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FORERUNNERS OF HENRY GEORGE 

 

"When you have seen a truth that those around you do not see, it is one of the deepest of 

pleasures to hear of others who have seen it." Thus Henry George wrote on learning that 

his proposal for a Single Tax had been evolved by men before his time, dead and almost 

forgotten. [source: The Science of Political Economy, P. II, Ch.3] 

 

It would be an endless task to write adequately of all the thinkers who have denounced 

monopoly in land, and who have devised various remedies. This paper will be confined 

to those philosophers who have proposed for public purposes a single source of public 

revenue. 

 

There have been various kinds of Single Tax. In Villari’s Savonarola (1: 275) we read: 

"he first matter demanding attention was the revision of the taxes. Savonarola 

continually urged this in his sermons…. Levy taxes on real property alone, abolish 

continual loans, abolish arbitrary imposts." The law of February 5, 1495, "obliged all 

citizens to pay ten per cent on all income from real property." (I: 277). 

 

In Palgrave’s Dictionary of Political Economy (II: 372) Caletot tells of an impot 

unique proposed in 1576-77 in France, in the states-general of Blois, "assessed 

according to the means of the owner of each dwelling." In 1573-75 and 1592-98 the 

cortes of Madrid proposed a Single Tax on grist, levied when it left the mill. In 1646 

Arriaga in his Universal Plan for Suppression of Taxes proposed a general income tax 

of 2%. In 1651 Father Davila proposed a single, general progressive poll tax. (Palgrave 

1: 485). 

 

Shortly before his death at Amsterdam, Benedict de Spinoza (1632-1677) composed 

Tractatus Politicus, an unfinished work. Therein he holds (Chap. VI: 12):  

"The fields and the whole soil and, if it can be managed, the houses should be public 

property, that is, the property of him who holds the right of the commonwealth: and let 

him let them at a yearly rent to the citizens, whether townsmen or countrymen, and with 

this exception let them all be free or exempt from every kind of taxation in time of 

peace." 

 

De Lajonchere, a French engineer, in the beginning of the 18th century advocated "one 

sole tax, without privilege or exemption, on the general produce of the ground, mines, 

quarries, etc." (Palgrave I : 537) In 1734 Jacob Vanderlint, a timber merchant of 



London, published his Money Answers all Things. (Eccles. X: 19). He advocated (p. 

109) a Single Tax on lands and houses. In 1739 appeared an anonymous book, On the 

Causes of the Decline of the Foreign Trade, ascribed to Matthew Decker, a wealthy 

director of the East India Company, sitting in Parliament for Bishop’s Castle. He 

proposed (p. 43) "to take off our unequal taxes and oppressive excises, and to lay one 

tax on the consumers of luxuries…". His proposed list of luxuries begins with: 

"Keeping 2 coaches and six, £50." Again in 1743 Decker published Serious 

Considerations on the Several High Duties, with a proposal for raising all the public 

supplies by one Single Tax. Probably this was the first use of the English term "Single 

Tax." It was used in 1806 in an English translation of Filangieri’s Science of 

Legislation, (Ostell, London, II: 206), and it appears again in Gourlay’s Statistical 

Account of Upper Canada, (London, 1822, intro., p. 9). 

 

Decker’s second proposal was for a Single Tax on inhabited houses with attached 

estates, exempting the poorer classes (assessments governed by the rents), the quantum 

recorded on a plate of brass attached to each house, "and there could be no dispute." 

 

In 1775 Thomas Spence (1750-1814) of Newcastle, England, published: "The Rights of 

Man, as exhibited in a lecture read at the Philosophical Society in Newcastle on the 8th 

of November, 1775, for printing of which the Society did the author the honor to expel 

him." Spence held that the land, with all that appertains to it, is, in every parish, the 

property of the Corporation, with ample power to let, repair or alter any part thereof; 

that it should be confiscated and re-let in small parcels from time to time. "There are no 

taxes of any kind paid among them, by native or foreigner, but the aforesaid rent, which 

every person pays to the parish according to the quantity, quality and conveniences of 

the land, housing, etc., which he occupies in it…."  

 

In 1781 the American Colonies, in rebellion against Great Britain, adopted "Articles of 

Confederation." These fell to pieces, Congress, unfortunately, not having been clothed 

with power of enforcement. Article VIII provided for federal revenue by one tax on 

land and improvements:  

 

"ART. VIII.—All charges of war, and all other expenses that shall be incurred for the 

common defense or general welfare, and allowed by the United States in Congress 

assembled, shall be defrayed out of a common treasury, which shall be supplied by the 

several States, in proportion to the value of all land within each State, granted to, or 

surveyed for any person, as such land and the buildings and improvements thereon shall 

be estimated according to such mode as the United States in Congress assembled shall 

from time to time direct and appoint. The taxes for paying that proportion shall be laid 

and levied by the authority and direction of the several States within the time agreed 

upon by the United States in Congress assembled." 

 

In 1832 James Silk Buckingham, M. P. for Sheffield, issued his Outlines of a New 

Budget. He proposed a Single Tax on rank, beginning with five grades of noblemen, 

taxed 30% on arbitrarily assumed incomes; followed by six grades of gentry taxed 20%, 



and five grades of tradesmen taxed 10% — other classes exempt.  

 

In 1828 Thomas Rowe Edmonds (1803-1889), fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, 

published his Practical Moral and Political Economy, (London, 1828). He held, p. 157:  

"An income tax is to be regarded as the most useful of all taxes, and all national 

governments would do well to begin a new system of taxation by substituting an 

income tax, or a tax equivalent to an income tax, for all other taxes." 

