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A Criticism of the Single Tax Criticised. 

 

F. A. BURLEIGH. 

 

THE Texas World, published at Houston, Texas, has for some months opened its 

columns for the discussion of the single tax. 

 

This reform, instead of dying out as has been so confidently predicted by those who 

were indifferent or opposed to it, is fast becoming a subject of discussion in 

newspapers and magazines that keep abreast of the times. When people begin to 

ask questions we may feel sure that they are thinking. Indifference is infinitely more 

discouraging than opposition, and now, as always, those who are not for a reform, 

are against it. Indifference means stagnation, and stagnation means death. Only by 

continual discussion, continual agitation can the right or wrong of any proposed 

change be made clear. Therefore, in spite of imperialism, in spite of the indifference 

of the masses and their ignorance, as well on the questions of taxation, 

transportation, money, monopoly, etc., we may take heart from the fact that these 

questions are discussed in most of our prominent periodicals. 

 

One of the inquiring correspondents of the Texas World has raised so many 

questions as to the ethics and practicability of the single tax that they may serve as a 

text for more than an ordinary letter, and as his questions are those which are asked 

by many others it may not be out of place to answer them in the Journal. 

 

He begins by asking: "Do the single taxers propose to collect the rents and keep them 

in lieu of taxes, or do they intend to return part of the rents to the landlord?" Single 

taxers do "propose to collect" ground rent and "keep it in lieu of taxes," because 

ground rent belongs of right to the whole people, not to a few landlords. To "return 

part of it to the landlord" would imply that the landlords have a right to it. If they 

have a right to any they have a right to all; but as land is not a product of labor it is 

not ownable. 

 



"And where a man lives on his own land, do they want to tax him to the amount of 

the rent that he could get for his place? And how much would these reformers give 

back, if anything?" Under the single tax every man would "live on his own land" as 

long as he paid its annual value. But why should anything be "given back" when the 

holders of land pay only what the use of the land is worth at that time? Under our 

present system of taxing everything in sight and much that is out of sight, many 

people who have "friends at court" get rebates; and this is so common that it is no 

wonder a rebate is suggested in connection with the single tax, for it is very difficult 

for one who has lived under our present system and approved of it, to imagine a 

state of society in which there is absolutely.no internal revenue, tariff, mercantile, 

license or any tax on labor or the product of labor. His mind continually reverts to 

one or another of our present taxes. 

 

Our correspondent Bays: "The expenses of government have to be satisfied first, and 

as these expenses are increasing with giant strides, and as the rents would decrease 

correspondingly, the landowners would soon have nothing but their title deeds left 

them." 

 

It is very true that government expenses have rapidly increased lately, especially 

during the last year because of the war. But when the people are wise enough to 

believe in the right of all men, black and white, red and yellow, to life and the 

consequent right of all to the use of the earth, there will be no war. This war has 

been a war of conquest and could never have been if our nation had lived up to its 

principles as laid down in the Declaration of Independence. The expenses of this war 

will have to be paid by the workers who were already overtaxed. Governments, like 

individuals, should confine their expenses to their legitimate income. But under the 

single tax government expenses will be largely reduced, as there will be no need of 

the army of tax-gatherers we now have, as all taxes, save the one on land value, will 

be abolished. As long as there is private possession of land, and one piece of land 

will, with a given amount of labor, yield a larger product than another, just so long 

will rent persist. 

 

Our correspondent asks: "Shall a man move if his neighbor is willing to pay a higher 

rent (tax) for his house than he is paying so far? Shall the man who offers the highest 

rent for a house be placed in possession?" Houses are not land; they are labor 

products. The single tax will not tax houses. No one will pay more for a lot than its 



market value under the single tax any more than under our present system, for it is 

probable that our correspondent includes the lot on which the house stands. Houses 

being products of labor, belong to the producer. There will be no bidding for land as 

at an auction. Single taxers do not "plan a wholesale eviction" or "a new deal," as our 

friend seems to think. Those already in possession of land will still hold it under the 

single tax unless they cannot or will not pay the tax, in which case they will simply let 

it go to some one who will pay it. Land is worth a certain sum because it will produce 

that amount; and if it is worth that to one man it will be worth it to another, 

generally speaking. The excess of this productive power over what the same amount 

of labor will produce on land that can be had for nothing determines the rent, not 

one man's bidding. 

