, 

and works for the federal government on patent law.  

As one might expect of a lawyer, Kenneth tends to ask for clarification before committing 

himself to answering interview questions. He is also well-versed when it comes to tax policy. His 

concerns about tax policy are quite detailed – opposing, for instance, the home mortgage interest 

deduction for second homes. Kenneth is also a strong proponent of the progressive income tax, on 

the grounds of equity, and also because he believes that a return to historically higher top rates 

would be good for the economy. 

Kenneth offers an unusual take on the question of who “benefits more than their share from 

government spending,” a question that typically provokes comments about welfare cheats or 

lobbyists. He responds, “Well I think all of us have, haven’t we? […] We all get that benefit as a 

result of us pitching in with our taxes.” 
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KIMBERLY 

Kimberly is a veterinary technician in her thirties, living alone with her dog and four cats in 

the Florida Panhandle. A Republican, she receives her news from Fox News and the Drudge 

Report. 

Kimberly is among the most negative of the interviewees. She is among the very few who do 

not consider taxpaying a “responsibility,” volunteering instead that taxpaying is a “burden.” She 

sees the income tax as a punishment for working. Her taxes are financially onerous. “I feel like I 

work my butt off to earn my money and barely make ends meet as it is and I end up owing taxes 

at the end of the year.” She compares her case to that of other people with children, who she 

knows are “getting thousands of dollars back in taxes.” 

Though she is glad that money is paying for the military and for “community safety,” she 

cannot think of a single way in which she has personally benefitted from government spending. 

Kimberly names nurses, mailmen and garbage men as examples of careers in which one works 

hard, but does not later recall mail service, health care, or garbage pickup, when asked about 

examples of local government spending. She wonders repeatedly where her money goes, and 

doesn’t feel like a “little person in the world” like herself has a say in where tax money is spent.  

 

KYLE 

Kyle is a 39-year-old stay at home father in Cincinnati, Ohio. His partner works in banking, 

while he stays at home with their one-month-old child. “She works full time and I take care of 

him, that takes up pretty much every waking moment of my day right now,” he says. 

Kyle is a Democrat, and thinks first about what taxes pay for – “roads, police, firemen and 

schools.” Because he isn’t working, he doesn’t think of himself as a taxpayer right now, but goes 

on to note that he has always worked since he was sixteen, and anyway, he does pay sales tax. He 

thinks the property tax is the biggest tax for his family, but still deems a tax on assets the fairest 

possible tax. “The more that you have the more you should pay,” he argues. Like other 
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interviewees, his concerns with spending are mostly about corruption and pork, like the new 

health care website, and Bill Clinton’s $500 haircut. 

 

LAWRENCE 

Lawrence is a 40-year-old hairstylist in Ypsilanti, Michigan. A Democrat, Lawrence has a 

hairstylist’s patter, and his responses are peppered with funny anecdotes and asides.  

Lawrence thinks the income tax is “outdated” because it is so complicated and fails to capture 

the income of people at the top of the spectrum. He prefers a flat tax, or a tax on consumption, 

which he believes would hit the rich harder than the poor. “If you’re buying a $2,000 Louis 

Vuitton bag to match every outfit, that’s more than my sister’s purse from the Gap.” He also 

approves of the property tax, because he can see where that money is going, “I do want someone 

to come and get my garbage,” he says. “I don’t have any kids, but I want these yahoos around me 

to be educated, to have jobs and not steal my car for a living.”  

Like some other interviewees, Lawrence has seen family members abuse the social safety net. 

He tells the story of a cousin of his, working part-time at a gas station with three kids. “She didn’t 

make five grand and she got seven thousand dollars back at the end of the year. How’s that 

something that happens? How did you get back more than you made?” Lawrence asks. He knows 

that his cousin is “not living the high life,” but still, it’s “wrong.” 

 

LUCY 

Lucy is 59 years old, a strong Democrat, and a single mom. Until recently, she was living in 

California, but long-term unemployment led her to move back in with her parents in Chicago. She 

misses “everything” about San Diego. 

