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By WILLIAM MacDONALD

HILOSOPHY," according -to
Professor Geiger, ‘‘needs no
definition. It may be taken
to mean whatever is called
up in the mind by the word itself.”
What has been thus ‘‘called up’’
is in the main ‘‘a select group of
disciplines’’ limited to mathematics,

logic, metaphysics and ‘‘a mytho-
.. logical . psychology,’’ together .with

some recognition, more recently ac-
corded, of biology and physics, but
 ‘“‘gciences as dismal as economics.
or as worldly as sociology have not
yet found a complete welcome in
that philosophic melting-pot.” In
the mind of Henry George, how-
ever, economics, or at least so
much of the subject as specially in-
terested him, was inseparable from
ethics, and it is the resulting phi-
losophy, if such it may be called,
that Professor Geiger undertakes
“to expound.

George's apparent preoccupation
with the ‘“‘riddle of poverty’ sug-
gests that a remedy for poverty
was what he was chiefly concerned
to devise. His reaction to poverty,
however, Professor Geiger points
‘out, was not merely the sentimen-
tal one of most social reformers,
although his early life gave him
abundant cause to feel its emotion-
al weight, but rather ‘“‘the realiza-
tion of what might be termed the
pathological function of want and
the fear of want.’”” - The difficulty,
as he saw it, was that of formu-
lating a sensible system of ethics

in a society which economically was

unbalanced. As long as poverty re-
mained a determining social influ-
ence, the attainment of the higher
satisfactions of life was impossible,
and since the higher satisfactions,
to him, were moral rather than ma-
terial or physical, the approach to
the problem through economics had
an ultimate ethical claim. Instead
of divorcing economics and ethics
he sought to unite them.

The need of such connection was
emphasized by the familiar allitera-
tions ‘‘progress and poverty,"
“wealth and want.”” How was it,
George asked, that advance in ma-
terial civilization meant ‘‘a direct
and corresponding advance .in
those vicious by-products of crime,
want, misery’’? Why did wealth
increase while the gulf between the’
rich and poor widened? Clearly, as
it seemed to him, the situation in-
volved ethical distortion as well as
economic maladjustment, and un-
less ethics and economics were to
be relegated to separate spheres a
solution must be found that would
comprehend both. To adapt a re-
mark which Professor Geiger cites

from William James, George could

not be content to think of God as!
a gentleman. ‘‘In a world of sweat |
and dirt”” He ‘‘cannot refuse to get;
His hands soiled.” i

The main facts of George’s life,
admirably summarized by Profes-
sor Geiger from the monumental bi-
ography by Henry George Jr., may
be briefly rehearsed for the sake of
placing the man in his time. Born
in Philadelphia in 1839, he left
school before' he was 14, voyaged
to Australia in 1855-56, and in 1858

‘went to San Francisco, where for

the next twenty years he lived,
often in-2xtreme want, as-a - jour-
nalist. Eventually a sinecure of-
fice afforded some financial relief,
and in 1877 he began ‘‘Progress and
Poverty,”” finishing it in 1879. With
his return to New York, in 1880, the
book, which had had only a small
sale, suddenly become popular; he
was invited to Ireland and England
to lecture on the Irish land move-
ment, and when he came back to
New York, in 1882, he had won an
international reputation. Before!
long he was again in England lec-
turing for the Land Reform Union,

and by 1886 had ‘published his “So-
cial Problems’’ aLn Protection and
Free Trade.” latter year he
was an unsuccessful ‘candidate for

in the campaign o 896, and in 1897
again ran. for Ma)for but died sud-
{denly a few day
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Professor Geig r ~examines at
much length -the question of
George's originalityy and his indebt-
edness to others. [‘With the excep-
tion of .the wages‘zfund theory and

h~;-|t-—.—of~1
ad ‘suffered

the Malthusian dioctrine, both of

which he rejected as explanations
of poverty, George was for the most
part at one with the fundamentals
of classical economics. But whiie
he defined capital as “‘wealth used
in the production of more weath,'
he nevertheless insisted that wealth
itself was the value that resulted
from present labor applied to pre-
duction, and hence ‘‘never included
goods which had nothing to recom-
mend theéem for economic considera-
tion except obligatory value.” In
other words, ‘‘wealth depends upon
labor expenditure; value, upon la-
bor saving.”’

