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Introduction 

My research examines American tax opinion and the ways in which those 

opinions are influenced by the taxpaying process itself. Understanding when and why 

Americans are supportive of taxation is important for public policy; reliable revenues are 

crucial to the fiscal sustainability of the state. But support for taxation is also, from an 

economic perspective, a puzzling phenomenon. Taxation has a significant free rider 

problem; most benefits accrue to an individual whether or not he or she personally 

contributes. And while the precise value one receives from tax dollars can be hard to 

calculate, the costs are often salient, listed on every sales receipt or paycheck. That taxes 

are ever popular with the public seems, on its surface, unlikely. And yet, while much of 

the social science literature focuses on tax opposition, Americans have surprisingly 

positive views about their own tax responsibilities. A majority of the American public 

consistently believes their tax responsibilities to be fair, according to Gallup data.i  

How do we make sense of Americans’ tax opinions? I begin by reviewing the 

existing literature on tax opinion, and show how this literature, including apparently 

contradictory research, can be fit into a single coherent conceptual framework, which I 

call the “fellowship, power, work” model. Across disciplines, research suggests that a 

person’s opinions about taxation are driven by their feelings of fellowship, the extent to 

which they believe they share interests with other members of the political community; 

their perceptions of power, the extent to which they believe the government works for 

people like them; and their perceptions of work, that is, how much they believe that 

productive work is fairly rewarded in the marketplace. 
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The “fellowship, power, work” framework has several major advantages. First, 

this approach brings together research that has previously been siloed in different 

research traditions, and allows us to make sense of the myriad factors that have been 

shown to influence tax opinion. Second, it refocuses attention on taxation as a political 

act. Taxation, as a subject of study, has been neglected in recent decades (Martin et al. 

2009), and still remains a more active subject of study among economists and 

sociologists than political scientists. My framework clarifies and broadens our 

understanding across disciplines, and brings the political factors influencing taxation to 

the forefront. 

My examination of tax opinion also sheds light on a broader question in public 

opinion: how does what people know shape what they believe? The current literature 

lacks a clear understanding of what Americans do and do not know about the taxes they 

pay. Some studies argue that Americans respond in rational ways to tax changes, by 

taking account of their own individual costs or by guarding the interests of their social 

group. Other research suggests that the American public knows very little about tax 

policy, and is easily tricked by cunning politicians into supporting measures against their 

interests and at odds with their values. This is a serious problem for any analysis of tax 

opinion; are we measuring well-considered views, or opinions based on ignorance? These 

two possibilities have hugely different implications for democratic responsiveness. 

I argue that Americans are not uniformly ignorant about taxation; instead there are 

systematic and substantial gaps in their knowledge. By thinking more concretely about 

the sources of information Americans have available to them, we can make sense of the 

American public’s blind spots. Building on the work of Downs (1957), Zaller (1992), and 
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Mettler (2010), I will argue that two political factors, policy design and partisanship, 

interact to shape what Americans know about taxes, and therefore what policies they 

support or oppose. Treating policy ignorance as a political outcome rather than a personal 

trait not only improves our understanding of public opinion, it also suggests that the 

problem is tractable. We can talk about what Americans don’t know without succumbing 

to cynicism or despair. 

Tax Opinion and the Perception of Fellowship 

Across disciplines, academics have observed interconnections between opinions 

about taxation and social boundaries. In a study of the tax views of white southern small 

business owners, Kidder and Martin note that “everyday fiscal discourse is morally 

charged and interconnected… [with] sense of group position” (2012, p.123). That is to 

say, debates about taxation rest in part upon  “contested notions of ‘us’ versus ‘them,’” as 

Evan Lieberman describes it (2001). In South Africa, he finds, the exclusion of black 

people from the political community made possible strong cross-class linkages between 

white people, including a willingness among the wealthy to pay progressive income 

taxes. In Brazil, where the boundaries of citizenship were not defined by race, there was 

far less willingness on the part of the wealthy to pay income taxes. As Lieberman notes, 