Lucy’s experience with taxation is strongly shaped by a long term problem with the IRS; after 

making a mistake on her taxes several years in a row, she ended up owing enough money to be 

“on a payment plan for years and years.” Lucy personally thinks many taxes are much too high, 
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and believes people abuse the unemployment and disability system. But she is a strong supporter 

of progressive taxation and is concerned by wealthy people not wanting to pay their share. As she 

puts it, “I don’t like being in politics, but I have a hard time with not wanting to share your good 

fortune.” 

 

LUIS 

Luis is a 24 year old from Lowell, Massachusetts, working for a construction company. He 

was born in the Dominican Republican, but has lived in the United States since he was a baby. He 

is a Democrat. 

Luis describes a conversation he had with a friend of his, who was angry to discover that a 

recent pay increase was resulting in a higher tax rate. Luis responded by reminding his friend that 

really wealthy people pay much higher rates. He thinks progressive taxation is a good idea. 

Obviously, my friend complained and stuff like that, but the way I see it… with all that 
money that you’re getting, if you don’t know how to manage it, then it’s on you. It’s not as if 
the government is taking away money that you can’t do anything without. If us poorer people, 
so to speak, or middle class people can manage with what we have, then people who earn 
more should be able to manage with what they have after the government takes out their 
taxes. So I understand it. 
 

Luis has differing opinions on the Medicare tax and the Social Security tax. The tax for Medicare 

is the best tax, in his opinion, because he thinks health is the most important thing. But he’s heard 

“different things from different people” about the Social Security tax, and worries that the benefit 

“might get taken away” from his generation. For that reason, he considers it the worst tax. 

 

MARJORIE 

Marjorie is 53 years old, a strong Republican from outside Gary, Indiana.  She has worked as 

a substitute teacher, in grocery stores, and fast food chains. After suffering a fall, Marjorie was 

unable to work for several months. Without a working car, she was unable to find another job, 
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and is now living with her daughter and receiving disability. She describes herself as “poverty-

stricken.”  

Marjorie finds tax time extremely stressful, both because she is uncomfortable with 

paperwork and because she worries about owing money that she cannot afford. She is angry with 

the government for wasting money, both through inefficiency and by sending money overseas. “I 

try so hard to pinch pennies and make a dollar stretch,” she says, “but the government doesn’t 

take that money seriously.” She is more positive about the state government, which she sees as 

pretty efficient, though “stingy” for not accepting the Medicaid expansion that would have helped 

her family.  

Marjorie is a strong proponent of raising the minimum wage. Asked about whether taxes 

should be progressive, she agrees, and talks in detail about the ways in which the “top people” in 

fast food industries exploit their workers. She concludes that, since the money owners are 

receiving should rightly have gone to their workers, the owners “should have to pay a higher rate 

for it.”  

 

MARSHALL 

Marshall is a 48-year-old African American man, a strong Democrat. He is a military veteran, 

a husband and father of four, living outside of Wake Forest, North Carolina.  

Marshall would be much happier with a simple, progressive tax code, “You make $50,000 

dollars, you're taxed at x rate. Or you made a $150,000 dollars, you're taxed at x rate. Without all 

the loopholes.” When he thinks of government waste, he thinks of the new federal health 

insurance website, which has required so much repair.  

Marshall considers voting and military service responsibilities that, like taxpaying, should be 

shared by all citizens. Good citizenship, for Marshall, is like being a good neighbor, maintaining 

one’s own property and being ready to help others. 
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MATTHEW 

Matthew is a Black Hawk helicopter pilot, a Republican, married with one child, and 

currently stationed in Washington. 

Matthew is very well-versed in the tax code, at least in terms of his own tax responsibilities. 

He uses rental properties to reduce his federal income tax, and takes pride in having accurately 

calculated his withholding, so that he does not receive either a bill or a refund come tax time. 

When asked which tax he would guess makes up the biggest part, he responds, “I wouldn’t guess, 

I would know it.” 