 

Edmonds comes within our definition of "Single Taxer," although for sumptuary 

purposes he suggests:  

 

"They might afterwards proceed on the principle of taxing all articles of luxury, in 

proportion to their indirect degree of utility." 

 

Some day the world will learn that the taxing power should be used for taxation only; 

not for "protective," restrictive, sumptuary or police purposes. All these are misuses. 

Thomas Spence proposed the right principle for his Commonwealth:  

 

"Freedom to do anything cannot be bought; a thing is entirely prohibited, as theft or 

murder, or entirely free to everyone without tax or price." 

 

According to Konrad Haebler (Palgrave, II, 372) the Roman Emperor Charles V. (1500-

1558) as King of Spain proposed a single direct tax, the earliest of several proposals of 

that kind. The writer cannot find supporting evidence. In 1539, however, Charles 

proposed an indirect tax on commodities, affecting all classes alike. The nobles and 

clergy refused assent, whereupon Charles dismissed them as unworthy to lay taxes, 

being unwilling to pay them.  

 

In the 18th century among Occidental philosophers Chinese methods of government 

had a high reputation, perhaps due more to maxims of ancient Chinese philosophers 

than to their adoption by rulers at that time. In Miles Menander Dawson’s Ethics of 

Confucius, he writes of Confucius (born about 551 B. C.) that his last words were 

regrets that none among the rulers then living possessed the sagacity requisite to a 

proper appreciation of his ethical philosophy and teachings. His follower, Mencius 

(Mangtsze), born 372 B. C., for many years visited ruler after ruler without success, 

patiently accepting his failures as the will of Heaven. Mencius’ proposals concerning 

agricultural land were agrarian, but the following recommendations (p. 205) concerning 

trade contain the Single Tax idea:  

 

"If in the market-place he levy a ground rent on the shops, but do not tax the goods, or 

enforce proper regulations without levying a ground rent, then all the merchants of the 

empire will be pleased and will wish to have their goods in his marketplace. If at his 

frontier there be an inspection of persons, but no import duties, all travelers throughout 

the empire will be pleased, and wish to make their tours on his roads." (Mencius, Book 

2, Pt. 1, ch. 5). 



In the Economic Principles of Confucius, by Dr. Chen Huan-Chang, the Master is 

quoted (p. 633):  

 

"Formerly the wise Kings inspected the travelers at the custom houses, but did not levy 

duty upon commodities. They established public warehouses in the market places, but 

did not tax commodities. They taxed one-tenth of the produce of the land. They 

employed the labor of the people not more than three days in one year. The entering 

into the mountains and the meres by the people was limited to the proper times by 

regulations, but not by tax …" 

 

YANG YEN 

 

In The Economic Principles of Confucius, Dr. Chen Huan-Chang writes of a 

progressive minister about 780 A. D., (P. 652):  

 

"Yang Yen was a great reformer. He abolished all other direct taxes, and reduced them 

to the land tax only. The poll tax was included in the land tax. This was the first time 

that the system of ‘single whip’ was originated. He made no difference between the 

stranger and the native, nor between the young and the adult. The only basis of direct 

taxation was the land, not the person. It was simple and uniform. The officials could not 

practice corruption, nor could the people evade their dues. ." 

 

Of the sixteenth century Dr. Chen writes (p. 656):  

 

"In 1581 A. D. the system of ‘single whip’ was universally established. The total 

amount of land tax and poll tax of each district was fixed, and the poll tax was equally 

distributed to the land… All the different kinds of contributions, tribute etc., were 

simplified into a single item, and they were supplied by the officials with the money of 

the land tax. Land was the only object of direct taxation, and was taxed according to 

acreage." 

 

Dio CHRYSOSTOM 

 

We are indebted to Dr. Marion Mills Miller, editor of The Greek and Latin Classics, for 

presenting to English readers in 1909, Dio Chrysostom’s story of The Hunter of 

Euboea, translated by Prof. Winans. (Vol. 7, p. 302). Dio lived about 50-117 A.D. 

Although a stoic and democrat, both the emperors Vespasian and Domitian sought his 

advice. Dio’s fable concerns some castaways on the uninhabited shores of Euboea. By 

hard labor they had gained a modest living, when complaint was filed at Athens that 

they had not paid a price for the land nor a tithe of the income. Their representative at 

the hearing was a young hunter. A volunteer whom Dio describes as ‘a kind, sensible 

man," defended the "squatters."  



"He proceeded in a quiet tone to say that men do no harm in clearing and tilling the 

unutilized lands; that, on the contrary, they should have commendation; that the people 

ought not to feel anger towards those who build houses and plant orchards on the public 

lands, but rather toward those who let them go to waste Our lands should be brought 

under cultivation, and our people, all who will, be freed from two of the greatest of 

human miseries — idleness and poverty.  

 

"For ten years let them have their farms rent free; after that time by a definite 

arrangement, let them pay over a small tithe of their crops, but nothing from their cattle. 

  

"In my judgment,…. we should let these men stay in possession of what their own 

hands have created, on their undertaking to pay a small rent hereafter…. And, if they 

desire to purchase this land, I move that we sell it to them cheaper than to any other." 

 

LUDOVICO GHETTI 
 

In Cossa’s Introduction to Political Economy (p. 156) we read of Ludovico Ghetti, 

probably a contemporary of Savonarola, who "had a scheme for levying one tax, and 

one only." Further scanty information appears in Palgrave (II: 207): he "advocated 

the impot unique, and was one of the humanist philosophers who flourished in Florence 

during the fifteenth century." 