Within the public economy, individuals are more willing to pay when they are 
confident that ‘our’ group will enjoy the benefits of state action. If there is a 
perception that the state will transfer benefits to ‘them’, or some other group, or if 
the barriers to in-group membership are permeable, citizens are less likely to 
perceive tax payment as a beneficial or rational move. (p. 527) 

Lieberman, like Kidder and Martin, sees debates about taxation as fundamentally shaped 

by social cleavages. In this section, I use the term fellowship to define this sense of shared 



 4 

(or competing) interest with other members of one’s political community. I then assess 

two strands of tax opinion research that I fit under the category of fellowship. First, there 

is a substantial literature showing how ethnic diversity reduces support for taxation and 

public goods provision. Second, scholars across disciplines have shown that war tends to 

drive support for taxation in the other direction; in conditions of shared risk, communities 

are more able to recognize the need for solidarity.  

What is Fellowship? 

I use the term fellowship to describe the perception of shared interest within a 

political community.ii If I believe my wellbeing to be tied to those benefitting from my 

tax dollars, that spending is in my interest, even if it does not benefit me directly. If I do 

not share this conviction, taxes become a form of mandatory charity – a prospect likely to 

be objectionable. Tax opposition is strongest if I not only lack a sense of shared interest, 

but instead perceive the beneficiaries of my taxes as competitors, whose success comes at 

my expense. 

Though the choice of the word fellowship in this context is my own, many 

political theorists have noted the relationship between a sense of shared community 

interest and support for taxation. Thomas Paine, for instance, notes that his personal 

success is intertwined with the larger community, which results in a certain financial 

obligation to that group. 

All accumulation, therefore, of personal property, beyond what a man's own 
hands produce, is derived to him by living in society; and he owes on every 
principle of justice, of gratitude, and of civilization, a part of that accumulation 
back again to society from whence the whole came.iii 
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My concept of fellowship also builds on Michael Dawson’s notion of “linked 

fate.” In his analysis of race and class in African-American politics, Dawson defines 

linked fate as the extent to which one believes that what happens to the group as a whole 

affects one’s own life (Dawson 1995, p. 77). It is this elision between the fate of the 

group and the fate of oneself, the connection between group interest and self interest, that 

defines fellowship.   

Finally, I should note that my idea of “fellowship” differs from the work of 

Margaret Levi’s idea of continent consent. Rather than focusing on feelings of shared 

interest, Levi defines the relationship between citizens based on ethical reciprocity; she 

argues that citizens give “continent consent” to government mandates when they are 

convinced that other citizens are “doing their part” (1997). Most fundamentally, Levi’s 

model makes no allowance for those unable to contribute much, or at all, to the welfare of 

society as a whole – for instance, young children or the severely disabled. Fellowship, by 

contrast, brings rationales for assistance to the needy within the framework of tax 

opinion.  

The Boundaries of Fellowship 

The social science literature makes clear that there are many ways individuals’ 

sense of fellowship can increase or reduce support for taxation. The ties between tax 

views and racial sentiments are well documented; concern that unpopular minorities may 

benefit from public spending is a common source of tax opposition. Economic divisions 

in society may have a similar effect, though the evidence on this point is less clear. 
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Finally, scholars have also shown that war operates to increase support for taxation, as 

Americans put aside internal differences in the face of a shared threat.  

Many scholars have found strong ties between ethnic fragmentation and anti-tax 

sentiment in the United States. Looking at the effort to pass California’s 1979 property 

tax cap, Proposition 13, Sears and Citrin (1985) find evidence that racial resentment 

correlated strongly with support for the measure. Lowery and Sigelman (1981) look at 

public opinion data across the country at the time of the Proposition 13 campaign, and 

come to a similar conclusion. This link between tax opposition and racial resentment is 

not limited to the late 1970s; Newman and O’Brien argue that an earlier wave of property 

tax caps in the South were also inspired by threats to the existing racial order (2011). 

When ethnic and economic divisions overlap, opposition to public goods 

provision is especially high (Lieberman and McClendon 2013). More generally, rising 

income inequality might also be expected to decrease a sense of shared fate between the 

“haves” and the “have nots,” especially if economic mobility is low. Experimental 

evidence indicates that the poor are more willing to risk their own opportunities to raise 

average well-being (Cardenas et al. 2002); that those at high levels of wealth are willing 

to contribute to public goods provision, but not proportionate to their income (Buckley 

and Croson 2006); and that the existence of inequality reduces the willingness of all 

participants to contribute to public goods provision (Anderson et al. 2008). These results 

suggest that feelings of fellowship can be limited by economic, as well as ethnic, divides.  

