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Introduction 

The issue of tax evasion has been in existence ever since 
governments attempted to collect taxes1. Sometimes the penalty for tax 
evasion was death or other severe punishment, while in other cases 
penalties were less severe.  

People pay taxes out of fear of punishment or because they feel a 
moral or religious obligation to do so2. Attitudes toward compliance or 
evasion can also be shaped by culture3. People evade taxes for a variety of 
reasons. There is often less opposition to tax evasion in cases where the 
tax system is perceived as unfair, where the government is corrupt or 
oppressive, where the government violates human rights or where there 
is inability to pay or where tax rates are considered to be too high4.  

This paper reviews the four major views on the ethics of tax evasion 
that have emerged over the centuries, then goes on to review the 
theoretical and empirical literature on tax evasion. The final parts of the 
paper present the results of an empirical study of more than 50,000 
participants in 57 countries on attitude toward tax evasion. Attitudes of 
six major religions are examined and compared. Gender, age and more 
than a dozen other demographic variables are examined to determine 
whether the variables are significant.  

This paper aims to contribute to the literature in two ways. Firstly, 
the study examines whether different religions affect attitude toward 
ethics of tax evasion activities by using the data of the sixth wave (2010-
2014) of the World Values Survey (WVS). The last wave includes countries 
from very different religious and cultural backgrounds. There are more 
Eastern, Western and African countries participating in this wave which 
allows testing the generalizability of previous findings. The last objective 
as well as the theoretical part of this paper draws on tax evasion literature 
from disciplines of religious, public finance and sociology in order to 
establish a solid basis for this study.  

The theoretical aspects of this paper would be relevant to both 
ethicists and policy makers. Policy makers would also be interested in the 
practical aspects of this study, since one of their goals is probably to 
reduce the incidence of tax evasion. The first step in reducing the 
incidence of tax evasion is to understand the reasons why people evade 
taxes. Once the reasons are known, policy can be changed to address the 
issue. 

Theoretical Background: Four Views on the Ethics of Tax Evasion 

Over the centuries, four basic views have emerged on the ethics of 
tax evasion5. View one takes the position that tax evasion is always, or 
almost always, unethical. There are basically three underlying rationales 
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for this belief. One rationale is the belief that individuals have a duty to 
the state to pay whatever taxes the state demands6. This view is especially 
prevalent in democracies where there is a strong belief that individuals 
should conform to majority rule. The second rationale for an ethical duty 
to pay taxes is because the individual has a duty to other members of the 
community7. This view holds that individuals should not be freeloaders by 
taking advantage of the services the state provides while not contributing 
to the payment of those services. A corollary of this belief is the view that 
if tax dodgers do not pay their fair share, then law-abiding taxpayers must 
pay more than their fair share. The third rationale is that we owe a duty to 
God to pay taxes, or, stated differently, God has commanded us to pay our 
taxes8. This view holds no water among atheists, of course, but the view is 
strongly held in some religious circles. 

View Two might be labeled as the anarchist view. This view holds 
that there is never any duty to pay taxes because the state is illegitimate, a 
mere thief that has no moral authority to take anything from anyone9. The 
state is no more than a mafia that, under democracy, has its leaders 
chosen by the people. The anarchist literature does not address the ethics 
of tax evasion directly but rather discusses the relationship of the 
individual to the state. The issue of tax evasion is merely one aspect of 
that relationship10. There is no such thing as a social contract according to 
this position. Where there is no explicit agreement to pay taxes there also 
is no duty. All taxation necessarily involves the taking of property by force 
or the threat of force, without the owner’s permission. Thus, it meets the 
definition of theft. Stated as an equation, “Taxation = Theft”. A corollary 
equation is that “Fair Share = 0”.  

View Three holds that tax evasion may be ethical under some 
circumstances and unethical under other circumstances. This view is the 
prevalent view, both in the literature and according to the results of some 
empirical studies. Some of the most frequently given reasons to justify tax 
evasion in the theoretical literature are in cases where the government 
engages in human rights abuses, where the tax system is perceived as 
being unfair, where the government is corrupt, where tax rates are too 
high, or where there is an inability to pay11. 

