Brown v. Commissioner, 51 T. C. 116, 1968 U. S. Tax Ct. LEXIS 42 (U. S. Tax
Court, October 22, 1968)

A joint tax return signed under duress does not constitute a valid joint return under
Section 6013 of the Internal Revenue Code, relieving the coerced signer of joint and
several liability.

Summary

In Brown v. Commissioner, the U. S. Tax Court ruled that Lola I. Brown was not
liable for tax deficiencies and penalties on joint returns filed by her and her
husband, E. Thurston Brown, for the years 1956-1959. The court found that Lola
signed the returns under duress, as her husband, who controlled all financial
matters and subjected her to physical abuse, forced her to sign without allowing her
to review them. The key issue was whether these returns were valid joint returns
under Section 6013, given the duress. The court held that they were not, as Lola’s
signatures were not voluntary, thus relieving her of joint and several liability for the
tax deficiencies and penalties.

Facts

Lola I. Brown and E. Thurston Brown were married in 1940 and filed joint tax
returns for the years 1956 through 1959. Thurston controlled all financial aspects of
their marriage, including tax filings, and subjected Lola to physical abuse and
intimidation. He forced Lola to sign the tax returns without allowing her to review
them, threatening violence if she refused. Lola had no income during these years,
and the returns understated Thurston’s income from commissions on state
contracts. After Thurston’s bankruptcy and subsequent divorce from Lola in 1968,
the IRS sought to hold Lola liable for the tax deficiencies and penalties on the joint
returns.

Procedural History

The IRS determined deficiencies and assessed penalties against both Lola and
Thurston for the tax years 1956-1959. After Thurston’s bankruptcy, the Tax Court
dismissed the case against him. Lola, representing herself, argued that her
signatures on the returns were procured under duress, rendering them invalid as
joint returns. The Tax Court heard the case and issued its decision on October 22,
1968.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the tax returns filed by E. Thurston Brown for the years 1956 through
1959 were valid joint returns under Section 6013 of the Internal Revenue Code,
given that Lola I. Brown’s signatures were obtained under duress.

Holding
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1. No, because Lola’s signatures were procured through duress, rendering the
returns invalid as joint returns under Section 6013, thus relieving Lola of joint and
several liability for the tax deficiencies and penalties.

Court’s Reasoning

The court applied the subjective standard of duress, focusing on whether the
pressure applied deprived Lola of her contractual volition. It cited precedent,
including Furnish v. Commissioner, which established that duress could result from
a long-continued course of mental intimidation, not just immediate physical threats.
The court found that Thurston’s domination and abuse constituted such a course,
and that Lola’s signatures were involuntary due to her fear and reluctance. The
court emphasized that Lola’s objections to signing the returns without review,
coupled with Thurston’s violent reactions, demonstrated her lack of free will. The
court concluded that the returns were not joint returns under Section 6013, as
Lola’s signatures were not voluntary, thus relieving her of liability. The court also
noted that the IRS had recourse against Thurston for the tax liabilities.

Practical Implications

This decision underscores the importance of voluntary consent in the filing of joint
tax returns. It provides a precedent for taxpayers who sign returns under duress to
challenge their liability. Practitioners should advise clients in abusive relationships
to document any coercion related to tax filings. The ruling may encourage the IRS to
consider the circumstances of signing in assessing joint liability. Subsequent cases,
such as Hazel Stanley, have cited Brown in similar duress claims. This case also
highlights the need for the IRS to pursue primary obligors before seeking relief from
potentially coerced signatories.
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