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While You Work . . . Stop Paying For War 

Legal Consequences of W-4 Resistance

Besides feeling good about taking back power over where your money goes, the most likely consequence 

of this form of civil disobedience is that if the IRS concludes your withholding is too low, they may require 

your employer to change the allowance number. The IRS usually calculates this figure by comparing the 

W-2 forms submitted by your employer in January each year and your own tax filing (you will have a 

chance to appeal this process). The IRS could also impose a civil penalty of $500, although as far as war 

tax resisters know, this fine has not been applied in decades. 

	 Far less likely are criminal charges with possible penalties of one year in jail and a fine of up to $100,000 

(the highest we know for war tax resistance was a $5,000 fine in 1971) for “willfully supplying false or 

fraudulent information” on a W-4 form. Since the 1970s only one war tax resister has been prosecuted 

for this, and he was found guilty and given a sentence of 8 hours per week of community service in 1980. 

Trials such as these featured widespread support for the resister and publicity about the issue of being 

forced to pay for war. 

Controlling  Federal Income Tax Withholding with  W-4 ResistanceKnowing their money is being used for policies they don’t support, many people would like to oppose militarism by refusing to pay federal income taxes. Yet they believe they are unable to en-gage in war tax resistance because taxes are withheld from their salary or wages. 	 This obstacle can be overcome by nearly everyone. Thousands of war tax resisters have stopped the withholding of federal income taxes that would be used for military spending by claiming additional allowances or exemptions from withholding on their W-4 forms. Even if you usually receive a refund at the end of the year, this method can stop that interest-free loan to the U.S. government. This flyer explains how people reduce or eliminate withhold-ing and some of the possible conse-quences. (It does not apply to Social Security/FICA taxes.)



The following is a quick, though not exhaus-
tive, explanation of the W-4 tax resistance 
method. Please consult a war tax resistance 
(wtr) counselor if you intend to use this 
method. Contact info is listed below. Speak-
ing to counselors can be anonymous and 
is always free.

W-4 Allowances

1.	 The W-4 is an IRS form that most 
employees must fill out when they begin 
a job. The employer uses it to determine 
the amount of federal income tax to be 
subtracted from an employee’s wages. You 
may fill out a new W-4 at any time.

2.	 For tax purposes, “withholding allow-
ances” and “dependents” are not the same 
thing. The law allows people to claim allow-
ances for themselves, for their dependents, 
and for deductions and credits they expect 
to claim on their tax returns, such as 
medical bills, mortgage interest, charitable 
gifts, child care costs, alimony payments, 
retirement contributions, and many other 
deductible payments. Employees are re-
sponsible for the number of allowances 
they claim on their W-4 forms. Employees 
are not required by law or etiquette to justify 
their allowances to employers.

3.	 It is a good idea to look at the W-4 
Form on the IRS website or take it  home 
to look over. Remember: The law requires only 
that the W-4 form itself be filed; you should 
not return the worksheet to the employer.

The formula for calculating 
allowances
The formula can be used so that you can withhold 100%, 50%, 
or whatever amount of tax you feel is appropriate to withhold.

In 2012, the first $2,150 of a single (or head of 
household ) person’s annual income is exempt from 
withholding even if no allowances are claimed; for 
a married person, the first $8,100 is exempt. Each 
allowance claimed on the W-4 exempts another $3,800 
of one’s annual income from withholding. To resist war 
taxes, claim an additional allowance for each $3,800 
amount of the taxable income to be protected from 
withholding.

An Example of how to resist 50% for A
Single Person without Children 

(2012)

	 Single person with annual wages of	 $30,000

	 “personal allowance”	 = 1

	 Additional allowance for having just one job	 = 1

	 Total legal allowances:   2 x $3,700 	 = $7,600
	 (in 2012 each allowance represents $3,800)

	Add the $7,600 to $2,100 (amount exempt from withholding in 2011) 	 = $9,750
                   which represents the total amount exempt from taxation

	 To calculate your estimated taxable income, subtract 
	 that amount from your annual wages ($30,000 - $9,750)	 = $20,250

	H alve the taxable income to resist 50%: $20,250 x .50 	 = $10,125

	 To figure add’l allowances to be claimed $10,125 / 3,800 	 = 2.7 or 3

 	 Total allowances claimed = 2 (legal) + 3 (additional)	 = 5

For More information
Please check out the booklet “Practical War Tax 
Resistance #1: Controlling Federal Tax Withhold-
ing” at www.nwtrcc.org, click on Resources/Pub-
lications. We always recommend speaking with a 
WTR counselor before taking this action; click on 
Who We Are/Contacts and Counselors on the 
website to find a counselor near you.

The easiest way to determine your allowances is to use the “Wage Bracket” Tables in 
IRS Pub. 15, http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p15.pdf, set up by filing status and fre-

quency of payroll. The Tables start at approximately page 38 in the annual IRS booklet. 
You can also use the formula below to calculate a desired number of allowances.
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