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AN ACCOUNT OF THE MOVEMENT FOR LAND VALUE
TAXATION IN SOUTH AMERICA —By Dr Felix Vitale

I eMIGRATED from Italy to Rio de la Plata, called the
promised land, in the fall of 1889 ; but I forget now
why it was that I landed at Montevideo instead of at
Buenos Aires.

On my arrival I found a terrible industrial depression,
or crisis, which was clearly the result of recent land
speculation, but which was attributed to many secondary
causes and not to the fundamental one.

In a decade I witnessed three insurrections, pompously
described in South America as revolutions, but which
were nothing more than periodical fights for power
between two groups which dignified themselves by the
title of * Parties.” Their only aim and ideal was the
partition of the spoils of public office. No other
problem was at issue. I am sorry to say that to-day
there is little improvement.

At the beginning of 1900 I had to go to New York
on business. There I met a Porto Rico man, Antonio
Molino, a friend of Henry George, and the Spanish
editor of the Scientific American. He was born in
Porto Rico, and educated in New York. While he
helped me in my work, his hobby was to convert me
to the doctrines of his friend, and he succeeded. After
three years of unsuccessful attempt to bring to a
conclusion the business on which I was engaged, I
returned to Montevideo, where with a full enthusiasm
I began my preaching, believing with the ingenuousness
of a neophyte that the truth would be easily understood
and accepted in a country where the relation between
man and land is more evidently perceived than in any
old civilization -where man forgets that he is a land
animal. Mine was the fallacious illusion of the visionary
who believes and hopes for a better world in a short
time.

Buried in the deepest oblivion lay the memory of
Rivadavia, first president of the Argentine Republic,
and of his faithful and great interpreter, the Uruguayan
statesman, Andrés Lamas. One of my first converts
found in a private library the little book written by
Andrés Lamas and published in 1881, La Obra
Economica de Rivadavia (The Economic Work of
Rivadavia). The genius of Rivadavia as a statesman was
simply wonderful. He had to devise everything in a
republic which had just turned out the Spaniards,
its conquerors, and was born out of the turmoil of wars
of independence. It may be that his visits to France
and England had made him acquainted with the work
of the Physiocrats or the discussions about taxation in
the English Parliament between Walpole and Sir William
Wyndham.

Since his first days in public life, Bernardino Rivadavia
had made up his mind on the agrarian question. In a
decree dated 1st (? 4th) September, 1812, providing for
a survey of the lands comprised in the Province of
Buenos Aires, he declared “that the object of this
proposal was to distribute proportionately to the
citizens of the country building sites and arable land
under a political system which would ensure the estab-
lishment of population and the happiness of the many
families, victims of the cupidity of the powerful, who
are living in poverty and oppression which is shocking
to reason and prejudicial to the true interests of the
state.” Nothing came of this at the time, for Rivadavia
went out of office.

On 18th May, 1826, Rivadavia submitted to Congress
a law dealing with the public lands, which at that time
were most extensive. The first section provided that
public lands (the sale or transfer of which had been
prohibited by an earlier decree of Rivadavia) should in

future be granted in emphyteusis for a term of not less
than 20 years, reckoning from Ist January, 1827.
Emphyteusis is a system of land tenure in which the use
or usufruct of the land is transferred to the holder for
a long period, but not the whole right of property.
The other sections of this law provided for a rent to be
paid to the state in accordance with a valuation to be
made by a jury, and for the rent to be revised in the
same manner at intervals of ten years.

Describing his proposals, Rivadavia said in an
explanatory report to Mr Woodbine Parish that “if the
State offers to sell the lands which are public property,
it will besides transferring them at a price which will
be more than doubled in four to six years, put in the
hands of a few dozen speculators the fortune of every
foreigner, poor or rich, who would emigrate in order
to employ himself in any branch of agriculture.”