The empirical literature supports these theoretical findings. 
Although most of the empirical studies that have been done on the ethics 
of tax evasion have found that there is strong opposition to tax evasion in 
most case, opposition was generally found to be weaker in cases where the 
government in question engaged in human rights abuses or was corrupt, 
or where the tax system was perceived as being unfair, where tax rates 
were deemed to be too high, or where there was an inability to pay12. 

View Four holds that there is an affirmative duty or moral obligation 
to evade taxes. This argument has been supported by several different 
arguments or theories13. For example, if the regime is oppressive or 
tyrannical, there is a duty not to feed the beast with tax funds, which 
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would make it possible for the evil regime to perpetrate more evil.  
Another argument that has been put forth to support the view that 

there is an affirmative moral duty to evade taxes is based on utilitarian 
ethics14. Since governments are inherently less efficient than the private 
sector, paying taxes to the government results in transferring assets from 
the more efficient private sector to the less efficient government sector. 
One can increase a society’s total utility by keeping assets in the more 
efficient private sector. One way to do that is by not paying taxes. 

A third argument to support the moral duty to evade taxes is based 
on the theory of justice. If one defines a just society as a society where 
injustice is absent15, and if taxation is considered to constitute an injustice, 
then evading taxes results in a more just society because the result is a 
society with less injustice16.  

The question then arises as to when taxation should be considered 
unjust. If theft is defined as the involuntary transfer of property and if 
taxation consists of transferring property without the owner’s consent, 
then taxation can be viewed as theft. One might protest that, in a 
democracy, taxation has the consent of the people, but such is not always 
the case. Just because someone is taxed does not mean that it is with that 
person’s consent. In a democracy, the wishes of the 51 percent can be 
crammed down the throats of the 49 percent minority. 

Another point that can be raised is that certain taxpayers might not 
approve of the way some of their tax money is spent. For example, if some 
government provides funds to pay for abortions, some taxpayers would 
feel justified in not paying taxes because they oppose abortion. Some of 
them might even argue that there is a moral duty not to pay taxes to a 
government that provides abortion services.  

Literature Review 

There is a long and rich history of tax avoidance and evasion. Most 
studies on tax evasion look at the issue from a public finance or economics 
perspective, although ethical issues may be mentioned briefly, in passing. 
Even fewer studies have looked at tax evasion from a religious 
perspective17. The most comprehensive twentieth century work on the 
ethics of tax evasion was a doctoral thesis written by Martin Crowe18, 
titled “The Moral Obligation of Paying Just Taxes”. This thesis reviewed 
the theological and philosophical debate that had been going on, mostly 
within the Catholic Church, over the previous 500 years. Some of the 
debate took place in the Latin language. Crowe introduced this debate to 
an English language readership. A more recent doctoral dissertation on 
the topic was written by Torgler19, who discussed tax evasion from the 
perspective of public finance but also touched on some psychological and 
philosophical aspects of the issue. Alfonso Morales20 examined the views of 
Mexican immigrant street vendors and found that their loyalty to their 
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families exceeded their loyalty to the government. 
A number of articles have been written from various religious 

perspectives. Cohn21 and Tamari22 discuss the Jewish literature on tax 
evasion and on ethics in general. Much of this literature is in Hebrew or a 
language other than English. McGee23 commented on these two articles 
from a secular perspective. Another study, which used the same 
methodology as the present study, solicited the views of Orthodox Jews24. 
That study found that Orthodox Jews were generally opposed to tax 
evasion, but some arguments were more persuasive than others. 

A few articles have been written on the ethics of tax evasion from 
various Christian viewpoints. Gronbacher25 addresses the issue from the 
perspectives of Catholic social thought and classical liberalism. 
Schansberg26 looks at the Biblical literature for guidance. Pennock27 
discusses just war theory in connection with the moral obligation to pay 
just taxes, and not to pay unjust or immoral taxes. Smith and Kimball 
provide a Mormon perspective28. McGee commented on the various 
Christian views from a secular perspective29. The Christian Bible discusses 
tax evasion and the duty of the citizenry to support the government in 
several places. Schansberg30 and McGee31 discuss the biblical literature on 
this point. When Jesus is asked whether people should pay taxes to Caesar, 
Jesus replied that we should give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and 
give God the things that are God’s32. But Jesus did not elaborate on the 
point. He did not say what we are obligated to give to the government or 
whether that obligation has limits. 

