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IS HENRY GEORGE A SAFE LEADER? 

By Edward W. Bemis 

THE success of Henry George in reaching and rousing all classes, rich and poor, 

educated and ignorant, clergy aud laity alike, in Great Britain, on his lecture tour a 

year ago and by his books, appears almost marvelous to those who have not carefully 

studied his position. Admitted one Sunday in the City Temple to the pulpit of Dr. 

Parker, the man thought worthy to succeed Beecher, speaking on a Monday night in 

Westminster chapel, probably the largest Congregational church in London, to an 

audience of the most thoughtful, and soon after addressing thousands of applauding 

listeners in all the large cities of England and Scotland, and more recently received 

with honor by many of the cabinet officers of the Australian provinces, truly, Henry 

George has won a success such as has been granted to no other economist or social 

reformer of the present or perhaps any century. His views are being rapidly adopted 

by the Liberal party in England, and by a surprisingly large number of our own ablest 

lawyers, editors, preachers; and other thinkers in this country, as I have found in the 

course of extended lecturing tours in the East and West. 

In spite of attempts by the ablest men like General Walker to refute his views, our 

professional economists, while not admitting the soundness of much of "Progress and 

Poverty," are yet giving to it daily a more favorable consideration. Evidently there 

must be much of value, mixed no doubt with some alloy, in this theory of the single 

tax. To call attention as judicially as possible to both portions, but necessarily in too 

brief a way to do the subject justice, is the object of the present article. 

As all are aware, the essence of the single tax idea is to tax at its rental value land, 

independent of all improvements, except possibly those made long ago and now 

inseparable from the land, like drainage and fertilization, and to remit all other taxes 

in case this one is found sufficient. Otherwise, as much of the other taxes would be 

remitted as possible. If fully applied, this tax would destroy the market value of the 

land; but in practice the advocates of the plan would keep the tax slightly below the 

economic rent so as to leave a nominal value for the land, sufficient to keep it from 

surrender to the state. Since the tax on houses would fall as that on land should 

increase, and since the majority of landowners possess as much value in 



improvements as in the bare land, their yearly tax burden would not be increased by 

the shifting, nor would a home or building be less valuable than now for residence, or 

for exchange for similar property; but the stimulus to new building would be so great 

that the present owners of real estate would soon find themselves unable to exchange 

their property for money or anything: save other similar real estate without entire loss 

of the present value of the land. All landowners thus would lose almost the entire 

value of their land, no matter whether their new taxes on land equaled the present ones 

on land and buildings or not. This generally misunderstood point has been clearly 

demonstrated by Professor Clark, of Smith College, in an address before the 

Springfield branch of the American Economic Association. The stimulus to new 

houses would be so great that soon no house could be let for more than interest on the 

cost plus the economic rent of the land, which latter would go to the state. The 

householder would probably regain some of this loss in his capacity as consumer and 

worker. Whether the average farmer and householder would entirely recoup himself in 

this indirect way is a mooted question. Let us assume that he would not. 

It might be thought that, if this were admitted, there could be no further argument. 

But here is precisely where Henry George would deliver his strongest blows. He 

would hold that our present system is so unwise and unjust as not only to justify but 

demand this seizure of land values, no matter if it did hurt the innocent landholder as 

well as the speculator, whose interests few of us would regard more than we would 

those of the ordinary gambler. The present system of individual rent appropriation 

involves fencing and demanding tribute for the use of a natural monopoly created like 

air and sunlight by God and whose value, as all economists agree, is due to society, 

that is, to the demand of labor of others, and not to any labor by the owner. Such 

private rent appropriation is declared to be first a mistake, second an injustice. Let us 

consider each point. Why is it called a mistake? 

From the product of labor and capital applied to land must now be deducted two large 

amounts, rent for the land and taxes for the government. Under the single tax scheme, 

only one amount would be deducted — rent, which would be turned over to the 

government with little subtraction by the landlord. Industry would thus be stimulated, 

cost of living would be lessened. Taxes on rent, incomes, inheritances, bequests, and 

on the excess of profits of monopolies above the profits of competitive business are 

the only ones that cannot or will not be shifted in part or whole. All economists agree 

here. Further, our present mode of taxation acts as a fine on improvements, since it 

increases pari passu with them. A man who owns a poor old building in the heart of 

the city is lightly taxed. Let him put up a large, handsome structure, which is an 

ornament and improvement to the city, and his tax is vastly increased. Under the 

proposed plan, a man's tax would not be increased, and so every one owning a lot 

would be greatly stimulated to make the best use of it or to sell to those who would. In 



other words, this would be like the payment for a room in a hotel. Whether occupied 

or not, if engaged it must be paid for, since others are prevented from occupying it. 