Matthew is concerned about government waste, particularly in his own experience in the 

military, and also believes that some people on welfare “abuse the system to keep the money 

rolling in.” In addition to basic infrastructure, he believes he benefits from taxes because they 

“keep Russia from crossing the border.”  

 

MICHAEL 

Michael is a 51 year old from Ohio, a Democrat who works part time in IT.  

Michael is primarily concerned with the tax code’s complexity, which he sees as evidence of 

the government’s lack of accountability to its citizens and its corruption: “When you have to pay 

somebody to figure this out for you then I think that that's just saying something about how out of 

control it is.” He repeatedly describes the government as controlled by wealthy interests. “I just 

think Congress people end up being CEOs once they retire from government. They're working 

with their buddies.”  

As a result, Michael doesn’t trust government officials to do the right thing with the taxes 

they receive. He recalls how Ohio promoted the state lottery as a way to increase school funding. 

Of course all the money from the lottery did go to the schools, but a lot of the taxes that 
they were spending on the schools all of a sudden went somewhere else, where it wasn't 
additional money for the schools. This was just a ruse to get us to feel good. 
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Michael is committed to some progressivity, in principle, but believes that switching from an 

income tax to a sales tax would be progressive, because people who buy more would end up 

paying more, and because there aren’t many opportunities for loopholes in the sales tax. 

 

PATSY 

Patsy is a 58-year-old registered nurse from Sacramento, California. She works part-time, 

giving up full time work after her mother had a stroke and needed full-time care. She now lives in 

privately-run low-income housing, where rent is affordable. Patsy says she has become more 

political as she has gotten older; though she didn’t vote for many years, now she reads left-wing 

websites like Daily Kos and Alternet, and mentions receiving emails from “various Democratic 

organizations” as a source of her news. 

When it comes to taxation, Patsy is primarily motivated by the concern that “there are so 

many corporations that don’t pay one red cent.” She even defines government waste in terms of 

tax breaks to wealthy people and corporations. She is quick to name government spending that 

she is glad to pay for – from the Centers for Disease Control to programs for the homeless. Asked 

if it is ethical to find legal ways to avoid paying much in taxes, Patsy says, “Hell no, it’s not. 

Pardon my language.” Taxes “keep everything going as it should so that we can continue to have 

laws upheld and have people following diseases and immunizations for our kids. Otherwise, we’d 

be screwed.” 

  

RALPH 

“Ralph” a 57-year-old white married man living in a small town in central New York. Ralph 

describes himself as a moderate Republican, and works as a drug addiction counselor.  

Ralph expresses a great deal of confusion about tax policy, which he sees as one big “grey 

area.” He struggles to name an instance of government spending he was upset by. Eventually he 
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suggests that “I'm just not sure but I think sometimes money goes from taxes to maybe an 

abortion clinic,” something a taxpayer might oppose but have to pay for anyway.  

Ralph expresses the greatest certainty when discussing the value of wealthy people to society; 

they deserve their money, he argues, even if they didn’t work for it. “I don't see where this feeling 

of anti-rich comes from. Another thing some people say well a lot of them were just born into it. 

Good for them. That didn't hurt me any. They didn't take it away from me. They got lucky. Good 

for them.” 

 

RHONDA 

Rhonda is a 43-year-old African-American woman, a pharmacy technician currently living 

near West Palm Beach, Florida. She is a married mother of two.  

Rhonda considers even legal ways of tax avoidance unethical, and is suspicious of tax breaks 

for religious groups who might not really be helping anyone. Asked about whether people with 

higher incomes should be a higher percentage in income taxes, Rhonda says “I think about this,” 

and then relates her own experience of getting a raise and seeing her withholding go up. Despite 

the cost to herself, Rhonda concluded that “when you look at the whole picture,” “the percentage 

should go up a little” for wealthier people. She is quick to name kinds of government spending 

she approves of, from libraries and parks to Social Security and Medicare, and she doesn’t think 

that many people are getting more than their share from government spending. She notes that, 

In the media where all the other stuff is…  like the bad stuff, but also some of the good things 
are happening – they could throw the word “taxes” in there so that people would realize, “Oh, 
okay. Maybe they are doing something with it. Maybe this is helping.” People take it all for 
granted. 

