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IT is only too probable that to the greater number of the readers of this journal the title 

which I have placed at the head of this article will seem self-contradictory and absurd. 

For we are so persistently told that the "single tax" is the embodiment, not only of all 

that is economically unsound, but also of all that is dishonest and mean, that most of 

us would expect an essay on "The Ethics of the Single Tax" to rival in shortness and 

conciseness the famous chapter on Irish snakes. 

 

But while this view of the matter does not lack the support of some plausible 

arguments, it appears to me to arise from a somewhat superficial consideration of the 

question. Very few men examine a matter of this kind for themselves; they are content 

to take on trust whatever may happen to be the prevailing popular opinion. And when 

an attack is made upon ancient wrongs and powerful vested interests, it is certain that 

the chorus of denunciation from platform and press will at first be practically 

unanimous. 

 

The reception given to the single tax proposition has been no exception to this rule, 

but rather a conspicuous illustration of it . Flouted by politicians, ridiculed by smart 

journalists, anathematized by teachers of religion, "refuted" by economists, and 

misrepresented by all, it may indeed serve as a warning to all advocates of reform. 

 

But in spite of all this, I think it may be possible to say something on the other side, to 

show that the single tax, when judged from the ethical standpoint, is not altogether as 

black as it is painted, and that we who support it have at any rate an arguable case. 

 

I do not propose to enter into any economic questions; the practical working of the 

single tax, its feasibility, its merits when considered simply as a system of taxation are 

not subjects for discussion here. I shall confine myself as strictly as possible to the 

consideration of the one question — "Is the single tax in principle right and just?" For 

this is indeed the touchstone by which all proposed reforms should be tested — the 

final court to which they must all appeal. If the decision here be not in their favor, 



they are, ipso facto, condemned. All other considerations are as nothing beside the 

crucial question, "Is it right?" 

 

In the case of the single tax it is especially important that a clear and decided answer 

should be given. It proposes to interfere to a considerable extent with what are known 

as "vested interests," and if not in itself right it will do a great wrong. And such 

radical changes in the conditions which surround and fashion human life would be 

involved in its adoption that it is not too much to say that the whole character of the 

community of the future would depend upon it. And as a nation lives and thrives only 

by justice it behooves us who upon the foundations of the past are raising the structure 

of the future to be quite sure that we are making our building four-square. As we sow, 

our children will reap; upon the use we make of our time of power depend the 

happiness and welfare of children yet unborn. Great is our shame if we do not fully 

accept our responsibility. 

 

What we have then to determine is not whether the single tax would be for the 

apparent good of the community, taken as a whole, but whether it would be just 

toward each individual member of the community. For no amount of advantage to the 

state can justify us in doing a wrong to even the humblest of its citizens. If the good of 

all be not based upon the rights of each, it can never stand. That which was supposed 

to be a blessing will prove a curse, and, now as ever, the attempt to make expediency 

run counter to justice can end in nothing but disaster. 

 

Widely as men have differed in its application, the principle of justice is everywhere 

the same. As said the Stoics long ago, "Justitia est constans et perpetna volnntas snum 

cuique tribuendi," and this is today, as then, the simplest, the most comprehensive, 

and the truest definition of justice. By the light then of this principle our examination 

into the single tax will be guided. 

 

As a preliminary, let me state briefly what the single tax proposition really is. Put as 

concisely as possible, it is this: "To substitute for all existing taxation, direct or 

indirect, a 'single tax' upon land values (not land area) taking ultimately the whole 

annual value of the land, as nearly as may be practicable, for the use of the state." 

 

The term "land" as thus used includes every kind of land, whether city, farming, or 

mining land, and all natural opportunities. It excludes all buildings and other 

improvements resulting from the application of labor and capital to the land. The 

value to be taken is what is sometimes known as "site value," the value of the bare 

land, apart from all improvements on it. 

 

The land belonging, as we hold, equally to all, its value should be used for the good of 



all. The improvements belong to the man who made them, and should be left to him, 

free from all taxation, until the income arising from the common heritage is found 

insufficient. 

 

Now the proposition to take all land values by taxation is merely the practical 

embodiment of a great principle, by which it must stand or fall. If a better means of 

reaching the same end can be devised, we shall be glad to support it. The principle is 

this: "That every man has rights in the earth equal to those of every other man; that 

these rights begin at birth and end at death; that they are inalienable; any laws, 

customs, or traditions which may assume to deprive any man of his equal rights being, 

de jure, utterly null and void." 

 

This again rests upon what may be called our first principle: "That all men are born 

with equal rights to life; that each man owns himself and his faculties; that he has the 

right to use those faculties in his own way, provided always that he injures no one, 

and does not infringe upon the equal rights of others; that what he produces by the use 

of his faculties is his, no one else having the shadow of a title to it." 