 

BOTERO 

 

Palgrave (I: 169 and II: 463) gives equally unsatisfactory notice of Giovanni Botero, 

born at Bene, Piedmont, in 1540; died at Turin in 1617.  

 

He "held that land taxes should be the only source of revenue." 

 

BANDINI 
 

From the same source (Palgrave, 1: 90 and II: 372) we learn of Bandini, eulogized by 

Richard Cobden. Bandini was born at Siena, Italy, in 1677. He died in 1775. He was 

trained as a soldier, but preferred agriculture. He took holy orders, and became 

Archdeacon. He was president of the Physiocratical Society, intended to promote 

natural sciences, rather than literature.  

 

Among the objects sought by Bandini were (1) few and simple laws (2) rapidity and 

facility of exchange, which, and not abundance of money, are the causes of wealth (3) a 

Single Tax, as easier and cheaper for all parties; it ought to be imposed on land, and 

farmed out. 



 

CENTANI 
 

We are indebted to Palgrave (II: 372), for information concerning a pamphlet by 

Francisco Centani.  

 

"Centani, however, is, more than any one else, entitled to be considered as a direct 

ancestor of the French Physiocrats. In a memorial entitled Tierras, and submitted to the 

King of Spain (1671) Centani, taking up an opinion expressed a few years before by 

Juan de Castro, explicitly asserts that land is the only real wealth (la tierra es le 

verdadera y fisica hacienda) and insists on the removal of all indirect taxation in favor 

of a direct and territorial taxation founded on an exact and extensive Cadastral Survey.  

 

 About half a century later, the minister Ensenada gave orders to proceed with this 

survey in Castile on a plan which had been successfully carried out in Catabonia, and in 

1770 Charles III decreed the unica contribucion, which was, however, never actually 

put in force." 
 

 

JOHN LOCKE 

The author of The Essay Concerning Human Understanding was born in Wrington, 

Somerset, in 1632. He died in 1704, and was buried in the parish church at High Layer, 

Oates, Essex. Owing to limited space we shall omit biographical details concerning well 

known men, restricting ourselves to appropriate quotations. From Civil Government:  

 

Section 1: "God hath given the world to men in common… Yet every man has a 

property in his own person. The labor of his body and the work of his hands are 

properly his…."  

 

Section 32: "As much land as a man tills, plants, improves, cultivates, and can use the 

produce of, so much is his property..."  

 

Section 35: "The measure of property Nature has well set by the extent of men’s labor, 

and the conveniency of life."  

 

In 1690 Locke published Some Considerations of the Lowering of Interest. It contains 

(p. 39) a proposal for a Single Tax upon land:  

"If, therefore, the laying of taxes upon commodities does, as it is evident, affect the land 

that is out at rack rent it is plain it does equally affect all the other land in England too, 

and the gentry as well, but the worst way, increase their own charges, that is, by 

lessening the yearly value of their estates, if they hope to ease their land by charging 

commodities. It is in vain in a country whose great fund is land to hope to lay the public 



charge of the government on anything else; there at last it will terminate. The merchant 

(do what you can) will not bear it, the laborer cannot, and therefore the landholder must: 

and whether he were best do it by laying it directly where it will at last settle, or by 

letting it come to him by the sinking of his rents, which when they are fallen, every one 

knows they are not easily raised again, let him consider." 

 

WILLIAM PENN 

 

The young "Quaker," William Penn, friend of Locke, projected Pennsylvania as a "holy 

experiment," and Philadelphia, his "city of brotherly love," as "a green country town." 

Alas! marvelously rich in natural resources, the State today is the Gibraltar of 

"protection," and the city is "corrupt and contented." Penn was born in London in 1644. 

He died in 1718, and was buried by the meeting house at Jordans, Bucks. Space will not 

permit of details of his useful life, but the reader who knows of Macaulay’s charges is 

directed for refutation to Janney’s Life of Penn.  

Concerning land and taxation, we can only consider some fragments, bearing in mind 

that Penn was not a dictator; the colonists had a large liberty. We quote from "Certain 

Conditions and Concessions agreed upon by William Penn and Adventurers and 

Purchasers," July 11, 1681:  

 

"That every man shall be bound to plant, or man, so much of his share of land as shall 

be set out and surveyed, within three years after it is so set out and surveyed, or else it 

shall be lawful for newcomers to be settled thereupon, paying to them their survey 

money, and they go higher for their shares." 

 

To "man" the land! What a fine thought! The following first tax law in Philadelphia, 

January 30, 1683, appears as a Single Tax on land:  

 

"Put to the vote, as many as are of opinion that a Publick Tax upon the land ought to be 

Raised to defray the Publick Charge, say yea — carried in the affirmative, none 

dissenting." 

 

The following from Penn’s Fruits of Solitude (Part II: 222-year 1693) is a clear 

proposal for a Single Land Tax:  

 

"If all men were so far tenants to the public that the superfluities of gain and expense 

were applied to the exigencies thereof, it would put an end to taxes, leave not a beggar, 

and make the greatest bank for national trade in Europe." 

 

Penn’s thought that men should be penalized, instead of rewarded, for neglect, was 

advanced, about the same time, by Archbishop Fenelon, in his famous story 



Telemachus, which excited the anger of Louis XIV. Fenelon causes Mentor to instruct a 

ruler, Idomeneus, in principles of government.  