The value of tand, accordingly, is
‘““social’’ value only, rising as pop-
ulation increases and society ex-
pands, vanishing if population is re-
moved or social advantage declines.
Rent is not earned, but results
from a monopoly whose worth so-
ciety created, and the more the
monopoly is enhanced the more will
wages fall. What the landholder
calls progress is advance at the ex-
pense Qf the wage earner. The only
remedy, according to George. is to
make lé.nq ‘“‘common property’’—
not common in the sense of pub-
licly owned or nationalized, but in
the sense that its rent is appro-
priated by taxation; and with the
taxation of land values all other
taxes . would be abolished. The
‘“‘single tax’’ is, indeed, only a part
of George'’s economic system, but
it is the foundation part, and with-
out that apparently simple cure for
falling wages and social injustice
generally, nothing else of his eco-
nomic theorizing would probably
have impressed his generation or
be particularly remembered today.

The economic justification of the
_proposed -abolition-cf-private.prop-
erty in rent was, of course, in
George's view, the assumption that
the public appropriation of rent
would ‘‘defray all the legitimate ex-
penses of social organization’ and
thereby ‘“permit all of wages and
interest to remain in the possession
of labor and capital.”” George was
not content, however, as Professor

'Geiger points out, to. justify his

1933,




theory solely by ‘‘any such essen«'
tially pragmatic test.”” The ulti-
mate justification must be moral.l
According to his interpretation of '

natural rights, the individual has
a natural right to the ownership of
himself and of the products of his
labor. Under this labor theory of
property, not only could Land not
be an individual possession, but “‘by
the very fact of man's presence he
acquires certain privileges and de-
mands that are violated by the in-
dividual appropriation of land.
The ownership of land meant the
ownership of men.”" and both were
alike unethical.

It remained for George to justify
the social appropriation of rent.
He found that justification in the
theory that land values represent a
social privilege whose value is pre-
cisely measured by rent, and since
the only ethical basis of taxation
is the need of defraying community
charges, it was consummately fit-
ting'* that such charges should be
met by appropriating a value which
society alone has created. He had
no difficulty, once the notion of
privilege had become fixed in his
mind, in seeing in the single tax not
only ““the most just and equal of all
taxes,” but also one (to quote nis
own statements) which would
“bear as lightly as possible upon
production,’” “be easily and cheaply
collected,”” “‘fall as directly as may
be upon the ultimate payers’ and
“‘give the least opportunity for
tyranny or corruption on the part
of officials and the least tempta-
tion to law-breaking and evasion on
the part of the taxpayers.”

1t would be a waste of time to at-
tempt a refutation, on ecqnomlc
grounds, of a theory which no
longer finds defense save among
a dwindling remnant of single-tax-
ers, and which for practical pur-
poses has-long-since been dead. It

may be pointed out, however, that
the temporary vogue of the single-
tax idea was due not only to the
tempting simplicity of the panacea
which it offered. but also to its
apparent accord with the leveling
doctrine of socialism, the refuge
which it seemed to afford to the
perplexed minds of tired liberals
and reformers who had found the
way of perfection difficult, and the
support which it lent to radicals
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and dissenters whose campaign slo-
gans were ‘““Down with privilege,”’
and ‘‘Soak the rich.” That George
hiraself shared the extreme views
of many who enthusiastically em-
braced his teachings it would be
wrong to affirm, but the very fer-
vor with which his economic gospel
was proclaimed made inevitable its
utilization by less serious thinkers’
and advocates who saw in it a tool
which they could use.