This law remained in existence for only three years
from 1826 to 1829. Rivadavia was exiled and his law
was abrogated and the recollection of it sank into
oblivion. Corrupted and stupid governments squan-
dered the land by selling it at two or three thousand
pesos per league, instead of renting it in accordance
with the far-sighted plan of Rivadavia. Rosas, the
dictator who succeeded him, by one decree alone placed
1,500 leagues of land on sale, and by a law of 1839 he
gave at a nominal price six leagues to his generals, five
to his colonels, four to his lieutenant-colonels, two to
majors, one to captains, to officers below that rank
three-quarters, and to non-commissioned officers and
men one-quarter.

Forty years ago the incubus from which these
republics suffered was the continuity of civil wars. My
first statements about private property in land fell like
a bombshell. Rivadavia and his interpreter, Andrés
Lamas, were hardly remembered except for the records
in the libraries of a few erudite lawyers.

A daily journal instituted a competition for the best
diagnosis and remedy for the troubles of the country,
offering three prizes. My pamphlet got the third prize.
The first two were awarded to two literary men. Their
works were written in nice language and attempted to
show that wars are due to political ambition and the
ease with which peasants who are lazy and indolent
and warlike by nature can be enlisted for such fights.
No economic or land question was touched on by them.
About a thousand copies of my pamphlet were dis-
tributed, either sold or given away.

My first convert was the distinguished Uruguayan
statesman, Dr Manuel Herrera y Reissig, who subse-
quently published a valuable book entitled EI Impuesto
Territorial (Land Taxation) ; and we were greatly
helped by a business man from New Zealand, Mr C. N.
Macintosh, a thorough single taxer with wide knowledge
of all the financial and business details which crop up in
discussing the entanglements of official political economy.
I do not know how the doctrine was spread in Buenos
Aires, but I think it was due to this co-worker, who was
very influential and in contact with business men in
his own affairs.

Oneof the recent Presidents of the Argentine Republic,
Dr Roque Saenz Pefia, originator of the law for universal
suffrage, speaking in 1912, at the opening of the fifty-
ﬁrst.Assembly of the National Congress, said :* “I
consider it necessary to levy a tax which some nations
have adopted with success and the lack of which does
not indicate the distributive justice which should prevail
amongst us ; I refer to the tax on the value of property
which does not arise from private effort or work but
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from the collective effort. All necessities of life and all
industries, as well as the labour of man that gives him
but a small return are taxed but not the enrichment
which is obtained without personal effort but by the
action of the community. A compensation is needed
for such a glaring privilege. . . . I think that a deside-
ratum of a good administration is simplification of our
tax system till we reach the establishment of one single
tax imposed upon land which is the tree upon which
grows all wealth, and so we will leave free the branches
of all industries from a pruning by the state which makes
the trunk bleed twice over.”

We are still in the beginnings, but new ideas about
property in land are coming to prevail. * Property in
land,” said the Minister of Agriculture, * must have its
limits. It will be recognized so long as it does no harm to
the progress of our country population, but it must help
the object of colonization.” There is nothing practical
in this, but it is the first step, a weak step, but nevertheless
a step in a country dominated by landed gentry. About
forty-five schemes of colonization have been presented
to Parliament. Not one of them is practicable ; the
expense of carrying them out makes each one impossible.
The socialists are united with a group who call them-
selves radicals. They have many seats in the upper and
lower house. They propose and help the passage of
small reforms which, like the lump of sugar, satisfy
some working men, but leave intact all the vested
interests, nay, make them stronger. They do not inter-
fere with taxation. The following table will show how
little the value of land contributes to the expenditure of
the nation.

$

Customs and port dues 300,000,000
Inland revenue 170,014,000
Land tax ... 29,000,000
Income tax ... 101,485,000
Sales tax 31,020,000
Stamp duties... 62,500,000
Licences 2,100,000
Petroleum and mineral royalties ... 4,000,000
Inheritance tax 116,500,000
Post and telegraphs 41,000,000
Lottery 17,000,000
Exchange profits 24,000,000
" Miscellaneous revenues ... 24,100,000
$922,719,000

This represents only the national revenue. Each
province and municipality raises revenue by heavy
taxation of small industries and staple commodities.

