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’ Prepared by Leo Jones, and reprinted, by permission, from University
Extension Bulletin, No. 6, University of Washington, Seattle.

Resolved; That all public revenues should be raised by a
single tax on land values; constitutionality granted,

GENERAL STATEMENT

Henry George is often spoken of as being the originator and
founder of the Single Tax doctrine. Such is not the case. The
plan of raising all_revenyes for public purposes by a tax_as-
sessed against some single kind of property or based on some
single criterion of wealth or ability is not a new one. There
have been egonomists and tax reformers in the last two hun-
dred years who Have proposed single taxes on expenditure,
houses, incomes, capital, and land.

The theory of the Single Tax on land values such as proposed
by Henry George was promulgated a great many years before
Mr. George presented it. Adam Smith in his “Wealth of Na-
tions” recognized the fundamental basis of the land value tax,
ﬁamely.(t‘ﬂww-h&am and not by the
individuals owning the land. But the doctrine was first fully
conceived and formulated by a French school called the Physio-
crats, Henry George himself recognized this and dedicated
his book, “Protection and Free Trade,” “To the memory of those
illustrious Frenchmen of a century ago, Quesnay, Turgot,
Mirabeau, Condorcet, Dupont, and their fellows, who in the
night of despotism foresaw the glories of the coming day.”

The theory of the Physiocrats may be briefly set forth as fol-
lows: Land is the only source of new wealth and therefore the
cultivation of the soil is the only really productive industry.
Agriculture yields, in addition to the returns_on .labor and

capital, a net product which is called rent. Since no new wealth

-

can come from any other source all taxes must of necessity come

out of rent. If placed on other things, they would be simply
shifted to the owner of the land. All revenues should therefore
be raised by a single tax on the rent of land.
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Later, John Stuart Mill did much to develop the single tax
on land theory. Mill laid great stress on the fact that there
is an enormous unearned increment in the increase in land
values due to the growth of population, formation of cities
and other influences outside the individual. About 180 Mill
was president of a Land-Tenure Reform Association in England.
The following is an extract from their program.

“IV. To claim for the benefit of the State, the Intcrceptlon
by Taxation of the Future Unearned Increase of the rent of
land, (so far as the same can be ascertained), or a great part
of that increase, which is continually taking place without any
effort or outlay by the proprietors, merely through the growth
of population and wealth; reserving to owners the option of
relinquishing their property to the State, at the market value
which it may have acquired at the time when this principle may
be adopted by the Legislature,”” Thijs differs from Mr. George's
plan only in_that it applies to_future and not to all uncarned
increment past and future.

To Henry George belongs the credit of fully working out the
Single Tax philosophy in its economic and social aspects and of
stating the theory in a popul:_!r and effective form. His great-
est WoOrR;~“Progress and Poverty,” was finished in 187%. It
has been translated info severil foreign languages and has

" aroused much interest and comment in gll the civilized nations.

The essence of the Single Tax doctrine is well stated in the fol-
lowing extract from Henry George: "A]l men are_egually
entitled to the use and enjoyment of what-Ged has created and
of what is gained by the general growth and improvement of
the community of which they are a part. Therefore, no one
shotid— be- permitted’ to hold natdral opportunities without a
fair return to all for any special privilege thus accorded to him,
and that value which the growth and improvement of the
community attach to land should be taken for the use of the
community.”

In practical application the full Henry George Single Tax has
never been tried,” but an approximation of it is in force in
several parts of the world, and it may be said that the general
tendency of tax reform in all countries is toward the higher
taxation of land values. The Australasian tax system includes
a modified Single Tax. It is in operation in New Zealand
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and many parts of Australia. It permits any county to exempt
from taxation all improvements and capital invested in pro-
ductive industry. In 1802z New South Wales adopted a land
tax and in 1901 Queensland exempted nearly all improvements
from taxation. Vancouver, Victoria, Edmonton and other urban
and rural municipalities of Western and Northwestern Canada
have land value taxes, from which they raise the bulk of their
« revenues for local purposes. In Manitoba all improvements in
,or on land are exempt and taxes are levied upon “prairie
| values” alone.