 

"He ordered, also, that trade should be perfectly open and free; and, instead of loading it 

with imposts, that every merchant who brought the trade of a new nation to the port of 

Salentum should be entitled to a reward"…. "But what shall I do," said Idomenedus, "if 

the people that I scatter over this fertile country should neglect to cultivate it?" "You 

must do," said Mentor, "just contrary to what is commonly done; rapacious and 

inconsiderate princes think only of taxing those who are most industrious to improve 

their land… and they spare those whom idleness has made indigent. Reverse this 

mistaken and injurious conduct which oppresses virtue, rewards vice, and encourages 

supineness equally fatal to the King and the State. Let your taxes be heavy upon those 

who neglect the cultivation of their lands; and add to your taxes, fines and other 

penalties, if it is necessary; punish the negligent and the idle, as you would the soldier 

who would desert his post." (Telemachus, Book XII). 

 

About 40 years earlier, the same thought occurred to Peter Stuyvesant, Dutch governor 

of New Amsterdam (New York). On Jan. 15, 1658, annoyed and indignant because of 

the neglectful land speculators, he caused to be issued a lengthy proclamation in which 

a special tax was imposed upon neglected land. The owner was required to do his own 

assessing, subject to the following interesting provision:  

 

"…it is left to the device of the Burgomasters, either to take the lot at the owner’s price 

for account of the City, and sell it at this price to any one who desires to build, 

conformably to the ordinance, or else to leave it to the owner, until it is built upon by 

him or others, when this burden, for good reasons laid upon unimproved land, shall be 

taken off." 

 

The world moves, although slowly; 253 years after Stuyvesant’s proclamation, the 1911 

taxation act of the Province of British Columbia imposed upon "wild land" a tax of 4% 

upon the assessed value, while the same land, if improved to the extent of $2.50 per 

acre, is assessed for Provincial purposes only 0.5%. In other worlds, speculators pay 

eight times the figure charged to honest men who live by labor. 

 

SIR WILLIAM WYNDHAM 

An interesting chapter of England’s history concerns Walpole’s stormy failure to revive 

the salt tax (withdrawn March 2, 1732). His ultimate object was the establishment of 

excises, and the total abolition of the land tax, "to give ease to the landed interest" 

(Coxe’s Walpole, p. 41). The debate on Walpole’s proposal may be found in Cobbett’s 

Parliamentary History, VIII. It is notable for Wyndham’s formulation of the true 

principle of taxation:  

 



"Every man ought to pay to the public charge in proportion to the benefit he receives." 

 

That maxim should be written in letters of gold in every legislative chamber on earth.  

 

Wyndham declared further:  

 

"Sir, I think it is as demonstrable as any proposition in Euclid that if we actually paid a 

land-tax of ten shillings in the pound, without paying any other excise or duties, our 

liberties and our properties would be much more secure, and every landed gentlemen 

might live at least in as much plenty, and might make a better provision for his family 

than under our present method of taxation." (VIII, 956): "We ought," he said on another 

occasion, "to consider that by taking from the rich, we only diminish their luxury, but 

by squeezing from the poor, we increase their misery. This, Sir, must be a moving 

consideration to every man that has any bowels of compassion towards his fellow 

creatures." (VIII: 1020). 

 

Wyndham was born at Orchard-Wyndham, Somerset, in 1687, and died at Wells in 

1740. He headed the organized opposition to Walpole; "his attacks on Walpole’s excise 

bill have been considered his finest oratorical and intellectual efforts." 

 

CADWALLADER COLDEN 

 

The surveyor-general of New York, in the year 1752, made a remarkable report.  

 

Colden was born in Dunse, Scotland, in 1688. He practiced medicine at Philadelphia, 

whence he removed to New York. He was an able, versatile man with literary tastes, a 

philosopher and scientist, a friend of Franklin. In the wilderness of New York, as 

elsewhere, the forestaller was doing evil. We read of  

 

"public indignation on the subject of land monopoly. People were actually being forced 

to send their children into other colonies because of the lack of free lands, when, at the 

same time, influential men were counting their acres by the hundred thousand, and 

scarcely cultivating a hundred " (Key’s Colden, p. 35). 

 

In his report Colden dismissed as impracticable the confiscation of corrupt giants, 

although "indeed there seems in common justice to be room enough for it….  

 

"The following proposal seems to me to be more practicable, viz…. to establish quit-

rents on all past grants…. The quit-rents would in this case be sufficient to support the 

government, and if they were applied to that purpose, I believe would give a general 

satisfaction; because it would be as equal a taxation as could well be contrived, and the 

taxes would not, as they do now, fall only upon the improvements and the industry of 



the people. It would likewise absolutely remove the complaints of the merchants, so that 

it would generally please all sorts, excepting the owners of the large tracts." 

 

The wise surveyor-general died in 1776, and was buried at Spring Hill, Flushing, Long 

Island. His advice was disregarded and forgotten. Had it been followed, his monument 

might well have been inscribed: "The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for 

them, and the desert shall rejoice and blossom as the rose." 
 

 

THE PHYSIOCRATS 

The eighteenth century is notable for the rise of the French school of social reformers 

known as "Physiocrats" (Greek — the natural order).  

It was not increase of wealth they sought but, rather, a science of government, 

immutable physical and moral laws, the natural order. They held that the violations of 

this, through "ignorance, neglect or contempt of human rights, are the sole causes of 

public misfortunes and corruptions of government." Unconsciously they advocated the 

political economy of Jesus of Nazareth. For his injunction also, was not to seek wealth, 

but to seek first the Kingdom of God and his right doing, "and all these things shall be 

added unto you."  

 

Briefly the Physiocrats held that all wealth is derived from the land, and that primitive 

industries, such as agriculture, mining, quarrying and fishing, are the only "productive" 

ones; that manufactures and commerce, while useful in modifying and transporting, are 

"sterile" as regards the State, non-productive of that fund which the State may justly tax 

— the produit net (defined as "the surplus of the raw produce of the earth left after 

defraying the cost of its production"). Unquestionably this was error, but, as Henry 

George says, "not a vital one." For they were on the "narrow way which leads to life." 