So, say the Henry George men, for I am trying to present their side just now, if the 

owner of a fine corner lot is unable or unwilling to improve it, society is interested, 

since such lots are limited in number, in forcing him to yield to one who would build 

upon it. Curiously enough this mode of taxation according to opportunity, whether we 

use said opportunity or not, is exactly what General Walker assures us in the "Political 

Science Quarterly," for March, 1888, is the ideal tax, though he elsewhere brands the 

George scheme as "rascally." That the single tax, by forcing those now holding land 

idle for a rise in value to use or sell to those who would use, would lower economic 

rent and so still further reduce cost of living, is likely. 

As a method of taxation it is claimed that our present system is in a chaotic state, 

that from its very nature it promotes lying and deception, and so totally fails of its 

purpose and comes so short of any standard of justice or efficiency as to be unworthy 

of our civilization, which is certainly true, whatever be the merits or demerits of 

the single tax. All attempts to tax furniture, money, mortgages, goods of merchants 

and stocks and bonds of corporations in hands of holders could and should be 

abandoned, whether the rent tax is adopted or not. Instead of the above taxes which 

are the source of most of our trouble and which are not imposed in Germany at all, we 

might tax corporations directly according to the market value of their stock and bonds, 

tax merchants and householders according to the rental value of their places of 

business and homes, and impose inheritance and probate taxes and a mild income tax 

as abroad. It is claimed, and no doubt with much truth, that the assessment and 

collection of taxes in accordance with the George plan would be vastly simpler and 

easier than the present method, but the George plan is not the only method of reform. 

Thus far we have considered what many of the advocates of the single tax, though by 

no means all, consider the strongest side — its wisdom as a method of taxation. Henry 

George in his famous book lays much stress also on its being the means of extirpating 

involuntary poverty. An editorial in his able paper, the "Standard," for April 27, 1889, 

thus puts it: "The single tax does not propose to remedy any of the ill effects of 

idleness, thriftlessness, improvidence, and drunkenness, nor to reward mental or 

physical incapacity. What it does propose is to make industry possible to all by 

freeing natural opportunities for work, and to encourage thrift and providence by 

securing to the industrious the full earnings of their labor." Henry George goes 

somewhat farther and builds a theory of wages, in accordance with which they are 

held to be governed by what one can produce with almost no capital on land 

inaccessible or so poor as to yield no rent, or, as economists would say, wages 

everywhere are what one can make on the margin of cultivation. Now this margin is 

advancing to less and less productive land as population and consequent demand for 



food and other raw material grows. Hence it is held that wages must tend downward 

with every advance of population and civilization. This is terrible, if true. The famous 

iron law of wages in its boldest form was not so frightful, since that at least held a 

stationary condition of comfort possible. But if wages are thus fixed by the margin of 

cultivation, even the land tax cannot long stop the downward current, for rent must 

still be paid, though to the state, and the margin of cultivation after receding on the 

introduction of the land tax must inevitably resume its decline and go far beyond its 

present limit, with increasing population, and wages will continue to fall. If it be 

urged that the rent will return to society in the form of judicious state expenditures, it 

must be remembered that the growing population will make a larger divisor and leave 

the quotient, the per capita share of public expenditure, as small as now. To be sure, 

industry would be encouraged and living made cheaper, at least for a time, but that we 

have already considered and admitted above. The point now made is, that if the 

George theory of wages be true, wages must soon resume the downward tendency 

which they are claimed to have now. 

Are wages thus falling? Comparing any period of five or ten years now with that of 

the same length of time of fifty or sixty years, or even thirty years ago in the United 

States or Europe, all the world-renowned statisticians hold that instead of a fall there 

has been a rise — not as much doubtless as there ought to have been, but still a rise. 

But there must have been a very decided fall of wages since rent has increased and the 

margin of cultivation advanced, or else Henry George's theory of wages must be false. 

Again, he claims that wages are fixed by this margin, but what fixes the margin save 

cost of production thereon and demand for the product, and are not wages an 

important factor in fixing this cost of production? But how can wages be regulated by 

and regulate the same margin of cultivation? Herbert L. Smith pointed out this 

apparent reasoning in a circle in his Economic Aspects of State Socialism, and I have 

never seen it refuted. 