While social divisions decrease feelings of shared interest within a political 

community, the prospect of shared catastrophe drives sentiment in the other direction. 
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Surely there are few shared interests more compelling than the desire not to be conquered 

by a neighboring state; in these instances, citizens are often willing to shoulder a larger 

tax burden (e.g. Bank et al. 2008). Feldman and Slemrod (2009) show that longer and 

more frequent conflicts increase tax compliance. A language of shared sacrifice and 

shared responsibility often accompanies these wartime tax increases (Sparrow 2008). 

War can drive up public support for taxation by creating an important shared interest 

among the citizenry. 

In sum, a substantial part of the existing literature on taxation addresses what I 

have termed perceptions of fellowship. Divisions between groups of citizens within a 

political community tend to decrease support for taxation, while shared interest drives up 

support for taxation.  

Tax Opinion and Perceptions of Power 

One could readily imagine a country in which the citizens share a strong sense of 

fellowship, but believe their elected officials to be too corrupt or incompetent to act in the 

public’s shared interest. Under such circumstances, taxation is unlikely to be popular. In 

Japan in the 1990s, for instance, a decade of failed economic policies “undermined 

citizens’ confidence in their government,” and left them “deeply skeptical” of the 

government’s later calls for tax increases (Ide and Steinmo 2009). Opinions about 

taxation are also driven, the literature shows, by one’s feeling of power relative to the 

government. 

What is power? 
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Power is both the central subject of political science and a highly elusive concept. 

In this context, I am referring only to one’s feelings of power relative to the government, 

not one’s sense of economic or social power, for instance. There is a substantial literature 

suggesting that people are more positive about paying taxes when they believe the 

government is working on behalf of people like them.  

This relatively narrow definition of power is similar in some ways to a more 

specific terminology typically used in survey analysis: “external efficacy.”iv External 

efficacy is the “judgment that an individual and the public can have an impact on the 

political process because government institutions will respond to their needs” (Miller and 

Listhaug 1990). I have chosen to talk about “power” rather than “efficacy,” however, 

because efficacy does not capture the full range of literature on this question, much of 

which is not based on survey response. Moreover, as Gaventa notes (1980), power 

encapsulates both the idea that one can act to influence a political process (what we 

usually mean by efficacy) and also the capacity determine the arenas of conflict in the 

first place. Power is not just winning the battle, but naming the battlefield; it is a broader 

kind of authority. 

Social science strongly suggests that feelings of political power are crucial to tax 

opinion. But there are two different schools of thought regarding how people assess their 

political power. Some scholars argue that Americans’ perceptions of power are primarily 

shaped by “who gets what, when” (Lasswell 1936). Americans are, in this analysis, 

conducting a personal cost-benefit analysis, assessing the benefit they receive from 

government given the expense of taxes. Other scholars, however, focus on claims of 



 9 

status and representation, rather than a financial accounting, in explaining how 

Americans’ assessments of their political power might influence their tax views. 

Assessing Power: Costs and Benefits, or Status and Representation? 

Since taxes are a cost, and people usually prefer lower costs to higher ones, one 

might expect tax opinion to have an economically rational basis. In situations where taxes 

are very salient, there is some evidence of a self-interested response to tax levels. 

Smokers oppose cigarette taxes more than non-smokers, and property owners tend to 

oppose property taxes more than renters (Green and Gerkin 1989, Bowler and Donovan 

1995, Attiyeh and Engle 1979, Cutler et al. 1999).  The poor tend to dislike the sales tax, 

while the wealthy dislike the income tax (Campbell 2010).  

But taxpayer preferences do not always seem to reflect economic considerations. 