b3 Atth_umhu_dmﬁm in_Io12 the people of Oregon -
rejected the Single Tax-.at the polls. In Washington several

attempts have been made to secure the adoption of a tax on land
values as a part of the system of lpcal taxation. Everett adopted
such a tax two or three years ago and a few months afterward
repealed the law upon the adoption of a new charter. Last
election in November, 1912, it was again adopted. The Everett
charter provides for an exemption of twenty-five per cent of
the personal property and improvements of the city in the year

1913, fifty per cent in 1014, seventy-five per cent in 1915 and then

total exemption of improvements, placing the entire tax on
land rental.

here have been two distinct lines of argument which have

been put Torth i support of the Single Tax. Isaac Sherman
and Fistottowers Tavored the Single Tax because they thought
that the tax would be shifted to the consumers and would thus
be diffused and every person would bear some share of the
taxes. Henry George and his followers advocated the tax for a
reason fundamentally opposed to this, namely, that the tax

would stay where it was put and could not be shifted. Econo-

mists are agreed that the latter view is correct and that whatever

the other objections to the tax the contention that it can be

shifted to any considerable extent is untenable,

Two classes of persons have opposed the adoption of the
Single Tax—conservatives who fear the results of the appropria-
tion by society of rent, and socialists and other radicals who
regard the Single Tax as a half-hearted measure which will not
remedy the fundamental defects of the social and industrial
organization.

The conservatives are undoubtedly right when they say that
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the full application_of the Single Tax amounts to the socialization
of land, the abolition of private property in land as we now
have it, the government becoming the universal landlord and
the selling value of land tending to approach nothing. The
very theory upon which Single Tax is founded, namely, that land
values are God given or socially created, is inconsistent with the
institution of private property in land, the essential element of
which is the private right to the income from these natural
or social values. There would still remain under the full Single
Tax the right of possession and of alienation, the right to use
the land for productive purposes with full control and ownership
of the results of labor expended on the land and improvements
made, but the bare land itself would pay back to society in the
form of taxes the full value which the presence of society gave
to “that~land. There would be community but not common
ownership of land.

From the standpoint of the socialistic doctrine, the socialists
are correct in their contention that the socialization of land
would not greatly modify what, to them, is the fundamental
defect in our industrial organization—the capitalistic system
of production. Free land does not mean equality of opportunity
because those with capital to improve land would have a great
advantage over those without capital. The poor man has no
capital ‘and ‘would be unable to improve the land, The land
therefore would be held and improved as at present by the
capitalist class and the poor man would continue to compete
for the opportunity to sell his labor. Some socialists are
opposed to the Single Tax because they feel that it would rivet
the chains of the workingman. Others believe in it as a step
toward the socialization of all of the instruments of production.

It is evident from what has been said that the full Single Tax
is by no means merely a tax. It is a plan of reorganization of
society with a primary view of securing a more equal distribu-
tion of wealth and incidentally raising revenues for the
government.

Properly speaking, the term “Single Tax” as applied to the
systems of taxation advocated by present day Single Taxers is a
misnomer, The system which is usually proposed is not a
“single,” but includes other taxes, such as franchise taxes and
taxes on all monopoly profits, in addition to the land value tax;
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some of the Single Taxers would retain repressive taxes, such
as the liquor license; others would include the inheritance tax
as a part of their program. Also, the tax is usually proposed
as a local tax and not as a state or national tax, but most of the
adherents of Single Tax look upon the adoption of the Single

-~ Tax for local purposes as merely a step towards its application
in the larger units of government.

THE AFFIRMATIVE

All public revenue should be raised by a Single Tax on land
values, because ’
I. The present national, state, ‘and local taxes are fundament- .
ally defectwe, for
A.”They are taxes on industry and improvements, and
industry and improvements should not be taxed, for

1. Taxes falling on the products of labor discourage
their productien.

2. Taxes falling on improvements lessen the amount
of improvements. -

B. They are unjust taxes, for

1. They can be easily evaded. - -

2. They can to a considerable extent be shifted.

3. They bear heavily on the poor.

4. All taxes on the products of individual labor are
unjust when society has a fund of its own from
which to draw its revenues.