Professor Clark has here also overthrown a citadel of the single tax advocates by 

showing, in a recent monograph of the American Economic Association, that if wages 

of common labor everywhere were governed by the productiveness of such labor on 

no-rent land, then wages would be far below their present level in many countries, 

e. g., Switzerland, where the peasant could not support life on the no-rent hillsides, 

and Holland, where the same is true of the no-rent sand-dunes. He thinks that if the 

productiveness of labor on the margin of cultivation does set the level of general 

wages, that margin is certainly not the agricultural margin but that far greater margin 

to be found in manufacturing and other large industries. In these occur the great 

market for labor. Every employer finds that he can employ only a certain number of 

men to advantage. If more seek employment, wages must fall to the level represented 



by the productiveness to the employer of this last increment of labor. The less the ratio 

of labor to capital the larger the capital, according to this able writer. 

To discuss the causes of low wages in general and of our sewing women and minors 

in particular would be very important, and we might find that immobility of labor and 

capital, due not only to our land-system but to other deep causes, is responsible for it; 

but I wish now merely to show that while the eloquent promises of Henry George as 

to the marvelous effects on wages of the application of his theory are no doubt 

responsible for much of his following among the masses, yet the doctrine of this 

pessimistic theory of wages under existing modes of rent appropriation is not essential 

in order to convince many that the single tax would raise wages to a considerable 

though not remarkable degree by stimulus to business and decrease in cost on living. 

As land subject to the rent tax could be bought for a nominal sum, people of small 

means desirous of acquiring homes could invest all their wealth in the house, instead 

of having to devote a considerable portion to the purchase of the land as now. Thus 

the advantage which the irredeemable or long period ground rent systems of 

Philadelphia and Baltimore are said by good authorities to have had in helping 

workmen to own their own homes, would attend the single tax. Also cities could 

obtain all the land desired for parks and streets and other public uses by merely paying 

for the improvements thereon. 

In closing the consideration of the purely economic as distinct from the ethical side 

of this great question, I wish to refer to a conversation between the prominent New 

York lawyer, Thomas G. Shearman, who is one of the ablest single tax advocates, and 

Van Buren Denslow, a well-known economic writer, who remarked in my hearing, 

and truly, that not only is the value of land, but of all other property due to the 

estimate of society rather than to labor. Henry George may command one hundred 

dollars a night now for a lecture, where ten years ago he could not have obtained 

twenty dollars, not because he w ould say anything different now, but because people 

appreciate his words and himself more. To this Mr. Shearman replied by imagining a 

curiosity in the shape of an Esquimaux girl three feet high, capable of eating tallow 

candles, and brought to this country by a dime museum, which gained ten thousand 

dollars a year by exhibiting her. This ten thousand dollars a year is indeed dependent 

on society, as is the ten thousand dollars rent of a corner lot in New York. But, since 

disagreeable labor is connected with the candle-eating and no labor at all of the owner 

is needed to secure the rent of the corner lot, a tax of ten thousand dollars a year in the 

first case would put a summary stop to the eating of tallow candles by the Esquimaux 

dwarf, but would not injure the use of the land one particle nor cause it to be 

withdrawn from the market, but would rather stimulate its use to the highest extent. 



While not an advocate of the land tax in its extreme form or as the only tax, I have 

thought it wise to present these undoubted points of strength, in the belief that from 

this as from many other theories popular in their day and generation we may learn 

much, and that it is more profitable to seek the good than the bad or weak side of the 

theory. Thus far most economists agree with Henry George, always excepting his 

theory of wages, although the majority of people may not be aware of the fact. The 

great point at issue is the moral one. Admitting the wisdom of a higher tax or even 

possibly of an exclusive tax on economic rent, is it right to exact it of the bundreds of 

thousands of innocent investors who would at the start lose the value of their land 

with no surety in very many cases of fully recouping themselves from the stimulus to 

business and diminished cost of living? Would this not be robbing the landowning 

minority for the sake of the non-landowning majority? No, says Henry George, rather 

is the present system a robbery, a deprivation of the natural rights of mankind, and the 

injustice lies in the retention of the present system. This, the real point of issue, must 

now be considered. Is our present system of taxation unjust? 

Admitting that some of the economic benefits claimed for the single tax with much 

plausibility and force would be likely to flow from it; admitting, too, that the gain to 

society would be accompanied by loss to many personally innocent landholders, the 

great question of justice remains. Curiously enough, both sides make their final appeal 

to the equities of the case, and each charges the other with ignoring that side. 