For instance, when the entire federal income tax was forgiven in 1942 (during the 

transition to a tax-withholding system), those whose tax responsibilities had been erased 

were no more supportive of the new tax plan than those who did not benefit from the 

windfall. The tax plan was, in fact, very popular with both groups, getting the support of 

about 4 in 5 Americans (Campbell 2009). Moreover, a purely economic accounting of tax 

opinion ignores the empirical findings suggesting that receipt of government benefits is 

not always associated with an increase in one’s feelings of political power. Unlike Social 

Security (Campbell 2003), welfare is profoundly disempowering for recipients (Soss 

1999). While the visibility of benefits and costs matters, it is just one way for citizens to 

measure their position relative to the state.  
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This broader view of how citizens assess their power relative to the state was 

recognized by some of the earliest social scientists to study taxation. E. R. A. Seligman, 

writing in 1905, says simply that: “It is now generally agreed that we pay taxes not 

because the state protects us, or because we get any benefits from the state, but simply 

because the state is a part of us.” (p. 72, emphasis added). For Seligman, the motivation 

for taxpaying is civic; we pay taxes to the government because that government is our 

government. 

That the legitimacy of taxation rests upon the right of representation is a 

fundamental tenet of American republicanism, an idea consecrated in the Revolutionary-

era slogan “no taxation without representation.”v There is a substantial literature, 

moreover, that suggests that taxation and representation are not just bound in the public 

mind but in the historical development of representative systems (e.g. Ross 2004, but c.f. 

Boucoyannis 2013). In the United States, certainly, disenfranchised groups have 

frequently identified themselves as deserving of representation precisely because of their 

status as taxpayers (e.g. Walsh 2011 on “taxpayer citizenship”). In 1873, for instance, the 

National Women’s Rights Convention argued, ‘Woman now holds a vast amount of the 

property in the country, and pays her full proportion of taxes, revenue included. On what 

principle, then, do you deny her representation?” (quoted in Zelanek, p. 21-22) To use the 

language of Judith Shklar, taxpaying is an emblem of public standing,vi evidence of one’s 

virtue and entitlement to political power. When one lacks representation, taxation 

becomes tyranny. 

In sum, perceptions of political power shape support for and opposition to 

taxation. In some studies, assessments of political power are driven by an assessment of 
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tax costs against government benefits, while other scholars argue that more symbolic 

considerations of political status also shape tax views. 

Perceptions of Work   

The final line of research regarding tax opinion addresses the question of work – 

put simply, the extent to which one sees the productive work as fairly rewarded. Taxes 

are, by definition, extractions of wealth from the individual for the state; depending on 

one’s feelings about private accumulation, this effect can be seen either as either a flaw or 

a feature. A taxpayer might feel, for instance, that those who make a great deal of money 

have earned that money, and should not have it taken away from them. Alternatively, one 

might feel that the marketplace does not adequately reward certain types of work, 

overpays certain workers, or rewards work that is not productive or even harmful to the 

community as a whole. Under these circumstances, one is likely to see taxation as a 

useful corrective to market inequities and errors. An extensive literature examines the 

relationship between support for redistribution and perceptions of work and 

deservingness, but there is remarkably little that looks specifically at taxation, rather than 

spending. What evidence exists suggests that opinions about taxation of the rich and 

spending on the poor may be quite distinct. Thus, despite a great deal of research on the 

question of deservingness and redistribution, it appears that there is room for additional 

research specifically perceptions of deservingness and tax opinion. 

There is a tremendous comparative literature on the origins of support or 

opposition to redistribution, much of which takes account of views of work and merit 

(e.g. Kreidl 2000, Alesina and Angeletos 2005). In practice, views of work and 
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deservingness are often closely tied to racial and ethnic animosity (Alesina et al. 2001, 

Gilens 2000), a factor discussed earlier in this chapter. Rising or high levels of economic 

inequality, by contrast, do not appear to drive people to perceive work as unfairly 

rewarded (Kenworthy and McCall 2008, McCall 2013). In the American case, survey 

respondents tend to express higher support than in Europe for the idea that hard work is 

rewarded (Alesina and Angeletos 2005), but also express uncertainty about these 

questions of fairness (Hochschild 1981).  