The produit net, although limited, was "rent;" they held that it alone should furnish the 

needs of the State through the impot unique (the Single Tax). They advocated complete 

freedom of trade, holding that the business of government was only the protection of 

life and property, and the administration of justice. It was not allowable for government 

to interfere with freedom of thought, person, production or exchange.  

 

Physiocracy appears to have been only an approach to the Single Tax of Henry George. 

For George proposed to appropriate the entire ground rent by taxation. He intended that 

the public should take the kernel, leaving the shell to the landlords. On the other hand, 

the proposal of the Physiocrats was Single Tax limited — very much so. It was about 

6/20 of the surplus derived from primitive occupations. Du Pont said that the forerunner 

of the Physiocrats was the Duke of Sully (1560-1641), reforming minister to Henry IV, 

of France. Sully declared that "tillage and pasturage were the breasts of France."  

 

Nevertheless, the philosophers themselves were great souled men, too little valued, too 



little known, even in our day. The founder of the school was Francois Quesnay, 

physician to the King. Quesnay was called the "European Confucius." With his 

philosopher friends, gathered in the upper rooms at Versailles, he planned for the safety 

of the State, while court profligates below them were devising new luxuries. Room may 

be found here for but two of many noble characters among the Physiocrats. 

 

ANNE ROBERT JACQUES TURGOT 

The most prominent of the Physiocrats was Turgot, sometimes called "the Godlike!" 

Born in Paris in 1727, he was, during his childhood, afflicted with a painful timidity 

which never altogether left him. Educated for the church, with a prospect of high place, 

he abandoned it, saying that he could not wear a mask all his life. Early he was moved 

by philosophy. Having a passion for the public good, or, as a friend said, "a rage for it," 

he sought the public service. He liked scientific pursuits, but politics, the science of 

government, was with him an absorbing passion. To him it was the "science of public 

happiness." 

For 13 years, from the age of 34, he served as Administrator of Limoges, perhaps the 

most hopeless district in hopeless France, drifting towards revolution. He did not spare 

himself. When urged to moderate his labors, he replied:  

 

"The needs of the people are enormous, and in our family we die of gout at fifty." 

Despite illness, he "toiled terribly," reforming, improving wherever and whenever he 

could, willing and thankful to be able to progress slowly, step by step, when it was not 

possible to be speedy. With the peasants he patiently explained and instructed, always 

with guiding principles in view. He considered no case too small for the application of 

its governing principle. He was a theorist to the limit. 

 

With but limited powers, he yet served Limoges so well that when appointed 

Controller-General in 1774, masses were said in his honor, and the peasants wept at his 

departure. In his larger sphere he faced a difficult task, but he was brave and masterly. 

Supported for a time by the young King, Louis XVI, Turgot declared his programme: 

"no bankruptcy, no increase of taxes, no loans." In due time Turgot issued edicts in the 

name of the King, abolishing forced labor on the roads, establishing free trade, 

abolishing trade privileges etc. His edicts were preceded by explanations of the 

economic principles on which they were based. But, after a service of only 20 months, 

the weak King was compelled by pressure of the privileged classes to dismiss Turgot. 

The disgraced minister retired to a studious private life. He had bravely warned the 

amiable but weak King that weakness had brought the head of Charles I to the block. 

Thirteen years later Louis XVI faced the guillotine.  

 

Carlyle said that Turgot had a whole, peaceful French Revolution in his head. Happily 



he did not live to view the catastrophe. He died in 1781, aged 54. He rests in the Church 

of the Incurables, now the Laennec Hospital, Paris. 

 

PIERRE SAMUEL DU PONT 
It is praise enough for any man to be known as "the right arm of Turgot."  

 

Du Pont was born in Paris in 1739, Turgot’s junior by 12 years. At the early age of 

twenty-four he attracted the attention of Quesnay, and soon became Turgot’s most 

intimate friend. It is said he had a rare capacity for work, being a "willing literary hack," 

and that he had done more than any one else to give currency to Physiocratic teachings. 

A condensed account of his useful, busy life may be found in the Cyclopedia of 

American Biography (6: 450). He was twice President of the Constituent Assembly, and 

author of its fiscal reforms. Being a Girondist, he was compelled to hide from the 

Jacobins, occupying his enforced leisure by writing The Philosophy of the Universe. 

Finally arrested and imprisoned, he escaped the guillotine only through the death of 

Robespierre.  

 

In 1799 he emigrated to the United States. He was honored with the affectionate esteem 

of Franklin, Jefferson and Madison. At Jefferson’s request he drew a plan for national 

education in the United States, an account of which may be found in Jefferson and the 

University of Virginia (p. 49). The headquarters of this projected "University of North 

America" was to be at Washington. Characteristically, Du Pont planned as one of the 

four departments a School of social science and legislation. He received Jefferson’s 

thanks for assistance in promoting the cession to the United States of the immense 

territory then known as Louisiana.  

 

By all accounts he was an admirable character. It is to be hoped that we may some day 

be favored with his biography in English. Schelle, a French biographer, says of him: 

"There have been profounder thinkers and more able writers than Du Pont, but none 

have surpassed him in love of truth for truth’s sake, and in disinterested and continuous 

efforts to promote the welfare of his fellow men." He died in 1817, and is buried in the 

family’s burial ground near Wilmington, Delaware. He was one of those named by 

Henry George in a dedication "to the memory of those illustrious Frenchmen of a 

century ago who in the night of despotism foresaw the glories of the coming day." It 

seems appropriate that the visitor to his grave is directed to "take the car to Rising Sun!" 
 