I have not at my disposal complete statistics to illus-
trate the distribution of land, but some illustrations will
give a picture of the situation. Very near my house
one gentleman owns an estate 22 miles in extent. Four
families own between them more than 4,500 square
miles of land in the province of Buenos Aires. In the
same province there are 1,031 landowners with more
than 12,500 acres each. These and the four previously
mentioned are proprietors of more than one-third of the
entire province.

There is a great fuss about latifundia (great estates),
for people realize that they need land and that it is not
possible to gain access to it. Thus the sacred right of
property presents itself to the human mind in these
countries where everybody knows that the ownership is
due to violence and robbery through political tricks and
corruption.

In the province of Cdrdoba, the governor, Dr R. J.
Carcano, a courageous man defied the press and applied
a tax to the big estates, and managed it with wise
judgment. The legislature of Cdrdoba raised the taxes
on large areas of land and reduced the taxes on small

industries, the excise, etc., so that to some extent the
working man finds work easier to get and the cost of
living cheaper. It is not, of course, the whole of our
ideal. The federal taxes prevent a complete improvement
in the system. The largest item of this is the customs
duties, which are taken for granted as a necessary source
of revenue.

Undoubtedly our cause seems to advance slowly, and
that makes us impatient ; but no reform involving a
complete revolution in an old system can go quickly.
To understand the problem of free land and free trade
the human mind must be guided by a deep democratic
feeling. That there has been some step forward in the
Argentine is shown by the outcry against big land-
owners, by the idea that property in land must be limited
in the interests of progress, by recognition of the needs
of the agricultural labourers wandering from one
province to another in search of work, and by the idea
that land is not a kind of wealth which should be
inherited in large amounts. Politics are so corrupt,
that business, land and public offices are divided like
the garments of Christ.

In Uruguay in 1914 we had high hopes. A Bill was
presented by the Exchequer, increasing the tax on land
values and exempting improvements, It excited some
enthusiasm, but not enough. Later on a party led by a
demagogue took the matter up again, and in 1930 a
daily paper published my proposals, omitting to mention
that they were mine. But such people have no exact
idea of the day to day evils of private property in land,
and are unable to draw the distinction between con-
fiscation and compensation.

In the Argentine Republic the population is generally
more conservative and reactionary than in Uruguay.
But I hope that an appeal to patriotism and the memory
of Rivadavia, to whom the people have dedicated a
monument, will help to change people’s minds. Land-
lords have tradition and money. We have neither.
I am looking to the English-speaking peoples. The
great revolution against private property in land was
born among them; it will ripen there; we will
copy it.

(Note.—The foregoing paper was prepared for presentation to
the International Conference celebrating the Centenary of Henry
George, but by some misfortune did not arrive in time. We are
glad to have the opportunity of putting it on record. The author
is one of the most distinguished of the South American advocates
of the philosophy of Henry George. Under the pseudonym of
Bios he made the first translation into Spanish of The Condition
of Labour, and was the author among numerous other publications
of a book entitled Pobreza y Descontento (Poverty and Discontent)
issued in Spain under the nom de plume of Zoydes. This has
been considered one of the best popular presentations of Henry
George’s thought, and was responsible for interesting Senor
Baldomero Argente, who has by his writings and in other ways
rendered such remarkable service to the movement in Spain.)

The death occurred on 18th January of Dr Walter
Mendelson in his eighty-second year. He was a
distinguished physician who had his practice in New
York City till eighteen years ago when he retired,
returning to live in Philadelphia, which was his birth-
place. The name of Dr Mendelson is endeared to all
the followers of Henry George, whose friend and
adviser he was, and he took a prominent part in his
campaigns. But when Henry George stood for election
as Mayor of New York in 1897, it was against the
advice of Dr Mendelson, who had warned him in a
letter that he was unable to stand the strain. One of
the doctor’s sisters was Mrs August Lewis, wife of the
August Lewis who was also one of the closest and
most helpful of Henry George’s associates. Mrs Anna
George de Mille at the request of the family attended
and spoke at the funeral services.