There are reasons to believe we should not extrapolate from findings about 

redistributive spending to draw conclusions about opinion about tax progressivity. These 

may be quite different phenomena; there is evidence that support for redistribution from 

the rich is distinct from support for redistribution to the poor (Cavaille and Trump 2012). 

Moreover, countries that have more progressive taxation tend to have less redistributive 

welfare states (Wilensky 2002, Kato 2003, Prasad and Deng 2009, but c.f. Ganghof 

2006), perhaps because progressive taxation mobilizes wealthy people against 

government spending (Huret 2013, Martin 2013). It is not obvious, therefore, that what 

we know about opposition to redistribution in general can be wholly applied to tax 

opposition.  

While support and opposition to redistributive spending has received a great deal 

of attention, we know less about what drives support or opposition to progressive 

taxation. There is a small body of work specifically examining support and opposition to 

tax progressivity. Unfortunately, a number of these studies suffer from a tendency to use 

results “the way a drunk uses a lamppost—for support rather than illumination” (Keene 

1983). There are also substantial questions about the math literacy of survey respondents, 
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which may limit their ability to answer questions about tax progressivity. A more recent 

study by Zelenak (2009) suggests, however, that Americans tend to support progressive 

taxation, though the level of progressivity they prefer varies with question wording. This 

analysis focuses on top-line support for progressivity, rather than assessing its roots.. 

It is important to recognize, moreover, that the one’s feelings about work can 

shape tax views whether or not taxation is progressive. One can have opinions about the 

value of work that are not based on the salary that work provides. One might think, for 

instance, that military veterans should receive special tax breaks because of the 

contribution they have made to society through their labor; state-level ballot measures 

reducing property taxes for veterans pass at extremely high rates (Williamson 2014). 

This, too, is a way in which one’s view of productive work influences one’s views of 

taxation. 

In sum, factors that influence perceptions of work are to some extent coterminous 

with factors increasing or decreasing perceptions of fellowship. But, although many 

studies have examined the ties between perceptions of work and deservingness and 

support for redistribution, the interaction between perceptions of work and tax opinion 

are far less clear, because opinions about taxation and redistributive spending are not 

necessarily one and the same. 

Perceptions of work join perceptions of power and fellowship to complete my 

framework for the existing literature on tax opinion. But Americans’ capacity to connect 

these values and interests with particular policy options are mediated by their 

understanding of those policies. And there is a substantial literature, to some extent at 
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odds with all of this research, that indicates that Americans simply do not understand tax 

policy well enough to apply their preferences to policy.  

The Effect of Information on Tax Opinion 

In conflict with the larger literature, which suggests Americans’ tax opinions are 

based in their economic, social and political interests and values, a number of recent 

studies have called into question Americans’ capacity to understand or respond to tax 

policy at all. These stories tend to assume that manipulative politicians, or plain 

ignorance, are the root of the trouble. I suggest, however, that Americans are not 

uniformly ignorant or easily gulled. Instead, they are well informed in some areas, and 

misinformed in others. These mistakes are systematic, the result of long-standing aspects 

of the taxpaying process, and the powerful effect of contemporary political polarization.   

When it comes to the Bush tax cuts of 2001 and 2003, for example, Bartels (2005) 

finds that Americans were “ill-informed, insensitive to some of the most significant 

implications of the tax cuts, and largely disconnected from (or misconnected to) a variety 

of relevant values and material interests” (but cf. Lupia et al. 2007). Hacker and Pierson 

(2005) are similarly pessimistic, arguing that elites can “prey” on uninformed voters. 

Regarding the estate tax repeal, Birney, Graetz, and Shapiro (2006) also find that 

“misperceptions of self-interest” played an important role in the passage of the 

legislation. More recently, Americans simply did not notice the $116 billion in tax cuts 

passed in 2009; fewer than 1 in 10 Americans knew that President Obama cut taxes for 

most Americans,vii despite the fact that the tax cut was one of his central campaign 

promises the year before. These cases suggest that Americans are too easily confused to 
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consistently apply their own individual or group interests to the policy options before 

them, much less hold elected officials accountable for their choices. 