Postponing to the close the consideration of the equity of a gradual increase of tax on 

rent, let us now consider the claim of the leaders of the movement that we ought at 

once to destroy land values by tax and that only considerations of mercy or 

expediency would lead us to go slowly. The best presentation of this is in the paper 

read in part by Samuel B. Clarke of New York, before the American Social Science 

Association last year and since printed in full, and his position, which is substantially 

that of Henry George, will serve as our text. 

Henry George insists upon the essential injustice of this individual appropriation of 

rent by those who neither toil nor spin to secure it. If this be once admitted, then 

present receivers of rent are receiving stolen property, and it is not only no injustice 

but the height of justice to stop this thieving at once. "And," quoting from a recent 

editorial in the "Standard," "to say that anything done to satisfy the law of justice, and 

which is really in accord with the law of justice, weakens the safety of any just 

property right, or is a destructive force, or assails justice in any of her relations, is 

absurd." Another editorial in the "Standard" declares: "Our movement is a religious 

movement, or it is nothing. Its glory and its sure warrant of success are in the fact that 

it is no cold-blooded scheme of mere fiscal reform — no mere attempt to substitute 

one kind of tax for another kind of tax — no mere effort to exploit some patent 

milking-machine for draining the udder of the taxation cow more scientifically." No 



one can meet Henry George satisfactorily who has not mastered the theory of natural 

rights held by him and Herbert Spencer. 

The old social compact theory of government is rejected by Mr. Clarke and 

other single tax advocates, but it is held that man has certain "natural" or "inalienable 

rights;" that "Each as against all others and so far as interference with him by them is 

concerned, is entitled to himself, to his life, to his liberty, to the fruits of his exertions, 

to the pursuit of happiness, subject only to the equal correlative rights of every other 

human being." "The chance to earn, to possess, to learn, to marry," and some add, "to 

trade and to emigrate," are such natural rights. Society, which is "All-of-us, ought to 

guarantee rights to each of us." 

Individualists here use the term right or natural right where they mean a moral right, 

such as mankind, in their belief, is coming to recognize, and not of course any right 

recognized by savages in a "state of nature," as Huxley and Horace White in recent 

articles mistakenly imagine. 

Nearly all will admit that we have a right to life and that land is necessary to life, and 

therefore, all have a right to land. If we should plausibly argue that other things 

besides land are necessary to life, Henry George would doubtless admit it, but claim 

that the individual could and would supply these if he had free access to land. Many, 

however, would deny the latter claim, as we shall soon see. If a right to land be 

admitted, shall it be held to be an equal right? "The legal institution of absolute 

property in land should be abolished," says Mr. Clarke, "because on principle 'all 

ought to have equal chances so far as chances are provided or limited by the actions of 

society,' and because as a fact with that institution existing, it is impossible for all to 

have equal chances." In other words, land, it is claimed, should be equally accessible 

to all or the rent paid for its use should be equally shared by all through government 

expenditures, because otherwise, equality of opportunity is denied. Society, according 

to this plausible theory, has no moral right to allow any individual to found his title to 

raw material on occupancy of land or use of it, unless he pays to society from year to 

year the rent value of the land from which the raw material comes and which society 

has no right to ever alienate from future generations. Society means with the 

individualist all men of the world, and he answers Huxley's claim that in that case 

London or New York rent values should be shared with the Chinese by fully admitting 

it as a logical outcome, but an outcome only possible, like national disarmament, 

when the millennium has approached much nearer than now. At present the people of 

each nation have a right to the rent values of the nation. Men are born with unequal 

native endowments and will achieve unequal results of course; but have they a right to 

claim from society equality of chances as far as environment under the control of 

society is concerned? Francis Lieber admits it when he writes in his "Political Ethics," 

" I am a man, therefore I have the right to be a man," and says this right which is so 



comprehensive is the only inalienable, or, better, "primordial or essential right." Rae, 

the famous English writer, admits the same in the "Contemporary Review" for 

August, 1888, when he says that all other so-called rights, and especially of liberty 

and property, "rest really on no other ground than that the privileges claimed are 

essential conditions of a normal, an unmutilated, and undeformed manhood." 