 

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN 

 

In Christ Churchyard, Philadelphia, lies Du Pont’s friend, Benjamin Franklin, "the 

many-sided," born in Boston in 1706, dying in Philadelphia in 1790. His memory is 

especially venerated in Pennsylvania, its thoughtless citizens not knowing that Franklin 



despised their beloved policy of "protection," and that he was an enthusiastic 

Physiocratic Single Taxer. His maxims of personal economy are household words, but 

his writings on political economy are neglected, forgotten.  

 

The following letter was written by Franklin to DuPont:   

 

London, July 28, 1768.  

 

"I received your obliging letter of the 10th May with the most acceptable present of 

your Physiocratie, which I have read with great pleasure, and received from it a great 

deal of instruction. There is such a freedom from local and national prejudices and 

partialities, so much benevolence to mankind in general, so much goodness mixed with 

the wisdom in the principles of your new philosophy that I am perfectly charmed with 

it, and wish I could have stayed in France for some time to have studied in your school, 

that I might, by conversing with its founders, have made myself quite a master of that 

philosophy. I had, before I went into your country, seen some letters of yours to Dr. 

Templeman that gave me a high Opinion of the doctrines you are engaged in 

cultivating, and of your personal talents and abilities, which made me greatly desirous 

of seeing you. Since I had not that good fortune, the next best thing is the advantage you 

are so good to offer me of your correspondence, which I shall ever highly value and 

endeavor to cultivate with all the diligence I am capable of.  

 

"I am sorry to find that that wisdom which sees the welfare of the parts in the prosperity 

of the whole seems yet not to be known in this country; we are so far from conceiving 

that what is best for mankind, or even for Europe in general, may be best for us, that we 

are even studying to establish and extend a separate interest of Britain to the prejudice 

of even Ireland and our colonies. It is from your philosophy only that the maxims of a 

contrary and more happy conduct are to be drawn, which I therefore sincerely wish may 

grow and increase till it becomes the governing philosophy of the human species, as it 

must be of superior beings in better worlds." (Bigelow’s Franklin, IV: 195). 

 

Later letters on this subject may be seen in Spark’s Franklin (X: 300 and 345); and 

Bigelow’s Franklin (IX: 414).  

 

In the first of these letters, he agrees with his French correspondent, Abbe Morellet, that 

"liberty of trade, cultivating, manufacturing etc." is preferable even to civil liberty. The 

last letter (to Alexander Small, 1787) confirms his early confession of faith:  

 

"I have not lost any of the principles of political economy you once knew me possessed 

of, but to get the bad customs of the country changed, and new ones, though better, 

introduced, it is necessary first to remove the prejudices of the people, enlighten their 

ignorance, and convince them their interests will be promoted by the proposed change; 

and this is not the work of a day. Our legislators are all landholders; and they are not yet 

persuaded that all taxes are finally paid by the land therefore we have been forced into 

the mode of indirect taxes, i. e., duties on importation of goods." 
 



 

WILLIAM OGILVIE 

 

In 1899 Morrison Davidson dedicated to the "disinherited landless" his Precursors of 

Henry George (London: F. R. Henderson, 2s.) The writer is pleased to refer the reader 

to the excellent little book for better accounts than are here possible of Ogilvie, Spence, 

Paine and Dove. Mr. Davidson rightly speaks of his book as a "small but precious 

compendium." Tolstoy commended it as "an admirable work."  

  

William Ogilvie, born in 1736, near Elgin, Scotland, was a patrician. At 19 he was 

graduated from King’s College, Aberdeen, at 25 he was appointed in that college, 

"Professor of Humanity (Latin Language and Literature) and Lecturer on Political and 

Natural History, Antiquities, Criticism and Rhetoric." Davidson remarks: "a large 

enough order, even for the most accomplished scholar of his age." In 1782 he published 

anonymously his Essay on Property in Land. Davidson writes that, at that time  

"Scotland was groaning under a despotism of the most crushing and flagitious order, 

and, except by insinuation or suggestion, there was no hope whatever of redress .... 

Landlordism ruled in Church and State with a rod of iron."  

 

The condition of society may be judged from the fact that the State Church (1799) 

issued a pastoral admonition against Sunday-schools and against the teachers as 

"notoriously disaffected to the civil constitution of the country." Thomas Muir, an 

eminent advocate of Edinburgh, was banished for 14 years, his principal crime being 

that he possessed a copy of Paine’s Rights of Man. Robert Burns hid his copy with, the 

blacksmith of Dumfries. Davidson says that Ogilvie’s work would have been 

considered more criminal than these, for he dared to deny the divine origin of rents and 

tithes, defined them as the improvident regulations of human law, and cited Moses 

against them. He sent copies of his book to potent and divers men of affairs, 

Washington in America, Cornwallis in India, Frederick the Great of Prussia, among 

whose effects was found a copy "with the author’s compliments." A copy with that 

inscription is in the Philadelphia Library, founded by Franklin. In 1793 the honorary 

degree S.T.D. was conferred upon Ogilvie by Columbia College, New York.  

He died in 1819, and was buried in St. Machar’s Cathedral, Old Aberdeen.  

