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Don vs the Duns 
A Protest By Edmund Wilson, W H Allen, London, 1964, 12s 6d net, pp 120. The Cold War and the Income Tax: 

"BETWEEN the year 1946 and the 
year 1955, I did not file any in

come tax returns. Up to the end of 
1943, I had been living for years on 
a shoestring. . . . A t the end of 1943, 
I was offered a regular job on the 
New Yorker magazine doing weekly 
literary articles, and in order to meet 
certain debts which I had contracted 
while writing my book I accepted it 
and moved to New York . . . I was then 
on a regular salary, and from this, of 
course my income tax was withheld. 
My wife and I filed returns at this. 
time" (p 9) . . . "But by the beginning 
of 1945, my wife and I had separated 
. . . From this time I ceased to file." 
(p 10)..."One day, coming back 
from a journey—in June 1958—I 
found a notice from the Internal Re
venue Office in Utica, ordering me to 
let them know when and where I had 
last filed an income tax return", 
(p 15). Thus began the distinguished 
American literary critic's saga of trials 
and tribulations with the peculiarly 
relentless U S income tax authorities. 
Around this peg of personal misfor
tunes he hangs his musings on the 
history, nature, rationale and the 
public morality of the U S income tax. 
He poses and answers the two big 
riddles; why so much tax and what 
the money is going for. 

Disturbing Book 
It is a powerful and profoundly dis

turbing little book that wil l take its 
place in the literature of Protest. It 
would, of course, be only too easy 
and tempting, as many uncharitable 
but well-fed knight errants of the wel
fare State have already done, to dis
miss it as the outpouring of a soured 
eccentric who happened for one reason 
and another to get caught in the tax 
gatherer's net. The high-minded and 
impeccable logicians and social scien
tists wil l doubtless find more than one 
chink in Mr Wilson's armour. But this 
would be to elaborately and solemnly 
miss the point of it all. It would be 
churlish to cavil in the face of the 
author's gracious admission. " I t may 
seem naive, and even stupid, on the 
part of one who had worked for year 
on a journal which specialised in public 
affairs, that he should have paid so 
little attention to recent changes in 

the income tax laws" (p 11). But even 
the knowledge of the minutiae of the 
statute and case law on income tax 
would not have availed him in his 
vastly unequal tussle with the Internal 
Revenue Service. Mr Wilson is no 
anarchist or even a rather peculiar 
species of a literary Poujadist, Nor is 
he a stage Irishman agin' the govern
ment. His sentiments are the under
standable reactions of a sensitive and 
humane personality—never mind the 
private misfortune—against the work
ings of a mindless and faceless fiscal 
bureaucracy hell-bent on its appointed 
task of raking in the required shekels 
from helpless tax-payers. Its import
unities would disgrace a mediaeval 
bum bailiff. 

Needless to say, Mr Wilson comes 
off second best. But he points many a 
moral. The section entitled 'Bureau
cratic Theology : the Tax Jungle' is a 
splendid essay in gentle irony as well 
as biting sarcasm. " I n the course of 
my dealings with the IRS, I did not 
expect comprehension of the peculiar 
conditions of a writer's work . . . The 
question of what ought to be taxed 
and how much and which deductions 
ought to be allowed has reached a 
fine-spun complexity that—working in 
terms of a different set of values—re
calls the far fetched distinctions of 
mediaeval theology...One of the most 
richly diverting departments, how
ever, is that of deductible expenses . . . 
A Hollywood actress could deduct the 
cost of her expensive wardrobe on the 
ground that a movie star is required 
to look well-dressed; but she could 
not deduct the cost of undergarments 
because the public did not see them", 
(pp 38-40). So the list goes on. 

To What Purpose? 
But more disturbing are Mr Wilson's 

revelations about the end-purpose of 
all this frenzied tax-gathering. How 
do the duns dispose of their Collec
tions? The answer is the Moloch of 
defence expenditure Including the less 
publicised outlays on CBR, chemical-
biological—radiological warfare. "This 
artificial cultivation of yellow fever 
and cholera epidemics, after the cen
turies when humanity has suffered 
from them and when cures and con

trols have at last been found, must be 
the most macabre irony of mediaeval 
h i s to ry . . . The one thing that is diffi
cult to deal with is a technique to 
prevent them from crossing frontiers 
and so depopulating the countries that 
are spreading them", (p 85). A l l this 
in the name of defending the free 
world. But how free is the free 
world and how much do modern 
states spend on the Arts as against the 
mammoth expenditures on scientific 
research for building up nuclear and 
other capabilities? What can we do to 
make tax laws equitable and humane 
to the creative artist? But Mr Wilson 
may well have brought in for good 
measure that other incubus of the 
writer—the publisher. (Sir Alan Her
bert please note!). Not all successful 
writers can command the business 
acumen of a Ian Fleming. It is only 
a bare fact that tax laws everywhere 
afford the utmost concessions to the 
well-padded men in Grey Flannels and 
the denizens of the Executive Suite 
and grudge bare reliefs to the most 
creative elements in society. Is this 
also a part of the eternal moral sick
ness of the Acquisitive Society? Yet, 
from another point of view, Mr Wi l 
son's theme—Man v Bureaucracy—is 
surprisingly common to all societies. 
The collectivist Utopia manifests it as 
much. Witness Dudintsev's "Not by 
Bread Alone". But that does not ab
solve the economic Bourbons of liberal 
societies. 

Safe Limits 
But where does one go from here. 

Taxes, like the poor, perhaps shall al
ways remain with us. But how much 
(tax) ruin is there in a nation? How 
does one account for Gladstone losing 
the general election after proposing 
the abolition of the income tax? (A 
curly one even for Mr Wilson). Perhaps 
the economist may appreciate even 
more the worth of 'Cold War' and 
the Income Tax in juxtaposition with 
Parkinson's 'Law and the Pursuit of 
Profit' and Colin Clark's hypotheses 
of the safe limits of productive taxa
tion. In the meanwhile what of the 
mute inglorious assessees, the eternal 
toads under an indestructible tax har
row who do not even have Mr Wilson's 
privilege of protest? 
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