If we agree to this, then it must appear that instead of going too far, Henry 

George does not go half far enough, and so unduly magnifies one source of inequality 

of opportunity to the neglect of other equally important sources. For even if we agree 

with him that land and man's own individual and unaided exertions thereon are 

sufficient to preserve life, certainly they are far from sufficient to secure equal 

chances to the development of one's manhood. Even under the single tax an increasing 

percentage of the population will live in the cities. But in cities to talk of equal 

chances between those born rich and poor is absurd, unless society shall furnish a 

finer system of free public education fitted to the needs of all than now, shall enable 

and compel every parent to send his child thereto, which some claim will ultimately 

require not only free textbooks but free dinners, and even such daily wages for 

attendance of children from thirteen to eighteen as they could earn on the average at 

work. Nor is this all. If society is bound to secure equality of opportunity, it must look 

rigidly to the sanitary condition of tenements and factories; and, according to the 

Socialists, must ultimately possess all capital, in order that thus interest and profits, 

which now absorb about one third the product for the benefit of a few, shall go to 

organized society for the direct benefit of all. 

Most of the readers of this will draw back in alarm, but if we once admit the absolute 

inalienable right to equality of opportunity for the development of manhood, which 

seems to underlie George's ethical views, and toward which the world is ever tending 

as to a goal never perhaps possible of attainment but ever to be aimed at and 

approached, I do not see where we can logically stop short of this. Henry 

George stops the application with land, because to secure equal chances in other ways 

he sees that we must interfere with, regulate, and probably tax — in order to raise the 

enormous revenue needed — property and business wherein labor enters, and to do 

this, he thinks, would interfere with another absolute natural right — that of doing as 

one pleases with one's own. At this point, however, he seems weak. What is one's 

own? Few men in any civilized society make any product without the aid of society as 

a silent partner. Professor James has well said that the difference between what 

Commodore Vanderbilt made here and what he would or could have made among the 

Hottentots, was due to society, and therefore society as a silent partner may claim in 

taxation such part of the product as, when expended for education or otherwise, will 

yield a larger return to society than it probably would when spent by the other 

member of the firm — the individual. The only difference in the mind of the writer 



between land and other values is that while both are produced with the aid of society 

as a silent partner, there is no labor whatever of the owner connected with the land 

value and therefore it is expedient and consequently just, provided time be taken to 

allow gradual readjustment of existing conditions, to derive as much of our revenue as 

possible from the land values, but never probably to the entire exclusion of income, 

succession, and a few other taxes. 

Professor Huxley in the "Nineteenth Century" for February, 1888, writes: — 

I have every reason to believe that I came into this world a small reddish 

person with no discernible abstract or concrete rights or property of any 

description. If a foot was not at once set upon me as a squalling nuisance it was 

either the natural affection of those about me, which I certainly had done nothing 

to deserve, or the fear of the law which, ages before my birth, was painfully built 

up by the society into which I intruded, that prevented that catastrophe. If I was 

nourished, cared for, taught, saved from the vagabondage of a wastrel, I 

certainly am not aware that I did anything to deserve those advantages. And, if I 

possess anything now, it strikes me that though I may have fairly earned my 

day's wages for my day's work and may justly call them my property, yet, 

without that organization of society created out of the toil and blood of long 

generations before my time, I should probably have had nothing but a flint ax 

and an indifferent hut to call my own ; and even those would be mine only so 

long as no stronger savage came my way. 

Hence he argues, in direct opposition to Henry George, that society helps produce all 

wealth as well as land values and so may justly tax it ail. Expediency in this case 

would be the chief guide. Society, therefore, it seems to me, is only claiming its own 

when it taxes any class of property to almost any extent. Only two conditions restrict 

this power. First, taxation must be levied in a uniform way on all of any given class of 

property or persons. Secondly, society must show that it uses the proceeds better 

pro bono publico than would the persons taxed. 

If the above reasoning as to the valid claim of society on all wealth is admitted, then 

the inherent injustice of all taxes save that on land falls to the ground, though the 

expediency of a greater tax on land than on other values of course remains untouched. 

But now let us go back and see if the rights of life and equality of opportunity on 

which the equal right to land is based are really absolute at all in the sense George 

means. That is, are they so inalienable that failure on the part of society to secure them 

immediately, no matter with what suffering to present personally innocent holders of 

property and at no matter what wastes from bad management in the process, is a 

positive sin? Or are they rather rights which society ought in truth to secure as fast as 



it can well do so, but in the progress toward which we may constantly consult 

expediency? To apply it directly to land: is the right absolute so as to demand instant 

seizure of all land values in the interest of justice, or is it a right so subordinate to 

considerations of general public welfare, as to justify a very gradual increase of taxes 

on economic rent? 