 These authors offer little in the way of explanation as to why voters are so readily 

confused, other than the base ignorance of the American public or the machinations of 

predatory politicians. Bartels names his article “Homer Gets a Tax Cut,” implying that 

the American people share traits with the ignorant, incompetent and lazy cartoon 

character, Homer Simpson. He concludes his article by crushing various journalistic 

hopes that Americans might be able to learn from the experience of the Bush tax cuts. 

“The answer to these questions suggested by my analysis is: Not likely,” Bartels ripostes. 

Hacker and Pierson agree that the Bush tax cuts succeeded because “political actors” 

could “confuse voters.” They offer a slightly more nuanced account of who is likely to be 

misled, noting that poor and middle-income people may be especially prone to errors, 

since they are particularly unlikely to be able to answer factual survey questions about tax 

policy (p. 37). They also suggest that in other political times and places, politicians have 

fewer incentives to placate the powerful few at the expense of the population as a whole. 

But on the particular issue of tax policy, they seem to believe that voters’ eyes will 

inevitably “glaze over” (p. 49). It is a bleak picture.  

I believe there is another way of thinking about policy ignorance. Rather than 

imagine policy ignorance as a demographic trait of a given individual, or a near-universal 

public susceptibility to manipulation by politicians in a given campaign, we can see it as 

the result of the long-standing political institutions that shape what information voters 

and taxpayers receive. As Gilens (2001) has shown,  

much of what separates actual political preferences from hypothetical 
‘enlightened preferences’ is due to ignorance of specific policy-relevant facts, not 
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a lack of general political knowledge or the cognitive skills or orientations that 
measures of general political information reflect. 

That one knows the length of a Senator’s term does not imply one has an accurate gauge 

upon the direction of the unemployment rate, for instance. More broadly, we cannot 

explain the gaps in Americans’ policy knowledge as a simple consequence of their 

overall political knowledge, or their general education or intelligence. Instead, we need to 

consider when and why they receive the particular relevant facts that would allow them to 

connect their values and interests with policy proposals. 

My argument, then, is fundamentally about access to information. As Downs 

(1957) explains, certain kinds of information are readily available, and therefore cheap 

for the public to receive, while other kinds of information are much harder to obtain. 

Low-cost information, placed regularly before the public eye, is more likely to be salient, 

and to make up a part of the top-of-mind considerations an individual brings to bear on 

political questions (Zaller 1992). In general, those sources of information can be divided 

into two kinds – those derived from personal experience in daily life, and those that are 

mediated (Mutz 1992). When people wish to connect their values and interests with 

particular policies, they call upon their available information – which may or may not 

lead them to the policy option that would implement those preferences (Figure A). 
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Figure A: How Information Shapes Policy Attitudes 

 

Downs notes that people learn from personal experience, or as he puts it, 

information “acquired in the course of making production or consumption decisions may 

have political value.” (p. 223). Americans regularly encounter taxes in their daily lives, as 

they earn a living or purchase goods and services. Taxpaying is frequent and mandatory, 

and therefore the information about taxation that one derives from this experience is very 

low-cost. I expect that much of the information Americans have about tax policy comes 

from the first-hand experience of taxation.  

Only recently have scholars begun to systematically examine the ways in which 

tax procedure influences tax opinion. Ventry (2011) calls for a fundamental reform of the 

income tax filing system to reduce the paperwork burden on taxpayers and perhaps 

increase support for the income tax by reducing taxpayers’ awareness of it. By contrast, 

Zelenak (2013) gives “two cheers” for the current system of income tax filing, defending 
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it as a method of encouraging awareness of taxation and fiscal citizenship. Neither of 

these views is complete, however. I will argue that the income tax filing process is itself a 

major source of tax knowledge, both about their own tax obligations and about tax policy 

more broadly. But the information they receive is not perfect; tax procedure draws 

attention to some aspects of taxpaying while disguising others. The burdensome process 

identified by Ventry results in only partial and inadequate “tax consciousness,” to use 

Zelenak’s phrase. These authors are right to suggest that the taxpaying process plays an 

important role in tax politics. But by limiting their analysis to the income tax, they miss 

one of the most important aspects of tax salience – the interaction of different taxes. 

