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Mr. Atkinson on the Single Tax 

 

To the Editor of the Transcript: 

By H.J. Chase (Cambridge) 18 April 

 

In reply to Mr. Atkinson's letter in the Transcript of April 15, permit me to call 

attention to the following facts: 

 

According to a recent report of the assessors. three-fourths of the land of Boston is 

not in use. Much of this vacant land could and would be utilized very speedily for 

business and residential purposes, did not the price of the privilege of access stand in 

the way. This land already pays some tax, and Mr. Atkinson will have to admit that 

this particular tax is not “distributed" to any great extent. The owners must expect, 

or at least hope, to recover it from future purchasers, or otherwise they would not 

continue to pay it. So long as the average annual increase in value equals the tax, the 

interest on the tax and the interest on the purchase money, the investment is not a 

losing one, and the owner can aoiTrd to hold the land idle, even if he has to hire the 

money with which to pay the taxes. 

 

In this State, and. so far as I know, in all the States, the law requires assessors to 

value all taxable property at its fair cash value. So far as personalty is concerned, it is 

an utter impossibility for the assessors to comply. I dot not think I need to take up 

any space in demonstrating: this statement: everybody who knows anything at all 

about the subject of taxation knows that it is the truth. Nor do I think that very many 

of the readers of this paper need to be informed that the valuation of  improvements 

on and in the land is, and of necessity must be, very largely guesswork, so far as the 

assessors are concerned. In other words, that “fundamental principle," as Mr. 

Thomas Hills styles it, of our tax laws, namely, that every man shall be levied upon in 

proportion to his estate, is a principle that never was and never will be applied, the 

simple reason being that the application is beyond human power. 

 

But, so far as land is concerned, the assessors could make reasonable compliance 

with the law. Neither Mr. Atkinson nor any other intelligent man ought to be 

ignorant of the fact that they do not, but I do not apprehend that he or anybody else 

will dispute that they could, especially if that were the only kind of property they had 



to deal with. Now, suppose they did value all land at or approximately near its 

present fair market value. In multitudes of cases the enhanced expense of holding 

land out of use would more than offset the annual increase. Multitudes of owners, 

rather than incur a material loss, would improve their land, sell it or else throw up 

the title. Whichever of these courses they pursued, the obvious result would be to 

bring the land into competition with the land already in use and consequently to 

lower the price of all land to such an extent as to necessitate very speedily a 

revaluation by the assessors. 

 

Now, I am under the impression that practically all who do business in Boston and a 

large majority of those who live there, occupy hired premises. Are they going to be 

injured by having to pay less rent than formerly, or by being enabled to get a better 

location for the same rent? If they choose to remain where they are and to spend in 

other directions the money that used to go for rent, is general business going to be 

injured to any great extent? Will not general business be stimulated by that money 

just as much as if it had been passed over to rent appropriators first and then 

expended by them? For my life I cannot see who would be any worse off under the 

new condition of things except those who enjoy the special privilege of levying upon 

production without contributing thereto. I shall have to admit that they would not be 

able be make so heavy a draft as at present, but that, means that the producer 

would retain a larger share, a larger share of an increased production, too. But I 

understand Mr. Atkinson’s solicitude to be with regard to the poor man. Well, let us 

consider his case more especially. 

 

Even under the degree of single tax not only permitted, but required by the present 

law. I would not advise him to invest any great amount in the purchase of land. Land 

would be cheaper than it is now. but I am inclined to think that the results of the 

increase of taxation already made upon it would be so favorable that the people 

would be liable to vote a still further increase, and the price of land would take 

another tumble. I would advise the poor man, therefore, to remain a tenant and 

submit with the best grace he could to another reduction of rent. 

 

It would be pretty "tough," I know, but by the time of the third or fourth repetition 

he would have become used to it. Now, let us suppose that the increase of taxation 

be continued to a point which, as a matter of fact, is not liable to be reached—the 

point at which the levy equals the rental value of the land. By that time, what will 



have become of the capitalized or selling value? It would have pone where the 

woodbine twineth. No possible "distribution" of the taxation can prevent the 

warning and ultimate vanishing of that capitalized value. Nobody is going to give his 

good money for the mere privilege of collecting rent and passing it over to a 

Government official. He will kindly permit the Government to do its own collecting 

first. The rent long ago will have been reduced to its normal proportions—that is, it 

will have become mere economic rent. Will its aggregate amount in Boston to four 

per cent of the present assessed value of the land? Well, Really, I don’t know, and I 

don’t mind informing the reader, in strict confidence, of course, that I don't care. I 

am concerned just now for the poor man. I am sorry for him, but all he can do now 

will be to get a single tax title to a piece of land. He will be denied his present proud 

privilege of an American citizen of working like hades to scrape together a few 

hundred or a few thousand dollars with which to buy a piece outright. His 

prerogative will be limited to struggling to pay for the privilege of the exclusive 

possession of a piece no more than what the privilege is actually worth! To be sure, 

he will be liable to have more money with which to make improvements. But will it 

be safe to make any upon land to which he holds only a single tax title? Well. I think 

it will be, provided they are such improvements as are necessary for the proper 

utilization of whatever advantages the location possesses. Yes, I am inclined to think 

it will be perfectly safe. I am inclined to think that Mr. Atkinson's solicitude on the 

poor man's account is entirely needless. Of course, mistakes are going to be made, 

even under the single tax, but I am under the impression that they are made 

sometimes under the present system, indeed, I have a dim recollection to the effect 

that a considerable number of such mistakes as Mr. Atkinson fears were made in this 

country by men who, in the years between the close of the civil war and the panic of 

1873, bought and partly paid for land for home sites and other purposes and then 

had the fun of an unsuccessful wrestle with a depreciation that ate up every dollar of 

the original investment and every additional dollar thrown in to save the original 

investment. Maybe some of the readers of the Transcript have reason to remember 

those times. They followed the adoption of the gold standard, of which Mr. Atkinson 

Is such an ardent admirer. 

 

I want to say, in closing, that every single taxer is willing to abide by the test that 

could be applied by merely enforcing the present law of valuation in the only respect 

in which it can be enforced, if the increase in taxation consequent upon rating all 

land at its present fair cash value did not justify itself, Mr. Atkinson can rest assured 



that the single tax would soon be where he informed me that he fancied it was five 

or six years ago — in articulo mortis. Notwithstanding the general movement among 

single taxers for the adoption of local option in taxation, I am of the opinion that the 

measure of single tax which could be put in operation without any new legislation 

and without altering a line or a word of any existing statute would demonstrate 

more clearly the soundness or unsoundness of the proposition than isolated 

experiments like that at Hyattsvllle, Md. That experiment, however, did bring out 

one fact— namely, that, notwithstanding Mr. Atkinson's opinion to the contrary, 

single taxers can frame a law for putting the sing 