Are there any absolute rights in social questions? It will surprise many who have been 

taught almost to worship the Declaration of Independence, to learn that they are 

denied as far as the relation of man to society is concerned, by an increasing number 

of eminent thinkers, who substitute for the doctrine of natural rights that of the 

happiness, or better, the complete development of the greatest number. This is not 

necessarily a theory of legal rights in the sense which implies that units of society 

possessed of no rights can in their collective capacity create rights, although since 

collective society is something more than the sum of the units, even that way of 

putting it would not seem absurd probably to some thinkers. All relations of one 

person to another may, it is claimed, be under the absolute control of organized 

society. 

Professor W. Stanley Jevons, for example, whose views are widely accepted among 

economists, does not deny the existence and even the superiority over all else in the 

case of individuals of "those higher questions of ethical science, of moral obligation, 

of conscience, of religious conviction, in which we may rightly seek for a firmer 

basis," but claims that in social matters there are no "abstract rights, absolute 

principles, indefeasible laws, inalterable rules, or anything whatever of an eternal and 

inflexible nature." He cites compulsory purchase of land for railways, water-works 

and other enterprises of public utility, compulsory military service at present in 

Continental Europe, — and he might have added in the United States in the Civil War, 

— truck acts regulating methods and time of payment of wages, factory acts, 

regulation of charges of elevators, gas works, etc., as well as all taxation, to illustrate 

the fact that mankind does not recognize any absolute rights over one's own property 

or person or children. "No laws, no customs, no rights of property are so sacred that 

they may not be made away with if it can be clearly shown that they stand in the way 

of the greatest happiness. Salus populi, suprema lex," only he urges us not to leap in 

the dark, but be first sure of good reasons for expecting a safe landing-place. Professor 

Ingram, in his valuable history of "Political Economy," takes the same general 

position, holding that liberty, for example, is presumably a means to the higher 

development of society, but is not an end in itself, and may be rejected on sure proof 

of better results for a given time and place in some other way. 

Sidney Webb, LL. B., lecturer on Economics at the City of London College, has 

written the following most significant words in a recent monograph of the American 

Economic Association, on Socialism in England. 



A wide divergence of thought is apparent between England and the United States. 

In England the old a priori individualism is universally abandoned. No professor ever 

founds any argument, whether in defense of the rights of property or otherwise, upon 

the inherent right of the individual to his own physical freedom, and to the possession 

of such raw material as he has made his own by expending personal effort upon. The 

whole case upon both sides is now made to turn exclusively on the balance of social 

advantage, and practically no individualist axiomata media are allowed to be taken for 

granted. The older individualist arguments are to be found only in the "Liberty and 

Property Defense League," which has no philosophic importance, or in the writings of 

Mr. Herbert Spencer and Mr. Auberon Herbert. It would be safe to say that the 

political influence of these latter gentlemen is absolutely imperceptible. 

Mr. Webb farther on enumerates several scores of occupations wherein the state, in 

England and elsewhere, either by regulation or private management, or by direct 

ownership and control, denies any inherent natural right whatever to trade or to the 

pursuit of any special calling. By a perfect parity of reasoning the state may regulate 

or tax or manage any business whatever, whether the manufacture of matches, 

gunpowder, and tobacco, as in France, ownership and management of street car lines 

and gas works, wash and bath houses and tenements by municipalities, as in England, 

railroads and some mines and factories as in Germany, forests and some land as in 

Switzerland, and telegraphs throughout Europe, whenever the state, which is 

organized society, can do these or other things better than individuals. In the light of 

all this tendency of modern legislation the world over, the theory of some, not 

all, single tax men as to natural rights in social questions sounds very antiquated. The 

propriety of a gradual increase of tax on land would remain, no matter what becomes 

of this theory of natural rights, but undoubtedly the justice of any immediate seizure 

of the whole rent stands or falls with the said theory. 

Who shall decide between the school of Henry George, Jefferson, and Herbert 

Spencer on the one side, for they all seem to hold the same view of natural rights, and 

Jevons and a rapidly growing school of writers on economics and jurisprudence on the 

other? I am free to acknowledge my preference for the latter. Some rights may indeed 

be absolute, but most are not. The obligation to truth-telling, purity, unselfishness, and 

other like virtues, is absolute, although our recognition of them, and perhaps our 

responsibility for disobedience, may be a gradual growth. Relegating all this class of 

rights and duties really inalienable and absolute to the domain of private morality, and 

the individual conscience, may there not be other rights and obligations covering the 

ground of public morality, or man's relations to society, which are not absolute and 

inalienable and which cease to become rights at all the moment they interfere with the 

public welfare, although important enough to demand in doubtful cases a careful 

upholding, but in varying degrees according to the nature of said rights. Such a right, 



held as subordinate to the public welfare, is that to life, which is not, according to the 

view of the writer, absolute as is the right to maintenance of private morality, but may 

rightly be abandoned by the individual, if necessary to the preservation of one's 

religious faith or personal morality, and which may be demanded by society in time of 

war. Conscription, which is sure to doom many to death on battlefield and in hospital, 

is an excellent proof that even the right to life itself is not recognized by common 

consciousness as inalienable or absolute. 