 

Our friend, in common with some others, is mistaken in saying that "the man who 

will pay a thousand dollars rent for the improved lot will not pay a dollar for the use 

of the bare ground. The improvements on the soil really give it its value; inasmuch as 

they furnish the opportunity to make a living thereon.   . . .   The raw land itself is fit 

only for wild beasts and Indians to live on." 

 

That such is not the case is not a belief, but a proven fact. Expensive buildings are put 

up on leased land in many, if not all, of our large cities. In New York City, the land on 

which the Grand Central Station stands, is owned by one company, the buildings by a 

second and the rolling stock by still other companies. In many instances the 

buildings, even though they may be fine ones, are a detriment, not a help, to selling 

the land, as the purchaser has to pay for tearing the buildings down. A few years ago, 

when a new territory in the West was opened for settlement, land sold for large 

sums within a few hours of its opening, before any buildings had been put up. In fact, 

numberless instances might be given, if it were necessary, to prove that our friend is 

in error. It is not the improvements that "furnish the opportunity to make a living," 

but the bare land. There is but one thing from which to produce wealth (labor 

products having utility), and that is the bare land. 

 

It seems necessary, owing to the continual misunderstanding of some who think they 

understand the "Henry George doctrine," to reiterate the statement that single 

taxers advocate neither common ownership nor "dividing up" the land. Our friend is 

one of those who think that the single tax means common ownership as is shown in 

the following sentence: "The Indians were the forerunners of Henry George, as they 



acknowledged no separate title or ownership in land, save perhaps in a vague line of 

the hunting grounds of their tribe, which it was dangerous to cross in the pursuit of 

game (happiness.)" 

 

As was said above, the paper titles are to remain the same under the single tax; 

private possessions will be guaranteed just as long as the holder continues to pay the 

annual value of the land he holds. No more and no less than that would be right or 

just. Ownership and title are two entirely different things. It is not only right, but 

necessary that any one using land should be guaranteed absolute possession, 

otherwise he would not put it to its best use. Not only is this possible without private 

ownership but ownership in what was put here for the use of all men is wrong. 

 

"Men must not lie supinely on their backs waiting for somebody to offer them work. 

They must be up and doing and be a hero in the strife.'" All of which is very true, but 

how can men be "up and doing" when the opportunities for work are closed with the 

sanction of our laws? We boast of our free country where there is a chance for every 

one, and yet we have four or five million men hunting for an opportunity to support 

themselves. We have acres of unused land all about us; land, which if used, would 

yield a good living; yet we allow a few men to "own" it, and tax them very lightly 

because the land is "unproductive." If it were taxed to its full rental value its "owner" 

would be obliged to use it in order to pay the tax, and the only way he could use it 

would be to employ labor. 

 

Our friend says truly: "It is not the province of government to give us agreeable 

employment, paying work and good victuals to eat, painted houses to live in, and 

provide for us generally. That should be our own lookout." Nevertheless it is the 

"province of government" to remove all restrictions to the production of wealth, to 

establish freedom in the production and exchange of wealth, so that one can earn 

for himself his "good victuals to eat and painted houses to live in." And as long as a 

government passes laws which restrict the production and exchange of wealth just 

so long is that government responsible for the miserable poverty and starvation all 

about us. 

 

Our correspondent then makes the following statement: "I reiterate that all men are 

not created equal, Thomas Jefferson and the Declaration of Independence to the 

contrary notwithstanding, and this proves it; if the whole world were divided out 



equally among all men today, does any man believe that the equilibrium would last 

for twenty-four hours? No, sir; by tomorrow some men would have more land than 

others and some would not have any." The last statement is very true, but does that 

fact prove that all men are not equally entitled to tho use of land? 

 

All men are not of equal size, have not the same color of hair or eyes, neither are 

they equally wise, but does it therefore follow that the tall or large men have a 

better right to the use of land than short or small ones? Have wise men a better right 

to live than ignorant? Men do not today get rich because they work hard or because 

they are wise, but because they have some special privilege. All we mean and all that 

the democratic Thomas Jefferson meant by saying that "all men are created equal" is 

that all are entitled to equal opportunities. 

 

There has never been a serious proposition, certainly among single taxers, to "divide 

up the land" although they are often accused of wanting to do that. It would not be 

possible even if it were just, for a redistribution would have to take place every day 

to give those who have just come into the world a share and to dispose of that left 

by men who have died. Furthermore, all land is not equally valuable, and he who 

received a lot in the heart of a large city would get much greater value than he 

whose lot was in the unpopulated country. To "divide up the land" then, is neither 

possible nor fair. 