Although Davidson assumes that the book was suppressed, the facts are not known; a 

writer in the Dictionary of National Biography states that the authorship was well 

known. Ogilvie is characterized by Davidson as "the Euclid of land-law reform," a 

Single Taxer of most uncompromising character. Two quotations from the Essay are 

appended:  

 

"The landholder must be allowed to have a full and absolute right to the original, the 

improved, and the contingent value of such portion of his estate as would fall to his 

share on an equal partition of the territory of the state among the citizens. Over the 



surplus extent of his estate he has a full right to the accessory value. But to the original 

and contingent value of this surplus extent he has no full right. That must reside in the 

community at large, and, though seemingly neglected or relinquished, may be claimed 

at pleasure by the Legislature, or by the magistrate who is the public trustee.  

The original value of the soil is treated as a fund belonging to the public, and merely 

deposited in the hands of great proprietors, to be, by the imposition of land taxes, 

gradually applied to the public use, until the whole be exhausted."  

 

"Equity, however, requires that from such land taxes those small tenements which do 

not exceed the proprietor’s natural share of the soil should be exempted. To separate the 

contingent value from the other two is less difficult and of more importance; for the 

detriment which the public suffers by neglecting this separation, and permitting an 

exclusive right of improving the soil to accumulate in the hands of a small part of the 

community, is far greater in respect both of the progress of agriculture and the 

comfortable independence of the lower ranks." 
 

 

ALEXANDER SMALL 

 

From letters to Franklin preserved at the American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, 

we learn that Dr. Small, besides being a British army surgeon, was interested in 

agriculture, horticulture, apiculture, ventilation, pickling of sturgeon, new ways of 

uprooting trees, poor rates and politics. Like Franklin, he was many-sided. Franklin was 

81 when Dr. Small wrote to him from London, July 3, 1787:  

 

"Should auld acquaintance be forgot. We are ourselves growing old, and have therefore 

little time to lose.  

I was in hopes that when you returned to your country, I might have observed by the 

laws you would have established, that you had retained some of Mirabeau’s Patriotic 

Principles, which are more extended in the Tableau Economique. Nations do not 

sufficiently advert to that Truth that all taxes are finally paid by the Land. Merchants 

and Manufacturers pay double the tax they are charged with on the Several Articles 

taxed. The Consumer therefore pays so much more than the real value of the article. 

Establish therefore all your taxes on the land.  

 

Laying taxes on imports is in fact taxing yourselves. Render Philadelphia a free Port, 

and it will soon become the center of the American Trade. You will by this means be 

ever free of those Locusts, the Officers of the Revenue. Why banish the Loyalists when 

the country was settled in peace? I see nothing of the liberal disposition of Dr. Franklin. 

I shall ever retain a most agreeable remembrance of the many happy hours enjoyed in 

Your Company." 
 

 



GAETANO FILANGIERI 
 

One of earth’s noblest, Gaetano Filangieri, son of the Prince of Arinelli, was born at 

Naples in 1752. Bred as a lawyer, he practiced at Naples, but a rich commandery 

bestowed on him by his uncle gave him leisure for literary pursuits. He was, also, 

gentleman of the chamber to his Sicilian Majesty, Ferdinand, son of Charles III of 

Spain, to be noted hereafter. 

  

At the age of 30 Filangieri published the first two of eight volumes of his Science of 

Legislation. Book II was concerned with economics. His biographer in an English 

translation (Thomas Ostello, London, 1806) says that seven editions of the first two 

volumes were soon published at Naples, Florence, Catania and Milan, and that a burst 

of admiration and applause followed. Filangieri was appointed counsellor of finance. 

An English friend of the young statesman draws an attractive picture of him:  

 

"In the society of his intimates he was the man of the world, always sprightly and 

active, with the warmest attachments to their interests. In the closet where he was 

employed on his celebrated work, he was the sage, occupied in laying the foundations 

of the future happiness of his country surrounded with seductions the most dangerous to 

the heart and character of a young man whose birth, talents and exterior advantages 

gave him a right to every pretension — in the midst of a voluptuous court the favorite of 

a monarch whose education he had shared — Filangieri was still himself, always 

equally great and noble, and worthy of esteem and admiration. Notwithstanding the 

King’s attachment to him, he quitted the Court, and devoted four years to work on his 

book. Recalled to become royal counselor of finance, his incessant labors caused illness 

and death." 

 

"Another eulogist, Tommasi, said of him what in different language had been said of 

Turgot:  

 

"Unshaken resolution, incorruptible integrity, formed the basis of his public conduct. Of 

every branch of the administration he was completely master and he saw with an 

intuitive glance into every amelioration of which it might be rendered capable.  

In defiance of personal obloquy and personal danger, he had entered on the correction 

of a multitude of secret abuses in the general administration of the kingdom, and of the 

government of Naples in particular 

 

Chapter 30 of The Science of Legislation begins:  

 

"A direct tax is no other than a tax on land, which is the true and lasting source of 

public riches, and should bear the whole burthen of public contributions.... On the first 

appearance the landowner might be supposed to pay the whole, but every class of the 

community would in reality bear a part of it, in proportion to its fortune and abilities 



   He appears to have stumbled in holding that the tax should be permanent and fixed 

(202), yet in the same paragraph he says: "Every landholder would be taxed in 

proportion to his rents….  " This chapter is devoted to the advantages of the "unico 

dazio" and the objections thereto. The English translator (year 1806) uses the term "the 

Single Tax," (p. 206). In Chapter 31, the young statesman proposes to introduce the 

reform  

 

"gradually and with the greatest care. A tax particularly burdensome should be first 

taken off, its net amount accurately calculated, and an equivalent laid upon the land. 

When this step is once taken, a similar one should follow, and others gradually. He 

proposed that the law should be a sacred obligation which every succeeding prince 

should acknowledge the very moment that he seated himself, for the first time, on the 

throne of his ancestors." 