There are passages in the Bible that may be interpreted to take an 
absolutist position. For example, Romans 13, 1–2 is read by some to 
support the Divine Right of Kings, which basically holds that whoever is in 
charge of government is there with God’s approval and anyone who 
disputes that fact or who fails to obey is subject to damnation. It is a sin 
against God to break any law. Thus, according to this viewpoint, Mao, 
Stalin, and Hitler must all be obeyed, even though they were the three 
biggest monsters of the twentieth century, because they are there with 
God’s approval. 

A few other religious views are also addressed in the literature. 
Murtuza and Ghazanfar33 discuss the ethics of tax evasion from the Muslim 
perspective. McGee comments on their article and also discusses the 
ethics of tax evasion under Islam citing Islamic business ethics literature34. 
DeMoville discusses the Baha’i perspective and cites the relevant 
literature to buttress his arguments35. McGee commented on the 
DeMoville article. McGee discusses these articles in a book from a 
philosophical perspective36.  

If one were to summarize the views of the various religious groups in 
a few words, one could say that Jews and Baha’is are strongly opposed to 
tax evasion, whereas other Christians, including Catholics, and also 
Muslims take a more flexible approach. Jews, Muslims, and Baha’is all take 
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the position that one must obey the laws in the country in which one lives. 
The Jewish literature also says that one must never do anything to place 
another Jew in a bad light. If a Jew were found guilty of tax evasion, it 
would place shame on the entire Jewish community. Thus, Jews should not 
engage in tax evasion. The Christian literature37 would consider tax 
evasion to be ethical where the tax system is perceived as unfair, where 
the government is corrupt or where the tax collector is engaged in an 
unjust war. According to the Muslim business ethics literature, Muslims 
believe that there is no duty to pay any tax that results in prices being 
raised, such as sales taxes, value added taxes, or tariffs. This literature also 
indicates that there is no duty to pay a tax that is based on income38. 
However, a conversation one of the present authors had with a Muslim 
scholar found that not all Muslims take this position. That scholar said 
that the literature cited in those Islamic business ethics books is a 
complete misreading of the Quran and that God commands Muslims to pay 
taxes. However, this absolute duty to pay taxes exists only in cases where 
the government follows Sharia law. In other cases, the moral duty to pay 
taxes is less than absolute. Thus, there is apparently room for discussion 
on the Muslim view39. 

No theoretical or empirical studies could be found that address the 
issue of tax evasion under Buddhism and Hinduism, which are the major 
religions in Asia. Thus, there was a need to examine the views of Buddhists 
and Hindu on this issue. 
 

Methodology and data 

The sample 
For the purpose of this paper, data were derived from the most 

recent wave of the World Values Surveys (WVS), conducted in the period 
of 2010-2014. The survey was administered to facilitate cross-national and 
religious comparison of basic values in a wide range of concerns and 
carried out through face-to-face interviews. The wording of the questions, 
answers, and sequencing were identical in all local languages40. The last 
version of the survey is referred to as Wave 6, which collected data from 
57 countries with more than 85.000 respondents41. This study was focused 
on only six different religions: Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, the Bahai 
faith, Hinduism, and Judaism. This resulted in a substantial reduction of 
the sample size to 52.251 observations. Both dependent and independent 
variables for the analysis are constructed based on the relevant WVS 
questions.  

 
The dependent variable 
In this study, one dependent variable was examined. The dependent 

variable of attitudes toward tax evasion was measured by the item 
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“Cheating on taxes if you have a chance”. A 10-point Likert Scale was used, 
where 1 = never justifiable and 10 = always justifiable. For logistic 
regression analysis the 10-point scale responses converted into 
dichotomous variables with 1 being “never justifiable” and 0 otherwise. 
This seemed more appropriate for two reasons. First, the distributions of 
the answers of dependent variable show that more than half the sample 
clearly stated that evasion of taxes was never justified (except Bahai), 
while the others are scattered over the rest of the categories. Second, it is 
preferred to have the dependent dummy variable stand for the 
denouncement of tax evasion behavior in order to interpret the 
coefficients of the independent variables. 