C. They are expensive, complex, and cumbersome, for

I. They are levied on a great variety of objects and
require complicated machinery, and duplication
of machinery, for their assessment and collec-
tion.

II. The Single Tax on land values w1|1 do away with the defects
‘of the preseiit system, for .
A. Tt will exempt mdustry and improvements from taxa-
tion, for
1. Land will bear the entire burden
B. It is a just tax, for -
1. It cannot be evaded, for
a. Land cannot be concealed or camed off.
b. Land values can be easily determined.
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2. It cannot be shifted, for
a. It will be paid out of rent.
b. Landlords cannot pay the tax from an in-
crease in rents, for
(1) Rents depend on supply and demand.
c. Economists are agreed that the Single Tax
cannot be shifted.

3. It is a burden on no one, for
a. The fund upon which it draws is created by
society for
(1) All land values and increase in land values
are due to the presence of society, for
{a) Ii society were not there the land
would have no value.
{(b) Individual labor or improvements do
'not add to the value of the bare
land. .

b. It merely tagkes from the land owner the un-
earned increment of land due to presence
of society, which increment is a social and
not an individual product.

C. It is a simple tax, for
1. There is one object of taxation, land values. ]
2. Little machinery is necessary in order to assess
and collect a tax on land values only.
D. It is an adequate tax, for
1. It has a large fund from which to draw revenue in
the annual rental value of land and in the in-
crease in value of land from year to year.

E. It is an elastic tax, for
1. The amount of revenue raised by the tax can be
automatically raised or lowered by changing the
rate, for
a. The fund on which it draws is much larger
than is necesary for all governmental ex-
penditure.
1II. The single tax on land values will bring about desirable
““economic and social re-adjustments which will be bene-

fical, for T -
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A. The condition of the laboring classes will be improved,
for .
1. Land will be comparatively easy to get, for
a. Idle land will be forced into the market and
prices will fall for '
(1) It will be taxed at its full value.
(2) Speculators will not be able to hold it
out of use and pay taxes on it.
2, The slum ptoblem will be remedied, for
a. Owners of cheap tenements will have to build
better buildings in order to get sufficient
income to pay the taxes on the land value.
b. Vacant land will be available at cheap prices.
- ¢. The exemption of improvements will stimulate
building.
3. Wages will be increased, for
a. Employers will be obliged to pay working-
men the eguivalent of what they could pro-
duce on the land, for
(1) Land will be available to anyone who will
put it into productive use. P
b. The opening up of the vast areas now held
out of use for purposes of speculation will
give a great amount of employment to labor.

B. The farmer will be benefited, for

1. The products of his labor, such as ¢rops, his im-
provements, implements, stocks, etc, will be
exempt from taxation.

2. He will actually pay less taxes than at present, for

a. The vast holdings of idle land in both cities
and rural districts will bear their just share
of the taxes.

C. All forms of industry will be stimulated by the exemp-
tion of labor, capital and all improvements on land,
from taxation and by making the natural resources
accessible to all.

IV. The Single Tax on land values has succeeded where it has

“been tried, for

A. Tt has greatly benefited Vancouver, Victoria, Edmonton
and other Canadian municipalities.
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B. 1t has worked well in New Zealand and Australia.