 
From her interview, it would be difficult to tell that Rhonda is a Republican; so much so, in 

fact, I reconfirmed her partisanship at the end of the interview. She identified immediately as a 

Republican, but said her partisanship was “not very strong because I’m kind of liberal.” 

 



 24 

ROSEMARY 

Rosemary is a single woman, 56 years old, from Sacramento, California. Of her political 

views, she says, “I’m a liberal-conservative. I consider myself a Democrat, but I vote for the 

person and that kind of thing. I am patriotic and believe in the country and all of that, even though 

we’re falling apart.” 

Rosemary describes taxes as “a burden and a hardship,” and sees the sales tax as her “biggest 

nemesis.” By contrast, Rosemary is supportive of the payroll tax, because she is receiving 

disability. That some people take advantage of the system is hard on Rosemary. “It makes it that 

much tougher because people look at you and they just see “crook” now.” She was deeply 

embarrassed to have to apply for benefits, she says. 

 
 We were at the Social Security office and my sister was saying something about how bad I 
felt or whatever. I remember the lady saying, “Hey, this is what we do. This is what we put 
your money into. You worked all those years.” She already had my history that I put on it. 
She said, “That’s what you put your money in for. Don’t feel bad about it.”  I remember that. 
That’s probably the one thing that I really remember from that very traumatic time of when I 
was getting on disability. 
 

Asked what the most important chapter would be in her own book about taxation, she talks 

about the inequality of America’s “class system.” Homelessness is a key issue for Rosemary. 

“We have kids living in cars now. They’re kids who are homeless. I’m not even talking about -- 

I’m talking about children who go to school, but are homeless and living in cars. This country is 

too great for that crap to be going on.” 

 

ROY 

Roy is a 61-year-old retired mailman, living in a small town in eastern Ohio. He is a 

Republican, goes to church every week, and gets his news from Fox. 

Despite his decades of public service, Roy is hard pressed to think of things he is glad that 

taxes pay for. “I really haven’t thought about that much,” he comments. Roy also does not think 
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he has benefitted much from tax dollars. “Very little. Just the essentials.” Roy says, before listing 

defense spending, and public safety as among the things he has benefitted from.  

Roy believes raising taxes on the rich is the wrong answer. “We tried that and then all they do 

is just ship jobs overseas.” He sees hard work as what makes a person deserving, but believes rich 

people do work hard. “Well, when I say “hard,” I’m not referring to digging a ditch. I’m not 

referring to manual labor. I’m referring to, perhaps, the president of a company or an owner.” 

Roy expresses a sense of civic pride in paying taxes, but that pride comes along with a sense 

that other people aren’t doing their part. “I feel like I’m contributing to the economy and the 

growth of our economy. I like the fact that I am contributing in that way because there are so 

many who aren’t.” 

 

SHARLENE 

A 53-year-old African-American, Sharlene works as a project manager for a media firm. A 

Republican, she lives with her husband in a medium-sized town in New Jersey, and has two 

grown children.  

Speaking with great speed and a New Jersey accent so powerful that even a native New 

Yorker had a hard time following her, Sharlene expressed her almost limitless opposition to 

income taxation, which she describes as “Uncle Sam always in my pocket, pulling out like he’s 

the one who’s actually out there working every day.” Sharlene defines herself by her work.  

Put it this way, every time I’ve left a job, they’ve had to hire three or four people to fill my 
spot. I know that I do the work of two or three people… I think that in anything that you do, 
you should take pride in it. If I swept floors, you better believe it, everybody will be talking 
about the ways the floors were swept.  
 

Other people do not show the same pride or commitment, Sharlene believes. “Everybody feels 

like somebody owes them something. It’s always the other guy’s fault… So, I’m totally 

disgusted. I really feel like every time I pay the taxes, I’m just giving away money. I don’t see 

any real benefit.” 
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Sharlene does not automatically think about other forms of taxation; when other taxes are 

explicitly raised, she has relatively little to say. Her ire is aimed almost exclusively at the income 

tax, an anger which may have been stoked by a bad experience with the IRS; “I went through four 

years of trying to get my life back.” 