A limitation was that the one dependent variable was used in terms 
of a single item of a global attitude towards tax evasion. Although the 
single global item has its limitation in gauging attitudes toward tax 
evasion, it was reported to be fairly stable over time, and they were also 
highly correlated with more specific attitudes42. 

 
The independent variables  
In order to determine how religions affect attitudes toward the ethics 

of tax evasion, there are several variables included as control variables in 
the analysis. These variables, accordingly, were classified into four groups: 
socioeconomic variables, social bond variables, attitudinal variables, and 
religiosity variables.  

 
Socioeconomic variables: Six variables were included in the analysis. 

Age was measured as a respondents’ reported age in the year of the 
survey. Gender was a binary variable where male = 0 and female = 1. 
Education level was assessed with the available data in the survey as an 
ordinal variable, where No formal education = 1 and University-level 
education with a degree = 9. Social class was assessed with a single item 
(reverse coded): “People sometimes describe themselves as belonging to 
one of the range of responses used to lower class = 1 to upper class = 5.” 
Literate situation was a binary variable where illiterate = 0 and literate = 1. 
Scale of income was assessed with subjective judgment about the 
respondent’s own relative standing where lowest group = 1 and highest 
group for the socioeconomic status = 10. 

 
Social bond variables: Three social bond variables were included in the 

analysis. Marriage was a dummy variable where married, living together 
as married, and widowed =1; all other non-marital statuses = 0. 
Employment status was measured as a dichotomized variable where paid 
employment, retired/pensioned, housewife, and student = 1; unemployed 
= 0. Sector of employment was measured as a dichotomized variable where 
government or public institution =1 and private business or industry, 



Serkan Benk, Robert W McGee, Bahadır Yüzbaşı How Religions Affect Attitudes 

 

Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, vol. 14, issue 41 (Summer 2015)  209 
 

private non-profit organization, and other (autonomous/informal) sector 
= 0. 

 
Attitudinal variables: Five attitudinal variables were included in the 

analysis. Happiness was assessed with a single item (reverse coded): 
“Taking all things considered, would you say you are not at all happy = 1, 
not very happy = 2, quite happy = 3 and very happy = 4”. Political scale was 
measured by the item: “In political matters, people talk of "the left" and 
"the right." How would you place your views on this scale, generally 
speaking?” The range of responses used a 10-point Likert Scale where Left 
=1 and Right = 10. Government responsibility was assessed with by item: 
“How would you place your views on this scale? The range of responses 
used a 10-point Likert Scale where Government should take more 
responsibility to ensure that everyone is provided for = 1 and people 
should take more responsibility to provide for themselves = 10.” 
Importance of democracy was measured with a single item: “How 
important is it for you to live in a country that is governed 
democratically? The range of responses used a 10-point Likert Scale where 
not at all important = 1 and absolutely important = 10.” Confidence in 
government was assessed with a single item (reverse coded): “How much 
confidence do you have in government? Not at all = 1, Not very much = 2, 
Quite a lot = 3, and a great deal = 4.” 

 
Religiosity variables: Five religiosity variables were included in the 

analysis. Attendance at religious services was measured by item (reverse 
coded): “Apart from weddings and funerals, about how often do you 
attend religious services these days? Never, practically never = 1, less 
often = 2, once a year = 3, only on special holy days = 4, once a month = 5, 
once a week = 6, and more than once a week = 7. Religious person was 
measured as a dichotomized item: “Independently of whether you attend 
religious services or not, would you say you are? A religious person = 1 and 
not a religious person and an atheist = 0. Belief in God was assessed with a 
binary item: Yes = 1 and No = 0. God Importance was measured with by 
item: “How important is God in your life? The range of responses used a 
10-point Likert Scale where Not at all important = 1 to very important = 
10.” Praying was assessed with the item (reverse coded): “Apart from 
weddings and funerals, about how often do you pray? Never, practically 
never = 1, Less often = 2, once a year = 3, only on special holy days = 4, only 
when attending religious services = 5, several times each week = 6, Once a 
day = 7 and several times a day = 8.” 