 

We all come upon the earth by the same warrant, we are all children of the same 

God. The baby of the most ignorant savage has the same right to life as has the child 

of the richest monarch; his life is just as sacred. If our correspondent or anyone else 

wishes to deny this the burden is upon him to prove the opposite. He must also say 

who shall take the responsibility of deciding who has a right to life and who has not, 

or who has a better right than another. If, then, all are equally entitled to life have 

they not an equal right to a chance to support life? Herbert Spencer in his famous 

ninth chapter of "Social Statics " (early edition) says: "Given a race of human beings 

having like claims to pursue the objects of their desires — given a world adapted to 

the gratification of those desires — a world into which such beings are similarly born, 

and it unavoidably follows that they have equal rights to the use of this world. For if 

each of them 'has freedom to do all that he will provided he infringes not the equal 

freedom of any other,' then each of them is free to use the earth for the satisfaction 

of his wants, provided he allows all others the same liberty. And conversely, it is 



manifest that no one, or part of them, may use the earth in such a way as to prevent 

the rest from similarly using it, seeing that to do this is to assume greater freedom 

than the rest, and consequently break the law." 

 

In closing, our correspondent says: "Levy all taxes on land alone, and you destroy the 

value of real estate, and of course its rents also. All the rents in the United States 

would not pay one-tenth of the interest of the debts." But he asserts that if "the land 

with all improvements thereon should be exempt from taxation,  . . . houses and 

cities would spring up all over the country, rents would be cheap. This earth would 

be the laborers' paradise, wages would be five dollars a day for four hours' work, and 

pay-day twice a week. 

 

"Real estate" includes two things — land and improvements; and our friend in using 

the word "rents" probably means both ground rent and interest on the capital 

invested in improvements. In economics rent means simply wealth or service 

received in return for the use of land. Taxing land value by increasing the burden of 

holding it, practically increases the amount of land, for it throws on the market land 

which had before been held out of use for speculation; it was lightly taxed and 

therefore its holder could afford to keep it idle with a prospect of selling it at a large 

profit when the increase of population had increased its value. If, however, land 

should be exempt from taxation it would be held for speculation even more than it is 

today and instead of "houses and cities springing up all over the country " the 

opposite would be true. Exempting labor products from taxation increases their 

supply. Henry George says in "Progress and Poverty: "Taxation which lessens the 

reward for the producer, necessarily lessens the incentive to production; taxation 

which is conditional upon the act of production, or the use of any of the three factors 

of production, necessarily discourages production. Thus taxation which diminishes 

the earnings of the laborer or the returns of the capitalist tends to render the one 

less industrious and intelligent, the other less disposed to save and invest. Taxation 

which falls upon the processes of production interposes an artificial obstacle to the 

creation of wealth." 

 

The first effect of taxing land to its full rental value would undoubtedly be to lower 

rent, because large quantities of land now unused would be on the market and the 

rent line would be raised. After a time rent would probably again rise. But some land 

will always be more valuable than other land. Men will always give more for land in 



large centers than away from them, and, therefore, rent must always persist, for rent 

is the difference between what a given amount of labor will produce on two pieces 

of land, as was said above. Rent can no more be destroyed than can gravitation. But 

the single tax would destroy the selling price of land as that is simply the 

commutation of that part of the rent which remains in the hands of the landlord, and 

as under the single tax nothing would bo left to him there would be no selling value. 

 

Single taxers thoroughly agree with our correspondent that improvements should 

not be taxed but the land value tax is merely the payment for a privilege. A man 

wants absolute, guaranteed private possession of a piece of land, and it is perfectly 

right he should have it, provided he pays the rightful owners, the community, for the 

guarantee. It is a simple question of justice, of fair play as our friend will probably 

agree when he sees the question in its true light. 

 

Single taxers are looking forward to the time when "this earth will be a laborers' 

paradise," but no place for the idlers; when every one works for what he gets and 

gets what he works for. Then his wages will not necessarily be limited to "five dollars 

a day," but will be limited only by the workers' desire and ability to produce. Under 

the single tax no one who does not work will get rich, for all privilege will be 

destroyed. The single tax means simply fair play and no favor for all alike. 
 