Specifically, taxes paid in a lump sum, or which require additional paperwork on 

the part of the payers, are thrust into salience by the taxpaying process itself.viii Other 

taxes are paid incrementally and automatically and therefore are more likely to escape a 

busy taxpayer’s notice. The taxpaying process, I will show, obscures the cost of easy-to-

pay taxes and accentuates the cost of difficult-to-pay taxes. 

This conclusion builds on the “submerged state” and “policy leaning” literature. 

As Suzanne Mettler has shown, policy design has a substantial effect on what Americans 

know about what government is doing. But, while the “submerged state” literature tends 

to talk about social policy conducted via the tax code as hidden from view, I find that 

certain aspects of taxation are in fact extremely salient to the public. The problem, 

however, is that policy design focuses taxpayers’ attention on some parts of the tax code, 

while disguising others. Thus, taxpayers’ “policy learning” (Soss 1999) is uneven and 

incomplete. 
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Moreover, not all of an individual’s knowledge of taxation comes from their own 

experience. Downs also notes that political parties subsidize certain kinds of information 

“for the purpose of influencing voters” (p. 222). For the past forty years, taxation has 

been an increasingly partisan issue (Campbell 2009, Martin 2008, Martin 2013). What 

Americans learn from their regular experience with taxation is filtered through a partisan 

lens. Of course, one’s values about redistribution and support for the poor are strongly 

correlated with party affiliation.ix But I am arguing something different: that given a 

particular set of values, partisanship shapes the knowledge people have access to, and 

therefore how they connect their values with particular policy options. This is, in essence, 

a variation on Zaller’s claim regarding “elite discourse” (1999) For Zaller, the “moving 

part” is media coverage; mass opinion changes in response to changes in elite opinion. 

What people know about taxes is, in part, shaped by the media they receive about taxes, 

which is, in turn, highly (and increasingly) partisan in nature (Prior 2007, DellaVigna and 

Kaplan 2007, Dreier and Martin 2010). Partisanship, therefore, should heavily shape the 

information one receives about the impact of tax policies. 

To understand what Americans know, and therefore what they believe, about 

taxes, we need to take into account both of these research traditions – policy learning, and 

the impact of elite discourse. Thus I expect both policy design and partisanship to have a 

substantial effect on one’s access to information about tax policy, and therefore one’s 

policy preferences (Figure B). 



 20 

 

Figure B: Policy Design and Partisan Elite Discourse As Major Information Sources 

 

One advantage of this approach is that it makes public ignorance amenable to 

policy solutions. As Suzanne Mettler (2010) notes, making public policy consistently 

visible helps restore the “connection between Americans and their government” and 

improves the health of democracy. By recognizing that Americans’ misperceptions are 

the reasonable result of the information they receive, those interested in improving 

democratic responsiveness can focus on improving that information, rather than sneering 

or wringing their hands at the mistakes of the mass public. 
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Conclusion 

In sum, the factors that shape tax opinion, according to the bulk of the academic 

literature, can be organized into three categories: factors affecting perceptions of 

fellowship, of power, and of work. But a secondary literature suggests that Americans 

cannot successfully connect any of these varied values and interests to tax policy. Instead, 

policy ignorance keeps Americans from connecting their values and interests to particular 

policy options. I argue that, rather than treating ignorance as an individual trait or 

indelible failure of the public at large, we can focus on how long-standing political 

factors shape the information Americans have available to them. In particular, Americans 

learn about taxes from the taxpaying process, and from partisan elite discourse. The 

interaction of these two sources leads to fundamental and systematic misperceptions of 

tax policy, as we will see in Chapter 4. But first, in Chapter 3, I present my methodology 

for gathering and assessing Americans’ tax views. 
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Notes 

                                                

i Available at: http://www.gallup.com/poll/1714/taxes.aspx.  
ii I say “political community,” rather than “nation,” because taxation often occurs at the subnational level. If 
voters are considering a tax increase that will affect their town, for instance, the relevant political 
community is that of the town. 
iii In "Agrarian Justice," The Writings of Thomas Paine, Vol. 3, p. 340. 
iv External efficacy is distinct from “trust in government,” which tends to be highly sensitive to short-term 
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