 

Most of us, I think, will give a general assent to such a doctrine. Very few will now be 

found to maintain the negative — to assert that some men have at birth rights to life 

superior to those possessed by other men, and that the former have rights to 

themselves and to the use of their faculties which override any rights possessed by the 

latter. For the unending controversy as to the equality of men would appear to justify 

specially the maxim that all disputes arise from the disputants misunderstanding each 

other's position. That equality which is postulated by the single tax is an equality of 

rights only. When we say that all men are born equal, we are not guilty of the 

absurdity of supposing that all men are at birth equally endowed with the various 

mental, moral, and physical characteristics. We recognize as fully as may be the fact 

that there are great natural inequalities in human powers; what we assert is equality in 

the right to use these powers.* 
 

* It may be well to observe that this doctrine can hardly be applied in its entirety to 

children, or to races in a state of barbarism. 

It is probably unnecessary to make any formal defense of this principle of equality of 

rights to life. The great majority, at all events, will admit it, but should it be seriously 

attacked, I will do my best to uphold it. Granted, then, that each man has, equally with 

every other man, rights to life and to the use of his faculties, it follows with all the 

certitude of a geometrical demonstration that he has equal rights to the use of the 

earth. For, clearly, equal rights to life imply equal rights to the use of those natural 

opportunities by which alone life can be maintained. 

 



Here, on the one hand, are men with equal rights to life; here, on the other, is a vast 

storehouse of raw material, sufficient for all, accessible to all, by the nse of which all 

can support life, and without which none can live. And it is not merely the only means 

by which they can live, but it is the condition precedent of their very existence. Of it 

they are formed, on it they must live, and to it their material elements must some day 

return. Take away the earth, and where is your man? He has vanished, he is simply 

non-existent. 

 

How shall a man who has no rights to the earth retain the right to himself and to the 

use of his faculties? Where shall he exist, where use those faculties if not on the land? 

If his rights in the earth are not equal to those of every other man, then his rights to 

life are not equal to those of every other man. If he has no rights in the land, he has no 

right to be here at all. His right to life is no longer a right; it is a privilege, a 

concession granted by those who are in possession of the means of sustaining life. 

 

If you allow equal rights to life you must necessarily allow equal rights to the only 

means by which it is possible to live. Those who deny this must show in what other 

way equal rights to life can be maintained. 

 

But while many are ready to admit, in the abstract, this doctrine of equal rights in the 

land, they meet any attempt to give it practical application with some very serious 

objections. "Here," they say, "is a society in which private ownership of land has 

existed from time immemorial, and where it forms indeed the base upon which the 

whole social structure rests. The state has guaranteed in every possible way that 

private property in land should be not only as secure as, but even more secure than, 

private property in the results of labor. Under that guarantee the wealth of the 

capitalist, the savings of the laborer, and the trust funds of the widow and the orphan 

have been invested in it. Surely no one but a preacher of unrighteousness would 

advocate the taking of all the value of land in taxation, and that, too, without giving 

any compensation to existing owners. That would indeed be too gigantic a villainy to 

be ever seriously contemplated." 

 

The first fallacy to be noted here is that this reading of history is altogether modern. If 

we are to appeal to antiquity, to antiquity let us go. If precedent is to bind us, let us not 

rest content with invoking the example of the last few generations, who, ex hypothesi, 

were themselves bound by the acts of preceding generations. Let us begin at the 

beginning. 

 

If this be done, it will be found that history is on our side, that private property in 

land, as we know it, is entirely a modern innovation, and that those titles, which run 

back to the beginnings of our civilization are very far from being historically 



legitimate, but have their origin, as Herbert Spencer puts it, either in force or in fraud. 

 

But granted, if you will, that individual ownership of land has an antiquity which 

cannot be questioned, and that it was in the first place deliberately adopted as the 

result of a profound conviction that both in justice to the individual and in advantage 

to the community it was the best system that could be devised; granted, too, that the 

original distribution was made with the most exact justice, and that the state formally 

granted to the first owners a title in perpetuity—granted all this (which is far more 

than its strongest upholders would venture to assert), what then? 

 

"The land belongs in usufruct to the living, the dead have neither part nor lot in it." 

Our ancestors in their time had control of the land, and did with it what seemed to 

them good. Their time has passed, and with it their power; upon us now falls not only 

the right, but the duty, to do with the land what seems to us just, regardless of any 

conclusions which they may have reached. Did the land belong to them in any greater 

measure than it now belongs to us; were their rights superior to ours t Neither one man 

nor any number of men can rightfully dispose of that which belongs to another: how 

then could our predecessors sell our rightst "If the present generation, or any other, are 

disposed to be slaves, it does not lessen the right of the succeeding generation to be 

free: wrongs cannot have a legal descent."* 
 

* Paine, "Rights of Man." 