 

In a modest letter to Benjamin Franklin, accompanying an early volume, Filangieri 

expressed the hope that he might merit Dr. Franklin’s esteem. Franklin appreciated his 

worth, ordering eight copies of each of the succeeding volumes. Before final delivery, 

the young statesman died, aged 36. A pathetic letter from his widow to Franklin 

announces the death of "my husband and my friend;" therein is told, also, an oft-told 

tale of those greatly concerned for the public good, viz., "he left no patrimony beyond 

the memory of his virtues."  

It is pleasant to know that the King provided for the little family, though the young 

widow did not long survive her husband.  

 

He rests at Cava, eight leagues below Naples. 
 

 

CHARLES III 

The proposal for a Single Tax made in Spain in 1671 by Centani was addressed to 

Charles II, "the idiot king." Charles III (reign 1759-1788) was a different character. For 

an interesting account of his times the reader is referred to Buckle’s History of 

Civilization (Book II, ch. 1). Buckle characterizes Charles III as "the ablest monarch 

who has sat on the throne since the death of Philip II." Unlike Philip, he had a passion 

for the public good. Buckle speaks of  

 

"improvement upon improvement, reform after reform"…. "these and other works 

which he not only planned but executed were not paid for, as is too often the case, by 

taxes which oppressed the people, and trammelled their industry"…. "In the reign of 

Charles III the face of Spain underwent greater changes than it had done during the 

hundred and fifty years which had elapsed since the final expulsion of the 

Mohammedans." 



There is room for a few suggestive quotations. Of Charles’ adviser, Count 

Campomanes, sometimes called "the Turgot of Spain," Palgrave says (I: 208):  

 

"Eminently upright and disinterested, he was one of the foremost benefactors of his 

country." 

 

From Hume’s Spain:  

 

"The sloth of centuries was at last broken through."… "Financial and administrative 

reform also progressed apace; the collection of the public revenue was now economical 

and regular...., the great plan for the substitution of one single impost for all taxes was 

still the favorite project of each successive minister." (p. 402) 

 

"Minister Florida-Blanca’s reforms directed to the relief of industry and the workers at 

the expense of the landowners, the nobles and the church. Intense opposition caused his 

resignation, to the grief of the King. (p. 409)…. The great project of the Single Tax was 

abandoned  "(p. 409).  

Charles died in 1788, aged 73. Hume’s tribute was:  

 

"The only good, great and patriotic King that Providence had vouchsafed to Spain in 

modern times. 
 

 

JOSEPH II 
 

When the democratic son of Maria Theresa, and brother of Marie Antoinette, visited his 

frivolous sister at Versailles, he declined to lodge at the palace, despising the "rascals" 

who surrounded royalty. Vainly he cautioned her not to interfere with Turgot, not to 

meddle with things she did not understand. Both Joseph II and his brother Leopold, 

Duke of Tuscany, greatly admired the Physiocrats. Joseph succeeded to the Austrian 

throne in 1780. He was known as "the reforming emperor;" his zeal outran discretion.  

 

Although he was in practice afflicted with the disease of protectionism, in theory he was 

physiocratic, as will be seen from the following (from Oestrichische Geschichte fur das 

Volk, Vol. XIV):  

 

"Land, which Nature has destined to man’s sustenance, is the only source from which 

everything comes, and to which everything flows back, and the existence of which 

constantly remains in spite of all changes. From this unmistakable truth it results that 

land alone can furnish the wants of the state, and that in natural fairness no distinctions 

can be made in this." 

 



Joseph was a hard worker. A biographer writes of his "fiery enthusiasm." He, himself, 

acknowledged "fanatical zeal." But he was too far advanced for his people, and was 

broken-hearted by failure. In January 1790 he withdrew all his edicts, dying three weeks 

later, aged 49. He was entombed at the Capuchin Church in Vienna. Joseph’s character 

has been highly praised, severely criticized. A fair judgement would be, perhaps, his 

own: "Here rests a prince whose intentions were pure, but who was so unfortunate as to 

see all his projects miscarry." This epitaph he requested for his tomb, but that poor 

satisfaction was denied him. " 
 

 

THOMAS PAINE 

 

"I could never reconcile it to my principles to make any money by my politics or my 

religion.... In a great affair, where the happiness of man is at stake, I love to work for 

nothing." This from the maligned Paine, born at Thetford, England, in 1737. His 

services to mankind will not be sketched here; the reader is referred to Conway’s 

Paine. But, in the interest of fair play, consider briefly Paine’s religion. Few men have 

been so unjustly, persistently libeled as was, "Tom Paine, atheist!" In daily 

expectation of death in a French prison during the Revolution, he had written a book, 

of which he afterward said (Conway’s Paine, IV: 202):  

 

"The people of France were running headlong into atheism, and I had the work 

translated and published in their own language to stop them in that career, and fix 

them to the first article (as I have before said) of every man’s creed who has any creed 

at all, I believe in God. . . " In the same letter he says he endangered his life a second 

time by opposing Atheism. His religion he declared to be "to renovate the age by 

inculcating in the minds of youth the fear and love of the Deity and universal 

philanthropy." 

 

Paine, poor and neglected, died in 1809, and was buried on his farm at New Rochelle, 

New York. His monument bears his motto: "The world is my country: to do good is 

my religion."  

 

The following quotation illustrates Paine’s Physiocratic ideas regarding land:  

"Man did not make the earth, and, though he had a natural right to occupy it, he had 

no right to locate as his-property in perpetuity any part of it; neither did the Creator of 

the earth open a land office, from whence title deeds should issue… 
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