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Refinancing America: 
The Republican Antitax Agenda

Reviewed by Jay A. Soled

Who says that politicians can’t learn from their mis-
takes? The Republicans have certainly done so, as
evidenced by the fact that they now control the
presidency as well as both houses of Congress. Al-
though no single factor can account completely for
their successes, their repeated demands for tax reduc-
tions have struck a nerve deep in the minds and hearts
of the voting public.

Refinancing America: The Republican Antitax Agenda,
a recently published book by Professor Sheldon Pol-
lack, traces the origins of the Republican Party’s dis-
dain for taxes. This well-documented book reveals that
the Republican revulsion toward taxes is nothing new.
It began when the first income tax was instituted at the
time of the Civil War and has become firmly embedded
as part of the party’s ideological framework ever since
the passage of the Sixteenth Amendment, which offi-
cially sanctioned the use of the income tax.

It is no secret why the Republican Party harbors
antipathy toward federal taxes. Higher federal taxes
are closely correlated with a bigger Washington gov-
ernment. This was and continues to be anathema to
most members of the Republican Party, who favor a
smaller Washington government with power and re-
sources vested in state legislatures.

In the past, when it came to the consequences as-
sociated with tax reductions, Republican politicians at-
tempted to be intellectually honest with the voting
public. Those politicians, such as Barry Goldwater, said
they would reduce both taxes and the size of the federal
government. For this intellectual honesty, however,
they paid a stiff price: They lost elections. Although
the voters probably liked the notion of keeping more
of their income for themselves, they evidently relished
entitlements even more and didn’t want to be told that
sacrifice was in order.

Did election setbacks cause the Republican Party to
rethink its political position? No. What Pollack’s book
manifests is that the Republican Party astutely repack-

aged its message. With the assistance of various think
tanks (for example, the Hoover Institute and the Cato
Institute), Republican politicians learned that the win-
ning message is that tax cuts result in more, not less,
revenue. Armed with this positive spin (a.k.a. supply-
side economics), Republicans told the electorate that
tax cuts do not entail sacrifice; to the contrary, they said
tax cuts pave the path to bountiful public coffers. This
repackaged message has not always resulted in Re-
publican successes at the polls, but it’s hard to deny
that the Republican Party, by refining and reformulat-
ing its message, has found tentative salvation in its
declaration that less means more when it comes to
taxes.

In detailing the refinements of the Republican an-
titax message, Pollack provides a Herculean service.
We learn how Republican politicians have strategically
used their tax-cut agendas to advance their standing
among their constituencies and colleagues. When eco-
nomic times are bad, the Republicans declare that tax
cuts are required to stimulate the economy; when eco-
nomic times are good, the Republicans declare that tax
cuts are required to keep the economy humming. How-
ever, when passing tax cuts (which, needless to say, is
politically easy), the Republicans have not simul-
taneously passed spending cuts; after all, the public is
told, the cuts will pay for themselves. Like the Sirens’
enchanting music described in Homer’s Odyssey, that
rhetoric is extraordinarily appealing. (And who can
blame the voters for being so impressionable when
they frequently hear, for example, that a tax cut and a
prescription drug plan are both possible when we are
fighting a war in Afghanistan, a war in Iraq, and a
global war on terrorism?)

To prove the connection between tax reductions and
enhanced revenue, Republican politicians have
repeatedly pointed to the 1964, 1981, and 1986 tax acts.
What is interesting about their reliance on those acts
is that the Tax Reform Act of 1986 did not embody a
tax cut, and neither the 1964 nor the 1981 tax act, both
of which cut taxes, resulted in increased revenue. In-
stead, both the 1964 and 1981 tax cuts contributed to
the nation’s burgeoning deficit. (Some commentators
describe Republican reliance on these acts as disin-
genuous; others go a step further and describe it as
perverse.)

Pollack points out that the short-term implications
of the Republican Party’s fixation on tax cuts are
generally favorable. In a political arena where deficits
are deemed meaningless, interest rates are stable, and
government programs remain generally unscathed,
there is little doubt that the Republican Party will con-
tinue to dominate the political playing field. However,
behind closed doors, some Republicans acknowledge
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that the party’s intent is to starve the beast — the
federal government — ultimately fostering a reduction
of its size. It remains to be seen whether the Republican
Party will still dominate after voters discover this ul-
timate goal.

Readers like myself who adhere to the yin-and-yang
theory of politics (that is, every act by one party is a
reaction to the action(s) of the other party and vice
versa)  wi l l  crave more information about the
Democratic Party’s stance on taxes and how the party
has formulated and reformulated its message in
response to the Republicans. Perhaps the Democratic
Party’s philosophy on taxes will be the topic of
Pollack’s next book.

In the meantime, whatever the case may be regard-
ing which party is in control, the voting public should

accept that tax increases generally mean a larger gov-
ernment, and, conversely, tax reductions generally
mean a smaller government. Voters should not be
swayed by the seductive, yet often misleading, pack-
aging of either political party. Professor Pollack’s ex-
cellent behind-the-scenes look at the legislative process
wil l  g ive voters ,  as  wel l  as  pol icymakers  in
Washington, grounds for resisting those who propose
easy solutions to some complicated tax pol icy
problems.

Jay A. Soled is a professor at Rutgers Univer-
sity.

TAX NOTES WANTS YOU!
Tax Notes has a voracious appetite when it comes

to high-quality analysis, commentary, and practice
articles. We publish more and better articles than
anyone else, and we are always looking for more.

Do you have some thoughts on the pending in-
ternational/ corporate tax reform bills? Tax shel-
ters? Federal budget woes? Recent IRS guidance?
Important court decisions? Maybe you’ve read a reve-

nue ruling that has flown under the radar screen but
is full of traps for the unwary.

If you think what you have to say about any federal
tax matter might be of interest to the nation’s tax
policymakers, academics, and leading practitioners,
please send your pieces to us at taxnotes@tax.org.

Remember, people pay attention to what appears
in Tax Notes. 
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