As we can give no right or title to individual ownership of land in the future, so we 

can recognize none given in the past. A man's rights to life and to the means of 

sustaining life rest upon his existence, and end with that existence. The earth belongs 

not to one generation in fee simple, but to all generations in usufruct. No generation 

can give a title which shall be good against succeeding generations. "A certain former 

generation made a will to take away the rights of the commencing generation and all 

future ones, and convey those rights to a third person, who afterwards comes forward, 

and tells them . . . that they have no rights, that their rights are already bequeathed to 

him. . . . From such principles, and such ignorance, good Lord, deliver the world."* 
 

• "Rights of Man." 

The whole of the historical argument which assumes to uphold private property in 

land is based upon the preposterous assumption that a man may sell or bequeath that 

which is not his, and that a title which was invalid in the first place becomes valid by 

transfer. 

 

We are not concerned with what took place in the past, what we have to do with is 

private property in land here and now. Does it, or does it not, conflict with the equal 

rights to life possessed by the people now living; is it, or is it not just? If it is, it needs 



no help from history; if it is not, of what use is historical sanction? 

 

If it be wrong, then a wrong is now being done, day by day and every day, to those 

who are deprived of their inheritance. It is none the less a wrong because this 

generation is not primarily responsible for it, and it is none the less our duty to strive 

by every means in our power to end it. 

 

But although it is thus clear that appeals to the actions of our ancestors are entirely 

irrelevant, it is none the less true that the question of how best to deal with the "vested 

interests" which they created is perhaps the most serious problem that we have to face. 

What are we to do with the present landowners? They are not the persons who by 

force or fraud originally robbed the human race of its inheritance. In one way or 

another they have come legally and peaceably into the possession of the lands they 

now hold, and they have no more responsibility for the laws under which they 

acquired possession than have the rest of us; why should they be made the 

scapegoats? 

 

The whole question turns upon the original one — To whom does the land of right 

belong? If to the landlords, we have no right to it, whether with compensation or 

without. So long as those who are in possession of it do not actively injure us we may 

not interfere with it or with any use they may make of it, and we can only be thankful 

to the owners of our country if they will allow us to live and work in it on their own 

terms. 

 

But if, on the other hand, it belongs of right to the people at large, if we all have equal 

rights in it, where is either logic or justice in asking us to buy that which is already our 

own? If the land belongs to the people it is theirs, without money and without price. 

 

The fact that the large majority of modern landowners are innocent possessors of that 

to which they are not morally entitled gives them no claim either to continued 

possession or to compensation for disturbance. If A suddenly discovers that he has for 

years been innocently enjoying that which rightfully belongs to B, is he justified in 

continuing the wrong, or, as the alternative, has he a good claim on B for 

compensation? But that is the landowner's case at its best. 

 

The question of compensation can only arise when the state takes that which is 

admittedly the property of the person from whom it is taken. If, in a crowded city, my 

house stands in the way of some public improvement, and has to be pulled down, I 

have a clear right to full compensation. No one doubts my right to the house; 

compensation is given because it is beyond question mine, because that which 

rightfully belongs to one man is being taken for the benefit of others. Compensation to 



the houseowner is given for the discontinuance of a right; to the landowner it would 

be for the discontinuance of a wrong. 

 

The fact that England considered it necessary to compensate the West Indian slave-

owners for the loss of their slaves is often used as an argument in favor of 

compensating landowners. Now I, for one, do not admit the slave-holder's claims, but 

let that pass. The two cases are not analogous. 

When England forced abolition on the slave-owners, she did not ask the slaves to buy 

their freedom, but paid for it herself. This, if it pleased England, could not be called 

unjust to the slaves. So, too, if the single tax should be imposed on us from outside, 

we could raise no valid objection to the payment of compensation to the landowners 

by those who compelled the change. Bat current argument holds that those who have 

been robbed for years and are still being robbed are themselves morally bound to buy 

off those who (innocently and legally, no doubt) have been, and still are, robbing 

them. It is as if it had been enacted that a slave should be free as soon as he himself 

could pay his market value to his owner. 

 

Suppose that the matter had been settled solely between the slaves and their owners, 

that the former had refused to work any longer except for their own benefit, and that 

they had successfully resisted all attempts to keep them in slavery. Shall we be told 

that they would have been morally bound to give compensation for the loss of such 

future produce of their labor as their owners had expected to appropriate? Surely not! 

 

But that is what we are told now. Our proposal is that we should refuse to work any 

longer for the benefit of the landowners, but we find that if we do so refuse we are 

expected to pay them for the loss of whatever they had expected our labor to produce 

for them in the future. When we scout such an absurd idea, no epithet is too harsh for 

us. 

