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THE PHYSIOCRATS. The First Single Taxers 	by David Do 

Part One 
The economic school known as the 

Physiocrats is generally considered to have 
been the first scientific school of econom-
ics. In the 18th century, when"physiocracy" 
developed as both an economics and a 
philosophy in France, Europe was going 
through great social and economicchanges. 
The old feudal order was giving way to an 
increasing consolidation of mercantilist 
practices and state power. The opening 
and expansion ofmarketsforforeign trade 
that began in the early 17th century was 
becoming more and more the privileged 
preserve of monopolistic Companies that 
maintained their power and control 
through political and economic pressure. 
To win favor with this increasinglywealthy 
and powerful mercantilist class, the royal 
courts of Europe were only too happy to 
issue royal grants of privilege (such as 
special exemptions from taxation), both to 
private individuals and to whole compa-
nies, as the interests of both parties were 
becoming more intertwined. 

At the same time, the burden of 
taxation fell increasingly on those least 
able to pay it - the land-based peasantry. 
The feudal mode of production was rap-
idly giving way to heavily administered 
monopolistic capitalism and the cor-
porate state. This in turn produced a 
corresponding change in ideology. The 
way in which the production of wealth 
was viewed changed as emphasis shifted 
from manufacture 
and land-based 
production to 
mercantile trade 
and commerce. 
As the abundant 
surplus created 
by such enter-
prise was becom-
ing evident, land 
and labor came to 
be considered as 
secondaxyfactors. 
It was this trend 
awnv e from seino -- 
land as the source of wealth - as well as the 
granting of special privileges - that the 
physiocrats wanted to turn back. They 
urged a greater emphasis on agriculture 
and tax reform and a lifting of restrictions 
on trade as a way to naturalize economic 
relations. 

In the mid- 18th century France was 
an empire that was both militarily and 
fiscally overstretched and the government 
was nearing bankruptcy. Expensive wars 
against Great Britain and Austria and the 
constant need to police and maintain its 
extensive colonial holdings had nearly  

emptied the coffers of the royal state. At 
the same time the royal court was becom-
ing evermore indulgent in its consumption 
of luxuries. After completing the royal 
palace and extensive grounds ofVersaille, 
the court turned to other forms of extrava-
gant and conspicuous consumption, 
amassing royal houses and retreats all 
over France. To compensate for the 
increasing cost of empire, Lc 
XV resorted to two classi 
ways of raising quick cash: 
borrowing from foreign 
financial syndicates and 
raising taxes. 

The borrowing of 
money and the levying of 
taxes were both used to 
service an ever-mounting 
national debt. In fact, as 
far back as the mid-17th 
century Marshal Sebastiei 
Vauban had commented 
the recurring recourse to 
taxing of the peasants, "Foor 
peasant, poor kingdom; poor 
kingdom, poor king." For expressing this 
view he was denounced and dishonored. 
Added to this taxation of the economic 
base of society was what has been de-
scribed as a "crazy-quilt" pattern of indi-
rect taxes: internal customs barriers (every 
major city in France had a customs gate 
through which no goods for sale could 
pass without the payment of a tariff),

restrictions on 
the movement and 
sales of grain, and 
elaborate tolls 
and excise taxes. 
Against this 
hodgepodge and 
seemingly ran-
dom system of 
taxation, the 
Physiocrats pro-
posed what they 
called the impôr 
unique, or single 
tax, which would 

be a tax on land value only. Against the 
imposition of tariffs and tolls on the trade 
of goods they proposed a laissez-faire  or 
free trade approach. 

The recognized founder of the 
Physiocraticschoolwas Francois Quesnay. 
Trained as a physician specializing in sur-
gery he became court physician to Louis 
XV and published extensively on various 
medical topics. His knowledge of the cir-
culation of the blcxid and his belief in the 
body's natural healing power came to in-
fluence his later economic philosophy. It 
was not until he was in his sixties that he  

turned his attention to economics, pub-
lishing in 1758 his Tableau &onomique in 
which he used diagrams to illustrate the 
interdependence or unconscious coopera-
tion between different economic classes 
and the flow or circulation of payments 
among them. He further believed that 
social harmony depended on free compe-

tition which would adjust the 
economic, putting it 
sync with a natural 

equilibrium. 
Perhaps the 

best known of 
Quesnay's 
followers was 
Anne Robert 
Jacques Turgot. 
Though not strictly 

a Physiocrat, he 
began as a disciple 
f Quesnay and, like 
iiesnay, believed that 
conomic value was 

ulLunately derived from 
the land. Turgot attained 

public office after having served in the 
chambre royale, the French Supreme 
Court, and was later made governor of the 
province of Limoges. While serving in 
Limoges he had his subordinates make a 
land register, a table of the value of every 
field and land-holding for taxation pur- 
poses. With this he was able to implement 
alimited land value tax based on the pro- 
ductive yield of each parcel. He was also 
instrumental in introducing new kinds of 
crop seeds and new breeds of cattle to the 
province, much increasing overall produc- 
tivity. He then set about introducing a 
public works project, building over 450 
miles of the finest highways in the country. 
He compelled landowners to contribute to 
ateliers or workshops which employed the 
poor. Most of his projects, however, in- 
cluding his tax reforms, were never al- 
lowed to come to full fruition; he was 
stymied along the way by the central ad- 
ministration, the bureaucracy of its day. 

Turgot became Controller-General 
for France in 1774, coining to that posi- 
tion, as Thomas Carlyle later put it, "with 
a whole peaceful revolution in his head." 
Turgot's plan was to do away with all 
obstacles to free trade and free labor. He 
also wanted to remove all controls on the 
price of goods. He implemented a limited 
government subsidy for what he consid- 
ered the more modern trades - porcelain- 
making machines, mechanical looms, a 
new system of postal delivery and the 
invention ofanewpassenger coach, which 
cut travel time in half. Another radical 
proposal that was (continued on back page) 
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put in place was the abolition of forced 
labor, that is labor "owed" to the state by 
commoners for thebuilding of bridges and 
roads. Turgot had done away with this 
involuntary public servitude while gover-
nor of Limoges and instituted the paying 
of wages to government laborers, some-
thing radical in its day. Turgot also dis-
mantled the guild system, an elaborate 
apparatus that restricted, he said, the flow 
of labor, making the right to work the 
privilege of the few and well-connected. In 
doing this Turgot said" God, by giving to 
man certain needs and making them de-
pendent on the resource of labor, has 
made the right of labor the property of all 
men and that property is primary, the most 
sacred and imprescriptible of all". 

Yetwhen Turgot tried to implement 
his ideas on a national scale in the spring of 
1775 the entire economicsystem of France 
was consequentlythreatenedwith collapse. 
There were riots throughout the prov-
inces, which included the storming of gra-
naries and the confiscation of goods on 
river barges, as prices soared. The nobility 
rebelled in the Parliaments as he tried to 
abolish special privileges for their class, 
calling for his resignation orworse. A large 
crowd marched on Versaille and threat-
ened to storm the palace. Turgot became 
convinced that the populace was feigning 
hunger in order to discredit his ministry. 
His response was to call out 25 thousand 
national guardsmen and institute trials 
and public. hangings. What happened? 
Why did Turgot lapse into the sort of 
absolutism he so despised when he took 
office? Was this the direct result of some-
thing inherently wrong in his reform at-
tempts? Or had he challenged too strongly 
the structures of power and privilege? 

(To be continued in our next issue) 