 

STACY 

Stacy is a 28-year-old transcriptionist from southwestern New Hampshire. She is single, and 

full-time employed but says she is making less than $20,000 a year. She describes herself as an 

Independent who does not lean towards either party. 

Thinking about taxes makes Stacy angry. She used to work as a dishwasher, and, looking at 

her paystub, thought it seemed low. She “came to the realization that at least 30 percent of my 

income was taxed and taken out. [How did you feel about that?] I wasn’t very happy because I 

really needed the money for other things.” 

Stacy has a hard time with questions that involve numbers or other abstractions, and tends to 

elide between taxes and prices, even though New Hampshire does not have a sales tax. But she is 

certain that taxpaying is a responsibility. She makes a distinction, however, between people who 

have “living very comfortably” and those who have suffered major economic losses, like 

unemployment or foreclosure; wealthier people who avoid paying taxes are being unethical, but 

poor people “need their income to survive.” 

 

STELLA 

Stella is a strong Republican, a military veteran and a mother of two. Her husband served in 

the Air Force and is now a military contractor. Stella is from upstate New York, and her husband 

is originally from Mexico, but they are currently living in Alabama. She doesn’t work outside the 

home, which makes her feel “conflicted” about her tax opinions. But she also thinks she works 

hard: saving, making sacrifices, and planning for the family’s future. 
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Asked about taxes, Stella thinks almost exclusively of the federal income tax, about which 

she is very angry. Now that her husband has transitioned to the private sector, making more 

money with fewer tax breaks, and her children have grown up, the income tax “kind of bit us in 

the butt,” as she describes it. “Makes you not want to work sometimes,” she notes, and goes on to 

wonder if the tax rates her family is paying are a result of the current president. She believes in 

somewhat progressive taxation, but also is convinced that right now, poor people aren’t paying 

enough and the rich are paying too much. 

“We weren’t always this way,” Stella notes. Stella has previously benefitted from tax credits 

and food stamps, but doesn’t think she’s benefitting any more.  And other people are abusing the 

system, getting huge tax refunds and benefits they don’t deserve: 

The people that drive a better car than I do and go into the grocery store and buys 
whatever they want and they take their EBT card out and without even a flinch and like, 
“Wow.” I’m taking my credit card to pay for my purchases or whatever and then I see 
that.  That irritates me.   
 

Overall, she worries that the country has changed. “It feels it’s like more of a dog-eat-dog 

world and people are hating on each other, including me.  I find myself that I am as well.  And I 

never used to feel this way.” 

 

STEVE 

A retired Lt. Colonel, Steve is fifty years old, and now works as a contractor near Fort Drum, 

New York. He is a strong Republican, a widow with two adult daughters. 

Steve describes himself as “a guy who don’t like no tax.” Housing prices have risen 

dramatically near the military base, and so Steve is very angry about his property taxes. He think 

the gas tax is “the crookedest,” and estimates that the gas itself only costs 98 cents, with nearly 

three dollars added in taxes. He believes Social Security will soon be bankrupt.  
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Though he thinks it’s ethical to find legal ways to avoid paying much in taxes, Steve still sees 

taxpaying as a responsibility to the nation. “You should serve your country when called upon,” he 

says. 

 

TIFFANY 

Tiffany is a 32-year-old stay-at-home mom who runs a small pre-school from her house in 

central Texas. She says she leans towards the Republican Party.  Her husband served in the 

military, and when the family was stationed in Germany, Tiffany was very impressed by the 

roads, and wishes American infrastructure were so well-kept. 

Tiffany’s feelings about taxation are pretty mild; she doesn’t rate tax policy as a very 

important in a candidate, and says reports “not sure / no opinion” on several survey questions.  

She normally thinks her family’s income taxes are pretty reasonable, and she knows that her taxes 

are considerably lower because of her two children. She sees the state income tax as the best, 

because she believes she can see a higher return on those dollars compared to federal taxes. 