 

And not only does justice not require compensation, but she sternly forbids it. What 

indeed would it be but payment of the annual tribute in another form — paying 

landowners for the right to discontinue paying them? For full compensation would 

necessitate the payment or promise of payment (in government bonds, or the like) of 

an amount which would secure to the landowners an income at least equal to that 

which they now draw from their lands. And this income, like the present one, would 

come from the earnings of the community, so that instead of having abolished a 

wrong, we should have strengthened and perpetuated it. 

 

The injustice of obliging a man to pay for that which is already his own, to buy off 

those who are robbing him, is so monstrous, so glaring, that it is hard to understand 

how any one can be found to support it. Let us by all means be solicitous for the 



rights, the genuine rights, of the landlords, but let as also remember the rights of the 

landless. For many a long year these have been deprived of their own, and in various 

ways have been forced to pay for the privilege of living in their native land; now, 

when it is proposed to disallow the tribute and to restore the lost rights, they are asked 

to "compensate" those who have profited by the wrong. Is not this the veriest 

caricature of justice? That landowners should ask that bygones be bygones is 

intelligible, though not exactly equitable, but that they should demand payment for 

ceasing to take that which is not theirs is absurd. 

 

Compensation, yes, by all means, if you wish it, compensation in full, but for the man 

who has been deprived of his rights, not for him who has been enjoying the rights of 

others. 
 

"Pay ransom to the owner 

 And fill the bag to the brim. 

 Who is the owner? The slave is owner, 

 And ever was. Pay him." 

 

If then landowners are wise, they will not ask for compensation, lest the cry be taken 

up in earnest by those whose rights to it are beyond question. But if they do, they will 

have to be shown that there are debits as well as credits in their account, and that if 

they insist upon the balance being struck the settlement will not be in their favor. 

 

Do not let me be misunderstood. My quarrel is with private property in land as an 

institution, not with the particular men who may profit by it. While I believe that the 

"single tax" would reduce scarcely a landowner to actual poverty, it might possibly 

have that effect with a few, and if in righting a great wrong these had to suffer, no one 

would regret it more than myself. And personally, I would have the community deal 

liberally (as a matter of grace) with any to whom the adoption of the "single tax" 

brought real suffering. I would not have a single landowner reduced to the condition 

in which countless thousands of the landless are to be found today. 

 

But at the same time we must not allow our sympathy for landlords to warp our 

judgment or to lead us into injustice. We cannot allow a wrong to continue because 

those who have derived advantage from it will suffer when it is brought to an end. The 

fact is that long usage has blinded us as to what is right and just, has dulled our 

perception, and confused our understanding. We think that whatever exists is 

necessarily right, and woe betide him who tries to change it. 

 

We who uphold the single tax are endeavoring to prevent stealing; we hear that we 

have erased the eighth commandment from our tables; we who are the strongest, the 



most clear, and the most logical defenders of property are denounced as its destroyers; 

we who would have our social institutions rest on the firm base of equal rights to all 

are told that we wish to overturn society. 

 

W. H. Mallock somewhere tells us how he divided life into happiness, misery, and 

justice. "Then," he says, "I at once discovered that the rich represented all the 

happiness of which we are now capable, and the poor all the misery, while justice was 

that which set this state of things going, and enabled it to continue." I fear that the 

justice thus ironically described is worshiped in solemn earnest by many today. 

Learned professors support it, articles in our leading newspapers uphold it, and the 

words of the Just One are wrested from their plain and literal meaning to buttress it 

up. 

 

But we of the single tax will have none of it. Far off, it may be, long after we, dead 

and forgotten, have been given a resting place in that earth to which our rights during 

life are denied, we see the coming of a "strange, new, wonderful justice," a justice 

under which it shall be so ordered that 
 

"Men in that time a' coming shall work and have no fear 

  For to-morrow's lack of earning, and the hunger wolf anear! 

  I tell you this for a wonder, that no man then shall be glad 

  Of his fellow's fall and mishap, to snatch at the work he had. 

  For that which the worker winneth shall then be his indeed, 

 Nor shall half be reaped for nothing by him that soweth no seed! 

.   .   .   .   .   .  .  . 

"Why then, and for what are we waiting, while our brothers drop and die, 

And on every wind of the heavens a wasted life goes by? 

They are gone; there is none can undo it, nor save our souls from the curse! 

But many a million cometh! And shall they be better? or worse? 

Come, then, let us cast off fooling, and put by ease and rest: 

For the cause alone is worthy, till the good days bring the best! 

Ah, come ! cast off all fooling! for this at least we know 

That the dawn of the day is coming, and forth the banners go!" 
 