For all his opposition to privilege,
however, George was not a Social-
ist, and Socialists themselves pro-
fessed to regard him with scorn.
In the New York Mayoralty cam-
paign of 1886 he did, indeed, have
the support of the labor unions and
Socialist organizations, and Pro-
fessor Geiger adduces evidence to
show ‘that it was George, rather
than Karl Marz, who gave the “ini-
tial stimulus’’ to the founders of the
Fabian Society and the Social Dem-
ocratic Federation, but his greater
influence, it would seem, was with
the English radicals. Most Socialists,
especially those who believed firm-
ly in the inspiration of ‘“Das Kap-
ital,”” regarded George as at bot-
tom a supporter of capital, which
of course he was, and the most that
1 straight-out Socialist like Hynd-
man could offer him was a not too
jood-natured tolerance.

If the traditional unwillingness of
‘he Socialists to cooperate with
iny one who does not go the whole
ength of their program made it un-
ikely that they would speak well
f George, George’s preoccupation
vith his one important theory
aade him impatient with any de-
arture from it. The most giaring
xample of his combative intoler-
nce is afforded by his bitter at-
ack on what he regarded as Her-
ert Spencer’s '‘apostasy’ on the
ind question. Professor Geiger,
ho" reviews 'the controversy at
:ngth and is able to throw some
dditional light upon Spencer’s at-
tude in the matter, sees George
ttacking what he regarded as “a
eliberate attempt * * * to com-
romise with a truth that had been
rcognized and accepted.’”' Spencer,
must be said, did not shine in the |
mtroversy, and it is Professor

eiger's conclusion that while
eorge’s ‘‘ardent sincerity and mili-
nt enthusiasm robbed him of good
dgment,”” Spencer’s ‘‘cautious-
:ss and the smallness of his per-
nal resentment clouded his view

the~fundamental issue in ques-
) TLAGAE

The Spencer episode leads natu-
rally to some consideration of
George’s attitude toward .religion.
In extending his attack to include
the whole of Spencer’s synthetic
philosophy George ran foul of evo-
lution, and in his belief that he
“‘could distinguish between evolu-
tion as a method of development
and evolution as a cause of de-
velopment’’ he not only showed that
he was ‘‘some decades behind the
advanced if not the popular thought
of his time in the matter of evolu-
tion,”” but ranged himself, as Pro-
fessor Geiger says, with those
whose desire it is to ‘‘reconcile”
science and religion. George re-
garded himself as a Christian, but
he rejected the institutions of the
Christian Church,

The elaborate inquiry which Pro-
fessor Geiger makes into the na-
ture and extent of George’'s eco-
nomic influence is an impressive.
presentation of the rise, decline and
virtual collapse of a movement
which for a time, and in certain
places, seemed destined for import-
ance and permanence. George was
‘““part of a great liberal tradition,’”
but his personal contribution to the
history  of land value taxation is
not easy to determine with preci-
sion. His influence, or perhaps
one should say the influence of his
single-tax doctrine, appears to have
been greatest in Australia, consid- |-
erably less in Canada, a recognized
force in England down to the days
of Lloyd George and Philip Snow-}
den, and hopelessly disappointing
in the United States. ‘‘While there
has been the most strenuous sort

of activity,”” Jessor Geiger de-;l
clares, ‘‘polit -1, educational, p_rop—'.;
aganda, opprtunistic, theoretical, !
on the part)f American single-tax-|
ers, there Iis not been, with t'wo%
or thres exdptions, any legislation
embodying ne significant dema:nds {
of their prgram.”’ The ten little
“enclaves of iconomic rent,”’ feeble

though pictugsque protests against\




the explo,tatan of land values, to-
gether with & handful of belated
liberals who,if not single-taxers, at
least recognize the validity and sig-
nificance of- George 's-economic pro-
gram,’”’ are about all that is left
to - testify to the ‘influence of an
economist “whose most important
book sold millions -of copies, was
translated = ‘eleven languages
and ran‘: serjally in several news-
“ivas- pronounced by Al-
fred Russell’ allace, the biologist,
as “undoubt dly the.most remark-
able and im rtant work’’ of the
nineteenth’. céntury.
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