Henry George himself derives the equal right to land from the equal right to life. But, 

if our reasoning is accepted, the latter is not absolute and so the former cannot be. 

Nevertheless, since the right to land is equally valid, perhaps, with that to life, being 

necessary thereto, the right to land cannot be denied unless the public welfare 

absolutely demands it, which is not the case. But few do deny a right to land. No one 

man or class can order another off and turn a country into an uninhabited deer park to 

any great extent, as has been attempted by the Winans and others in Scotland and 

England, without arousing dangerous discontent. 

Henry George is mistaken in supposing that we now allow as absolute a control of 

landed property as of other kinds by individuals. If a half dozen men should buy up 

the State of Rhode Island and order everybody off, they would be treated like the 

grocer in Johnstown, who, taking advantage of people's necessities to sell flour at five 

dollars a sack, was forcibly deprived of his entire stock, which was given away to the 

starving. Laws restricting the size of land holdings are generally conceded to be 

proper if occasion for such laws should ever arise. But competition in land or public 

sentiment is still sufficient to prevent the holding of land at quite starvation prices. It 

is sometimes tried, as when owners of the entire bank of a stream, the only source of a 

supply of water for the surrounding country, refuse access to the water. The courts in 

most cases where this abuse has arisen have compelled riparian owners to yield rights 

of use of the river. As land grows more difficult of acquisition, in our large cities, the 

demand for legislation involving similar principles of the restricted nature of private 

property rights in land, which is also involved in the George theory, will undoubtedly 

be had. But is this right to land an equal right or is it only a right to its use on payment 

of competitive rent or the market price? Evidently there are strong or very plausible 

reasons for considering it an equal right, as to sunshine and air, but certainly not an 

absolute right in the extreme sense intended by Henry George. 

To sum up. There seems to be no absolute individual rights in social questions. So 

far as it is a question of ethics at all, rather than one of practical expediency, a man 

has nearly, I will not say quite, as much right to land values as to other values created 

or rendered possible by society. The land tax, however desirable, is not the only just 

one. The whole question becomes one of societary rights and duties wherein 

expediency always rules. 



Thus far the wisdom and justice of an increase of the land tax, which should be 

gradual rather than immediate, while not as easily proven as the single tax advocates 

would have us believe, have appeared pretty clearly established. The most common 

reply is that even if a change in our taxation would be economically advantageous, it 

would be wrong to shift our taxes on to land, no matter how slowly, since we would 

injure present innocent landlords. It seems to the writer passing strange that all such 

critics ignore the fact that every time we change our protective tariff or permit the 

patenting of a new invention we interfere with vested interests and lessen the wealth 

of thousands, as would happen with a change of land taxation. The full defense in all 

such cases is the public good. More would be benefited than injured. The objection is 

sometimes raised, that many mortgages would be deprived of part of their value if the 

improvements alone were suffered to remain valuable as security therefor. This only 

shows that the introduction of the new mode of taxation would entail suffering on 

many innocent people. But that is only a reason for advancing slowly, not for standing 

still, any more than in the change of tariff duties or in the recent emancipation of 

slaves in Brazil, where loans hitherto secured by slaves and crops cannot be paid from 

the crops alone, as shown in the "New York Weekly Post" for May 16, 1889. The 

hardship and pecuniary loss of innocent Brazilian bankers was sad but unavoidable 

and was not considered a sufficient reason for refusing emancipation. Only two points 

must be borne in mind. First, the proposed change must appear to be a benefit. In that 

case we let the railroad be built, no matter how many stage-coach lines are ruined 

thereby. Secondly, unless the benefit can be clearly shown to be of overpowering 

importance, legislative changes involving millions of property of innocent holders 

should be gradual. Whatever may have been the views of a few men, the vast majority 

of the North, even though they believed slavery wrong, were not in favor of 

immediate emancipation without any compensation to their owners, until it seemed 

justified as a war measure, and there is no talk now of a war over the land question. 

The final abolition of slavery in Maryland and Delaware, which were not in the 

rebellion, followed simply because chances for escape of the slaves were so great, 

after freedom had been obtained every where else, that the institution ceased to be 

worth retaining and fell of its own weight. 

