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Elizabeth Read Brown (1902–87) 

Elizabeth Read Brown was born on 8 April 1902 in Michigan. Her parents were J. 

Herbert and Eva Lumley Read. She received bachelor’s degrees from what are now 

Eastern Michigan and Case Western Reserve Universities. Her master’s degree in 

library science was from the University of Michigan. As a librarian she held positions 

at the following libraries: Royal Oak, Michigan (1928–37), Michigan State University 

(1937–46), Albion College (1946–51), University of Michigan (1952) and the 

University of Mississippi (1952–53). 

 

At this last posting she met and married the economist, Harry Gunnison Brown 

(1880–1975). He was Professor Emeritus of the University of Missouri (1916–51). In 

his profession Brown was well known for his views on railroad regulation, tax 

incidence, free trade and land value taxation, among others. She shared his Georgist 

views on land value taxation, as she would demonstrate in her writing in the ensuing 

years. While her husband completed his teaching career at Franklin and Marshall 

College and for five further years, they were active in the promotion of local tax 

reform throughout the state of Pennsylvania until they returned to his home in 

Columbia, Missouri in 1965. There, they continued their writing collaboration until 

his death in 1975. Elizabeth joined the editorial board of the American Journal of 

Economics and Sociology in 1977. She felt that her husband’s contributions to 

economics were not fully appreciated. Due in part to her inquiries, the University of 

Chicago Press reprinted in 1979 The Economics of Taxation (1924). In Missouri she 

campaigned for more equitable taxation and was active locally in public safety 

concerns about children. The 83rd General Assembly of the Missouri State 

Legislature adopted a resolution recognizing her work for a better society. She died on 

10 February 1987. After her death, C. Ryan acknowledged her assistance in the 



preparation of a biographical Elizabeth Read Brown 89study of her husband (1987). 

Will Lissner, founder and long-time editor of the American Journal of Economics and 

Sociology, contributed a warm ‘In Memoriam’ (1987), concluding: ‘Beth, like Harry, 

made her life an important contributor to the well-being of her fellow citizens and to 

American culture. We shall miss her sorely.’ 

 

Elizabeth Read Brown wrote 19 articles and edited one for the American Journal of 

Economics and Sociology. Six were co-authored with her husband; five were their last 

submissions to the journal, indicating his deteriorating health. All but four of the 

articles or reviews deal in one manner or another with land value taxation. The four 

exceptions advocate free trade against contemporary calls for more protection. She 

wrote other articles concerning history and library science. 

 

A central theme of her writing on economic matters was the relevance of land value 

taxation to contemporary problems, along with attention to the existing evidence of its 

successful application. Alternative tax policy, in particular the effects of introducing 

variants of land value taxation (lowering of rates on buildings while raising the rates 

on the value of land, both used and idle), was explored in many of her articles. Could 

localities adopting such measures attract more industry, achieve their zoning 

objectives and attain more efficient commercial development? Elizabeth Read Brown 

argued that offering differential tax rates could provide a profit incentive for firms to 

settle in the locality. Further, the objective of maintaining or improving the quality of 

residential or commercial property would be facilitated were capital improvements not 

taxed. Writing in the late 1950s and 1960, she saw urban obsolescence and decay as in 

part a result of a general property tax. Finally, she pointed out that a heavier taxation 

of land values would pressure the use of land sites and reduce speculative holdings. 

Vacant or underused lots in cities would be fewer, and the inefficient chequerboard 

land use patterns would not have occurred to the extent that has been observed. She 

frequently cited in her articles the experience of Australia, New Zealand and the State 

of Pennsylvania in land value taxation. 

 

In her most detailed article (1961) Elizabeth Read Brown surveyed contemporary 

economic textbooks for the attention  given to land value taxation, and what views of 

it were presented. When the subject was not mentioned in a text, she further examined 

it for consideration of Henry George, the single tax, Progress and Poverty, and so on. 

She initially noted that only 41 of the 76 general or introductory texts she consulted 

made mention of George, his proposal or his famous book. Of those in which mention 

was more than incidental, she found, with few exceptions, presentation of the single 



tax idea to be so biased that no appreciable number of students could come to see 

what she believed to be the relevance of land value taxation to present-day problems. 

 

As the author of this note and many others can attest, Elizabeth Read Brown was in no 

way discouraged by this state of affairs. She should be, like her husband, remembered 

as an enthusiastic, persevering advocate of tax reform. 
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