Off the top of her head, she knows that there are “four or five” different taxes on her family’s 

paystubs, but can only think of the federal and state income taxes. Reminded about Social 

Security taxes, she says she doesn’t understand “why it’s still there,” since she knows there won’t 

be any money left for her generation. 

 

TOM 

Tom is 63 years old, working as a consultant but planning to start collecting Social Security 

later this year. Living in a suburban area near Detroit, he is married with two grown children. He 

says he is closer to the Democratic Party. 

Asked about taxes, Tom has a great deal to say. He is very angry about the complexity of his 

taxes since he became a consultant, and by the details of his Social Security contribution and the 
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taxes he will have to pay on his retirement income. He is also angry about property taxes, which 

he is still paying despite the fact his children are no longer in school.  

Tom is very concerned about government waste, which he perceives in almost every aspect of 

government. He has a hard time focusing on what he is glad to pay for or how he has benefitted 

from taxation, returning repeatedly to questions of waste and inefficiency. 

Tom has conflicting views on progressivity. He thinks very wealthy people should pay more, 

but also suggests that a flat tax would be best, and argues that “the reason, I’m sure, it hasn’t 

happened is the lobbying in Washington.” At the same time, he is aware of the earned income tax 

credit, and approves of it.  

 

TRACY 

Tracy lives in Birmingham, and works for the University of Alabama. She is in her forties, 

married with two children. She is a strong Democrat. 

When Tracy thinks about taxes, she tends to think about unfairness in the tax distribution – 

specifically that wealthy people can take advantage of loopholes in the income tax code, and that 

poor people are paying too much because of the sales tax.  

When asked how it feels to be a taxpayer, she describes taxpaying as a “civic duty.” She has 

already prepared her children, who are both near adulthood, for the taxes that will be taken out of 

their paychecks, “trying to explain to them that it’s not a penalty.  It’s a decent thing and what 

their responsibilities are.” 

 

WHITNEY 

Whitney is a single mother of a teenage daughter, living in New York City. She is African-

American, a strong Democrat, around 30 years old, and she works in tech support.  

She generally sees the income tax as fair, because it is based on how much you make and 

takes account of expenses like children or education, but at the same time, “I guess I do have a 
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problem, because it’s like, the more, I realize the more you make the less you get back, which, I 

don’t really get that concept, but, I guess it is what it is.” Asked about what bothers her about 

government spending, she immediately recalls an incident of local government incompetence.  

I guess they were trying to make a bike lane, but they never finished it, but now they 
made one lane, more traffic in the street because now it’s reduced to one lane, and the 
parking space is wider than necessary.  I think that was a waste of money. […] They 
created more traffic, and I thought that money could have went to somewhere else. 

 

WILMA 

Wilma is 57 years old, a Democrat, and a single mom of an adult son. Living in Florida, she 

is retired after more than twenty years working for the local court system, and is now pursuing 

her college degree. She is proud of her Italian heritage, and describes herself as very family-

oriented.  

For Wilma, taxpaying is part of one’s responsibility to make society better, like participating 

in community meetings, speaking up, and looking after your family. Wilma talks at length about 

the importance of honesty. “It hurts the society to cheat the government,” she notes. She can think 

of many good things her taxes pay for, and is only really upset by the excess spending on the 

nearby Tampa Bay Rays stadium. 

Wilma is very involved in her neighborhood. She is concerned about crime, and worries 

about some people who she knows receive HUD and food stamps, and yet drive “these cars with 

the gold chains around their neck and everything else.” She believes their income comes from 

illegal drug sales. At the same time, she says, “people that are really hurting” for assistance 

“cannot get it.” Asked if she ever speaks to anyone about taxes, Wilma is reminded of a neighbor 

of hers, who goes in and looks up how much everyone else in the neighborhood is paying in 

property taxes. As a result, Wilma knows she is paying much less than another neighbor who 

built a new home, a fact that she worries may result in “contention.”  