If the single tax men can show that the evils of individual rent appropriation are as 

great as come from slaughter-houses in our large cities, or as the Iowa people believe 

come from breweries, then the Supreme Court might sustain the immediate 

destruction of all the land values of the country, as it did of property rights of 

slaughter-houses and breweries in the famous cases referred to. But they have not yet 

proved this, in the humble opinion of the writer and many others. 

The only special reason, then, for taxing land higher than other values is that of 

economic advantage. The labor of the individual owner not being involved at all in the 



land apart from all the improvements, a tax on land would not burden labor, act as a 

fine on business, be evaded or shifted like most other taxes, but would destroy a great 

existing evil, the keeping of land needed by society from any use, while it is being 

held for speculative purposes, or the keeping it from the best use, because our mild 

land taxes permit of its retention by those possessed often of too little capital to use it 

as fully as the best interests of society demand. These seem amply sufficient reasons 

to justify and demand a gradual transference of many and perhaps most of our taxes to 

land. No more claim to being unjustly treated could then be made by present 

landowners than could be made by the sugar planters of Louisiana, if their business 

was injured by the gradual change of our tariff laws, a change that we suppose would 

be amply justified, if it could be shown beneficial to the country as a whole. The 

Supreme Court of the United States has decided, among other things, in the celebrated 

case of Mun v. Illinois, in 1877, that any special business or property like that of 

hackmen, grain storage, — and why not land? — has no just complaint if in the 

supposed interest of the public a higher tax is imposed upon said class of business or 

property than was in force or was expected by those who had entered the business or 

bought the property prior to the passage of the more burdensome law. 

The only reply that the writer has ever heard to this is a denial of the analogy between 

an ordinary tax like the tariff on sugar, and the land tax. It is claimed that a man goes 

into sugar raising or the hack business with full knowledge of the possibility of 

change in the tax thereon, but that long usage having accustomed people to expect no 

special land tax, innocent investors in large numbers might rightfully claim a violation 

of an implied contract, if such a rent tax were now imposed. But this reply is based on 

the theory of absolute individual rights as against the public welfare, a theory already 

examined. 

The objection to a special land tax can apparently be answered in two ways. In the 

first place, it may be held that the state had no moral right to make such a contract, 

and therefore the implied contract, if such there were, can properly be declared void as 

applied to the future, although the wealth unjustly obtained in the past by the 

individual rent appropriator through this invalid contract may be suffered to remain in 

the hands of its present owners. No statute of limitations applies to continued unjust 

gains from society. In the second place, it may be held that the state constantly 

interferes with vested rights, especially where no written contract can be produced. If 

any tacit, unwritten contract did exist between the state and the original purchaser of 

government land as to perpetual exemption from rent taxation, which is by no means 

certain, such contract would certainly not be recognized by the courts. They have 

permitted many states to put a special tax on the franchise or monopoly value of 

corporations, though special taxes were not expected when the corporations were 

instituted. 



Many difficulties would be removed by making rent taxation a purely municipal 

affair, since in cities alone is economic rent of great importance and there a large 

public revenue is needed. Otherwise the state or nation would have to distribute the 

rent tax obtained in the cities among the rural districts and small villages. It would 

involve great political difficulties, and engender extravagant expenditures, if rural 

communities had the opportunity of spending large sums not raised by local tax. 

Henry George, as we have seen, so far from socialistic sympathies, holds an extremely 

individualistic view of natural rights. Correctly viewed, the true goal of our effort 

should be the attainment as fast and as far as practicable, — for we can never fully 

attain unto it, — of that noble heaven-born ideal, equality of opportunity in the 

development of manhood, and not alone an equal share in rent. In determining what 

will best advance us toward this goal we must become students of expediency, and 

then we may find that we can learn more from conservative socialists like Wagner, 

Sidney Webb, and William Clark, than from Mr. George, though we may be unable to 

go as far as either school would have us. 

Henry George minimizes society and takes a very conservative not to say narrow view 

of the rights and just functions of the state. Whether we accept or reject his reasoning, 

we must admit that he has called attention to important evils in our system of taxation, 

and has done more to popularize economics and arouse thought among the masses 

than almost any other economic writer of perhaps any age, not even excepting Karl 

Marx or Adam Smith, and for that alone deserves the hearty thanks of all who believe 

that discussion and thought, however mistaken, are better than stagnation and apathy. 

Out of all this agitation are sure to come better economic conditions and a nearer 

approach to justice. 

EDWARD W. BEMIS. 
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