Kellems v. Commissioner, 58 T. C. 556 (1972)

Different tax rates for single and married filers do not violate constitutional rights if
there is a rational basis for the distinction.

Summary

In Kellems v. Commissioner, Vivien Kellems challenged the constitutionality of the
Internal Revenue Code’s tax rate structure that applied higher rates to single
individuals than to married couples filing jointly. The Tax Court upheld the
distinction, ruling that Congress had a rational basis for treating single and married
taxpayers differently. The court identified geographic equalization of tax burdens
and recognition of the financial burdens of marriage as valid reasons for the
distinction. Kellems’s claim for a tax refund was denied, as the court found no
violation of her constitutional rights under the Fifth, Ninth, Fourteenth, and
Sixteenth Amendments, or other specified constitutional provisions.

Facts

Vivien Kellems, a single person, filed her 1965 federal income tax return using the
rates applicable to single individuals as set forth in section 1(a)(2) of the Internal
Revenue Code. She later claimed a refund, asserting that the higher tax rates
applied to her income compared to those for married couples filing jointly were
unconstitutional. Kellems argued that the differential treatment violated her rights
under several amendments of the U. S. Constitution. The Commissioner of Internal
Revenue denied her claim, leading to the present case.

Procedural History

Kellems filed a petition with the United States Tax Court challenging the
Commissioner’s denial of her refund claim. Prior to the trial, Kellems conceded the
issues related to the deficiency notice. The case proceeded on the sole issue of the
constitutionality of the tax rate disparity between single and married filers.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the application of different tax rates to single individuals and married
couples filing jointly violates the Fifth Amendment’s due process clause.

2. Whether the same violates the Ninth Amendment’s protection of unenumerated
rights.

3. Whether the same violates the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause
as applied to the federal government through the Fifth Amendment.

4. Whether the same violates the Sixteenth Amendment’s authorization of income
taxes.

5. Whether the same violates Article I, Section 2, Clause 3, and Article I, Section 9,
Clause 4 of the U. S. Constitution.
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Holding

1. No, because Congress had a rational basis for distinguishing between single and
married filers, including geographic equalization and recognition of marital financial
burdens.

2. No, because the differential rates are rationally related to legitimate
governmental interests and do not constitute a penalty for remaining single.

3. No, because the rational basis test is satisfied, and the equal protection principles
applicable to the federal government were not violated.

4. No, because the tax rate disparity is a valid exercise of Congress’s power to
impose income taxes.

5. No, because the tax rates are within Congress’s constitutional authority and do
not require apportionment among the states.

Court’s Reasoning

The court applied the rational basis test to evaluate the constitutionality of the tax
rate distinctions, as established by the Supreme Court in cases like United States v.
Maryland Savings-Share Ins. Corp. The court found that Congress’s intent to achieve
geographic equalization of tax burdens between community and non-community
property states, as well as to recognize the financial burdens associated with
marriage, provided a rational basis for the distinction. The court rejected Kellems’s
argument that the disparity constituted a penalty for being single, noting that no
evidence suggested Congress intended to penalize single individuals. The court also
distinguished the case from Hoeper v. Tax Commission, where the issue was the
attribution of one spouse’s income to another, not the application of different rates
to income earned by the taxpayer.

Practical Implications

This decision reinforces the broad discretion Congress has in establishing tax rate
structures, as long as there is a rational basis for any distinctions made.
Practitioners should be aware that challenges to tax rate disparities based on
marital status are unlikely to succeed unless they can demonstrate a lack of rational
basis. The ruling also underscores the importance of legislative history in tax cases,
as it was critical in identifying Congress’s rationales for the income-splitting
provision. Subsequent cases have continued to apply the rational basis test to tax
classifications, and this decision has been cited in discussions of the constitutionality
of tax provisions. For taxpayers, the decision means that the tax benefits of
marriage, such as income splitting, will continue to be upheld as constitutional,
affecting financial planning and tax strategies.
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