Results 

Table 1 (see in Annex) reported the results of the descriptive analyses 
of all the variables in this study. The Christian sample consists of Anglican 
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(N= 1763), Armenian Apostolic Church (N= 1212), Assembly of God (N= 
1704), Baptist (N= 421),  Evangelical (N= 831), Jehovah witnesses (N= 54), 
Orthodox (N= 7140), Pentecostal (N= 79), Presbyterian (N= 111), Protestant 
(N= 5016), Roman Catholic (N= 12527), The Church of Sweden (N= 689), 
Dutch Reformed (N= 126), and Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (N= 
75). The Muslim sample consists of Shia (N= 51), Sunni (N= 3185) and 
Muslim (N=13879). The other religions are Buddhist (N= 2026), Bahai (N= 
583), Hindu (N= 4040) and Jew (N= 375). 

The mean score for justifiability of cheating on taxes was 0.71 in 
Buddhist, 0.68 in Hindu, 0.67 in Muslim, 0.64 in Jew, 0.61 in Christian, and 
0.40 in Bahai, respectively, where “never justifiable” = 1 and “justifiable” = 
0. Thus, it appears that, overall, Buddhists were most opposed to tax 
evasion and Baha’is are least opposed. This result is interesting; given the 
fact that the religious literature for the Baha’i religion is emphatic that tax 
evasion is never justified, with the sole exception being in cases where 
members of the Baha’i faith are persecuted43. Apparently, the members of 
the Baha’i faith have views that differ from that of their official religious 
literature. 

Model fitting via logistic regression is sensitive to the collinearity 
among the independent variables44. Tolerance (TOL) and variance inflation 
factor (VIF) are two important indexes for the multi-collinearity diagnosis. 
A TOL value smaller than 0.2 is an indicator of Multicollinearity between 
independent variables, and a TOL value smaller than 0.1 suggests serious 
Multicollinearity45 In this study, both indexes were calculated (Table 2 – 
see in Annex), and variables with VIF > 2 and TOL < 0.4 were excluded from 
the logistic analysis46 

After the multi-collinearity analysis and the exclusion of highly 
correlated independent variables such as Age, Education level, Attendance 
at Religious Services, God importance and praying, the sample datasets 
were then used to input to the logistic regression algorithm within the 
Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) . 

Table 3 (see in Annex) presented the results of logistic regression on 
attitudes towards tax evasion from six different religions. The first column 
presented the results of explanatory variables in predicting Christian 
respondents’ attitudes toward tax evasion. Twelve variables; age, gender, 
scale of income, happiness, political scale, government responsibility, 
importance of democracy, confidence in government, attendance at 
religious services, religious person, believe in God and God’s importance 
were significantly associated with the attitudes towards tax evasion. 
According to the socioeconomic variables, the elderly, females, and 
respondents who rated themselves as a lower social class tended to report 
stronger opposition to cheating on taxes. Moreover, none of the social 
bond variables were statistically significant. In addition, higher scores in 
happiness, importance of democracy and left side of political scale 
significantly increased respondents’ rejection of cheating on taxes, while 
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the lower scores in government responsibility and confidence in 
government increased respondents’ acceptance of cheating on taxes. 
Regarding the religiosity variables, higher scores in God’s importance 
tended to indicate stronger opposition to cheating on taxes, while the less 
religious people and respondents who rarely attend religious services 
were significantly less opposed to cheating on taxes. 

The second column presented the results of explanatory variables in 
predicting Muslim respondents’ attitudes toward tax evasion. Eleven 
variables; gender, scale of income, employment, sector of employment, 
political scale, government responsibility, importance of democracy, 
attendance at religious services, religious person, and God’s importance 
were significantly associated with the attitudes towards tax evasion. 
According to the socioeconomic variables, males and respondents who 
rated themselves in a lower social class tended to report stronger 
opposition to cheating on taxes. In addition, employed people and 
respondents who were employed in government or public intuitions were 
significantly associated with the attitudes towards tax cheating. The 
higher score of importance of democracy and left side of political scale 
were significantly more opposed to cheating on taxes, while the lower 
scores in government responsibility indicated less opposition to cheating 
on taxes. Regarding the religiosity variables, higher scores in God’s 
importance tended to report stronger opposition to cheating on taxes, 
while the less religious people and respondents who rarely attend 
religious services were significantly less opposed to cheating on taxes. 

