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The federal tax code is not neutral.' It is a policy document that reflects choices about who benefits from
government support, who bears the cost of public investment, and who is positioned to build and pass on wealth
across generations. For Black families, those choices have produced a consistent result: exclusion from the full
value of the credits meant to support working families at the income floor, from the provisions meant to build
enterprise wealth, and from the architecture that governs what one generation transfers to the next.

The Tax Code and Black Wealth is a policy brief series examining how the federal tax code
builds wealth for some and strips it from others, organized into sub-series that each take up a
different part of the code. This series examines those choices systematically. It treats the federal tax
code not as a technical instrument but as a distributive one, asking of each provision: who benefits,
who is left out, and what is the racial pattern for African Americans of that distribution. Across
very different areas of tax policy, the answer holds. The code builds wealth for some and erodes it
for others, and that distribution is not random.

A provision does not have to name race to produce racially patterned outcomes.? Eligibility thresholds, phase-in
structures, ownership requirements, and documentation rules each interact with existing racial disparitiesinincome,
wealth, employment, and family structure, and the resulting distributions are structural rather than coincidental.

The seriesis anchored in the Black Wealth Infrastructure framework,? which treats wealth not as a luxury but as
the economic foundation that makes family stability, educational investment, health security, business formation,
and intergenerational mobility possible. That foundation rests on layers: an income floor that provides basic
stability, asset-building pathways, and wealth-transfer protections, each discussed throughout this series. Within
this framework, the income floor, including credits such as the Earned Income Tax Credit, is not wealth itself
but the minimum stability that wealth-building requires. When the tax code denies Black families access to that
foundation, the effects compound across generations. This series names that denial, traces its mechanism, and
identifies the reforms that would begin to correct it.

Why This Series, and Why Now

Major tax legislation does not appear without warning; it is prepared for. The policy windows that produced the
Tax Reform Act of 1986, the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017, and H.R. 1 (the One Big Beautiful Bill Act of 2025)each
opened only after years of groundwork, research accumulation, argument sharpening, and evidentiary record-
building through testimony and publication. By the time a bill moves, the ideas that shape it have circulated for years.

We are in a preparatory phase now. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA), Public Law 119-21, was signed into
law on July 4, 2025, and its core provisions are now permanent. The next reform cycle, whether driven by a change
inadministration, anew reconciliation vehicle, or the expiration of temporary provisions, has not yet arrived, but
early groundwork is already underway. The question is not whether the next reform will happen; it is whether a
racial equity analysis will be ready when it does.

That question is sharpened by the calendar. The 2026 midterm elections will seat the 120th Congress in January
2027, and many of its members, both newly elected and returning, will face the next reform debate without a working
familiarity with the credits and provisions that shape economic security for Black families. This series is builtin part
tomeetthatneed. It draws on the record of the current 119th Congress as primary-source evidence, and it is designed
to educate the incoming 120th, and the staff who advise its members, before reform is on the table.
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Debates over a possible reconciliation 3.0 package and other end-of-year tax vehicles are one example of how
quickly major changes can move once a window opens, often before a racial equity analysis has been brought to
bear. The aim is preemptive: to put a clear, evidence-based racial equity analysis of how future tax reform will
affect African Americans. On the record ahead of the next reform window, rather than assembling it in reaction
once a bill is already moving.

Rather than reacting to each threat as it emerges, the upcoming briefs are meant to build the evidentiary record
and shape the analytical framework for the next reform cycle, so that tax policy’s effect on African Americans is
not an afterthought when the policy window opens. Three features of this moment make it the right one. The
permanence of the OBBBA’s core provisions locks in a distributional structure that will shape the racial wealth
divide for years, which means reform now requires affirmative legislative action, and the record supporting it must
exist before legislators are ready to act. Implementation is also live, with distributional data beginning to flow from
the IRS, the Joint Committee on Taxation, and independent analysts, so this series enters the conversation as the
evidence is being produced rather than after interpretations have hardened. And the congressional record itself
is live, documented in real time in the hearing transcripts, floor statements, and committee records this series
draws on to connect legislative intent to distributional outcome.

This series is written for policymakers, congressional staff, philanthropy, and the advocates shaping the tax and
fiscal reforms that will determine Black economic opportunity and wealth outcomes for years to come.

Analytical Framework

Every brief applies the same framework. It asks three questions of each provision under examination: Who is
included and who is excluded, and is that distribution racially patterned? What is the fiscal value of the benefit,
and how does that value affect African Americans? And what structural change would narrow or close the disparity
the analysis identifies?

This series does not treat racial disparities in tax outcomes as accidental. Facially race-neutral provisions
produce racially patterned results when they interact with existing disparities in income, wealth, employment,
business ownership, and family structure, disparities that are themselves the product of historical and ongoing
discrimination. Naming that mechanism and tracing it through specific statutory provisions is the analytical
contribution this series makes.

Sub-Series I: Refundable Tax Credits and Black Economic Security

Sub-Series [ examines refundable and partially refundable tax credits designed to support low-wage working families.

Each credit is refundable or partially refundable, meaning eligible families can receive it as a cash payment even
when their tax liability is zero. Each is also shaped by eligibility restrictions, including the rules governing who
qualifies as a dependent, what counts as a family, and what documentation is required, and those restrictions
interact with refundability to determine who actually receives a credit’s full value. Together, refundability and
eligibility rules are structured in ways that produce racially inequitable outcomes. This sub-series examines those
structural features, their consequences for Black families, and the reforms that would begin to correct them.

The first brief in this sub-series examines the Farned Income Tax Credit.

Endnotes

I Adewale A. Maye, “The Myth of Race-Neutral Policy,” Economic Policy Institute, June 15, 2022.
2 Beverly I. Moran and William Whitford, “A Black Critique of the Internal Revenue Code,” Wisconsin Law Review 1996, no. 4 (1996): 751-820.
3 LaToya B. Parker and Dedrick Asante-Muhammad, “Black Wealth Infrastructure as a Safety Net,” AFRO American Newspapers, September 10, 2025.

JOINT CENTER

FOR POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC STUDIES


https://jointcenter.org/the-earned-income-tax-credit-black-workers-and-the-case-for-reform-refundable-tax-credits-and-black-economic-security
https://www.epi.org/publication/the-myth-of-race-neutral-policy/
https://scholarship.law.vanderbilt.edu/faculty-publications/740/
https://afro.com/asset-building-programs-black-wealth/