C. Taxes with some Single Tax features are being used
successfully by England, Germany and other Euro- !
pean countries.

THE NEGATIVE

Public revenues should not be raised by a Single Tax on land
values because |
I. The present system of taxation is not inherently defective,
for
A. On the whole, it is in harmony with the great prin-
ciple of taxation that each individual should con-
tribute to the support of the government in pro-
portion to his ability to pay, for
1. Property taxes form the basis of our system of
taxation. |
2. Property is one of the best evidences of ability to
— pay.
B. It is a diversified system, and diversification in a tax-
ing_ system is desirable, for
1. If any injustice results from one tax it is apt to
be equalized or mitigated by the other taxes.
2. A diversified system is a more certain source of
revenue, for .
a. If one source fails, others can be drawn upon.
It affords greater elasticity.
4. It requires some contribution from practically every
citizen.
5. It permits the application of taxes for social or
political purposes, 1
C. The specific defects in the present system can be
remedied by specific reforms without overthrowing
the entire system, for
1. The greatest evil of the present system of state
and local taxation—evasion—can be done away .
with by the classification of property for purposes !
of taxation and by the taxation of different |
classes at different rates, for
a. If a low rate is placed on intangible and other
personal property, the tax will not be evaded.

2

L
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[/ b. The classified property tax has practically done
away with evasion in the states where it
has been adopted.

2. Injustices in the present system can be remedied
by the extension of progressive inheritance
taxes in the states and the adoption of a pro-
gressive income tax by the federal government.

3 The separation of state and local taxation will
secure greater simplicity and effectiveness in
the taxing system.

II. Viewed solely as a system of taxation, the Single Tax in
"~ Tand values is defective for . ’
ATt is unjust, for

1. It fails to conform to the canon of taxation that
all should pay taxes in proportion to their ability
to pay, for

a. It taxes individuals only in proportion to the

_ value of the land which they own.

b. It taxes the poor men’s land and exempts the
rich men’s personal property, mansions, sky-
scrapers, and factories,

c¢. It takes no consideration of income, produc-
tiveness of property, or any of the evidences
of ability to pay. .

d. It exempts nearly all monopolies and trusts.

2, It discriminates against a certain class in society -
—the farmers, for

a. It compels them to bear an undue share of the -
burdens of taxation.

3. It discriminates against one of the elements of
production, for

a. Labor and capital should also bear some of the
burden of taxation, for

(1) There are socially created values in labor
and capital as well as in land, for
(a) The products of labor owe their
value to the presence of society.
(b) The factory and store would be
worthless if society did not offer
a market for their products.
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(c) The business man's profits and the
income of the professional man
are socially created values.

(d) Houses and all other improvements
have the same kind of socially

. . created value as has land.

4. It is unjust to take the-increment of land in taxes
and not reimburse the landowner. when there
is a decrement in the value of his land.

v B. It is difficult of assessment, for

1. It is often impossible to determine land values ex-
clusive of improvemepts, for

a. The value of irrigited, cultivated or fertilized

land cannot be correctly estimated apart from
the improvements.
C. It is jnelastic, for

1. It cannot be increased, for

a. The purpose of the Single Tax is to take all

of the rent of land.

2. The selling value and rental value of land fluctuate
and will cause fluctuations in the amounts raised
by the tax.

D. It is inadeguate, for

I. In many poor communities the rent of land is in-

sufficient to meet the expenses of government.
E. It will lead to extravagance, for

1. In many communities there are enormous land
values and large funds will pour into the public
treasury.

2. The interest of citizens in having government
economically administered will be lessened, for

a. A majority will pay no taxes.

F. Its adoption will necessitate the abolition of revenue

taxes, such as the taxes on opium, liquors, tobacco,

adulterated foods, etc., and of protective taxes, such

as the tariff.

III.  As a schense for social and economic reform the Single Tax
« on land vaiiwes is undesirable; for === -
A. It will resuit i the confiscation of private property in

land, for 7
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1. The appropriation by society of the rent and in-
crease in value of land will abolish the selling
value of land and constitute the state the uni-
versal landlord.

B. Confiscation of private property in land is not desirable,
for -

1. By a process of evolution society has evolved
from.a state of common or community owner-
ship of land to a state of private ownershif of

land.
2. Private ownership of land is the basis of our civili-
zation,
C. It will result in discouraging the policy of conservation,
for
I. A premium will be placed on exploiting natural
resources,

2. Timber lands especially will suffer, for
a. The timber will have to be cut to pay the
taxes for
(1) The land yields no income until the
timber is cut.