The third column presented the results of explanatory variables in 
predicting Hindu respondents’ attitudes toward tax cheating. None of 
independent variables were significantly associated with the attitudes 
towards tax cheating. 

The fourth column presented the results of explanatory variables in 
predicting Bahai respondents’ attitudes toward tax cheating. Four 
variables; marital status, importance of democracy, God’s importance, and 
scale of income were significantly associated with the attitudes towards 
tax cheating. The married, higher scores in importance of democracy and 
God’s importance respondents’ tended to be more strongly opposed to 
cheating on taxes, while respondents who rated themselves in a lower 
social class tended to report more acceptance of cheating on taxes. 

The fifth column presented the results of explanatory variables in 
predicting Buddhist respondents’ attitudes toward tax cheating. Five 
variables; age, education level, scale of income, government responsibility 
and confidence of democracy were significantly associated with the 
attitudes towards tax cheating. The elderly, well-educated, and those who 
had strong support for democracy tended to be more strongly opposed to 
cheating on taxes, while lower scores in government responsibilities and 
respondents who rated themselves in a lower social class tended to report 
more acceptance of cheating on taxes. 
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The final column presented the results of explanatory variables in 
predicting Jewish respondents’ attitudes toward tax cheating. Only one 
variable, the importance of democracy was significantly associated with 
the attitudes towards tax cheating. Those who believed that democracy 
was important tended to be more strongly opposed to tax evasion, while 
none of the other variables were statistically significant. 

 
Conclusion 

The main conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that 
religion sometimes does make a difference. In general, members of the 
Baha’i faith are the least opposed to tax evasion, whereas Buddhists are 
most opposed, with the other religions falling somewhere in between. 
However, it cannot be said that there is little or no variation between or 
among the individual members of a religion.  

Several empirical studies have found that the various factions of the 
Christian religion have differing views on the ethics of tax evasion47. 
Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Mormons) 
tend to be significantly more opposed to tax evasion than are Catholics 
and other Christians, for example48. Baptists also tend to be more opposed 
to tax evasion than Catholics49. But Catholics in some countries tend to be 
more opposed to tax evasion than Catholics in other countries50. 

The conclusion to be drawn is that, although religion plays a role in 
determining attitude toward tax evasion, other variables are also at work. 
One might reasonably conclude that in cases where a person is very 
religious, religion plays a more important role in determining the attitude 
toward tax evasion than in cases where religion plays a relatively minor 
role in the person’s life. In secular societies, religion likely plays a lesser 
role in determining attitude toward tax evasion than is the case for 
religious societies.  

A comparison of variables in the different religions reveals that 
variables that are significant for some religions are not always significant 
for other religions. Several studies have found that women are 
significantly more opposed to tax evasion than are men51, while other 
studies have found that there is no significant difference52. Most studies 
that have examined the age variable have found that older people tend to 
be more opposed to tax evasion than younger people53. The findings in 
those studies are confirmed by the present study. 

There are several areas where further research would yield positive 
results. Comparisons of attitudes toward tax evasion between members of 
the same religion in different countries could be made to determine how 
significant a factor religion is compared to other factors. For example, 
Muslims who live in Western Europe, North America or Australia might 
have views that are significantly different from Muslims who live in the 
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Middle East. Buddhists who live in the west might have views that are 
significantly different from Buddhists who live in Asia. The various 
Christian sects might differ significantly in attitude toward tax evasion. 
Sunni Muslims might have views that are significantly different from Shia 
Muslims.  

The importance of other demographic variables could also be 
explored, as could geographic location. Once differences have been 
empirically identified, it would be interesting to conduct studies to 
determine the reasons for the differences. Psychological and sociological 
differences likely account for some of the differences, in addition to 
religion.  
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