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On Rent Land Values, Speculat1on and Taxes

&

In a letter. to the editor in .the

April issue of The Freeman, Mr.
John Z. White takes exception to my
thesis that every tax must everitually
come to rest upon the landowner, as
set forth in my article, “A Reply to
Critics,” in the March Freemsah. In
voicing his dissent, however, Mr.
White is guilty of misconstruing cer-
tain of my statements. He writes,
“He argues that of total production
an indefinite amount must go to

wages.” What I did say—and though-

I wrote in Spanish the passage was
correctly translated—was this: “It
must be admitted that in some inde-
terminate -proportion the wages of
" specially remunerated workers can
be indirectly reduced, temporarily or
permanently, by the pessure of tax-
ation.” I maintain that the state-
ments are by no means ‘the same,
and this misinterpretation of my
views Teads me to remark that, what-
ever the amount of production and
its value, the part apportioned to
wages is sufficiently definite. It is,
in short, the indispensable minimum
which workers, with the exception of
those of special skills who are spe-
cially . remunerated, must have in
order to live. ) '

Mr. White says further, “George
argied that speculation in land is
the great practical evil.” I have seen
no such-assertion in any of George’s
writings. Instead he repeatedly stat-
ed that the great evil in modern so-
ciety is the private ownmership by
some mein of the land upon which
all must live and work.

If the thought of George was as
Mr. White states, it would have been
a ‘very .narrow view. Speculation is
a phenomenon secondary, adjective,
occasional and local, It is not a fact
- general or constant, although to
Americans and inhabitants’ of other
“new” countries the rapid growth in
rent and the selling price of land,
making for speculation, might make

it appear otherwise. This advance in-

land values has been due to the fact
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.that the growth of population in

v

these new countries has been. stim-
ulated by immigration, as well as to
the advance in technological proces-
ses, :

Yet the great evils of private own-
ership in land persists, and in even
more severe form, in European and
Asiatic countries where the value of
much of the land has long remained
virtually unchanged and speculation
in land is of infrequent occurrence.
As a matter of fact it has been my
personal observation that immigrants
from Spain and Italy to Argentina
knew nothing about land speculation,
or that—which was common knowl-
edge to us—land values in countries
still in the process of settlement tend
to increase. If Mr,
rect, these static countries would not
have any. ‘“great” economic evil, but:«

surely this was not the view of

Henry George! :
It is therefore of great importance
to keep in mind that the fact of fun-

damental significance is the private
‘ownership of land, and that the var-

jous evils springing from the institu-
tion of private property in land are
not in themselves fundamental at all.
Having this in mind, several prob-
lems are cleared up, and one is not
tempted to think, for example, that
the mere checking of speculation can
in any way result in a lasting im-
provement in social conditions, or
that, as Mr. White says, “With
greater production wages would be
much. higher.” The fact is that neith-
er an increase in production nor re-
duction in public expenses wil affect
wages, for the simple reason that
the ownmer of .land would automatic-
ally reap the benefits. .
No one should forget the wise
words of Hénry George: “Thus where
private property in land has divided

society into a landowning class and’

a landless class, there is no possibl_'e
invention or improvement, whether
it be industrial, social or moral;

which, so long as it does not 'affect

White were cor-

the ownership of land, can -prevent
poverty or relieve the general condi-
-tions of mere laborers. For whether
the effect of any invention or im-
provement be to increase what labor
can produce or to decrease what is
required to support the laborer, it

can, so soon as it becomes general, .

result only in increasing the income
of the owners of land, without at all
beneﬁtting the mere labowrers. In' no

event can those possessed of the.
mere ordinary power to labor, a-

power utterly useless without, the
means necessary to labor, keep more
of their earnings than enough to en-
able them to live.” (The Condition of
Labor).

And again: “A reduction in the
amount taken from the aggregate
prodice of a community by taxation
would be simply equivalent to the in-
crease in the power of net- produc-
tion. It would in effect add to the
effective power of labor, just as do
the increasing density of population
and improvement in the arts. And

as the advance .in the one case goes,

and must go, to the owners of the
land, in increased rerit, 80 would the
advantage in the other.,” (Progress
and Poverty).

At all events, the only effective
way to eradicate land speculation is
to make land common property, just
as the only conclusive way to elim-
inate smuggling is to suppress cus-
tom houses. But, I must add, it would
not be practical to do either of these

things by abrupt or revolutionary

means.

Another point that can cause mis-
takes, is the correlation between pro-
duction, rent and land values. If “ar-
tificial scarcity” of land checks pro-

duction and can increase speculative -

land values, it is not true, as Mr.
White appears to believe, that the

process can be repeated over and ov-
repeatedly . being -

er, productlon
checked and land values continuing
to gain. The absurdity of such rea-
soning, when carried to its logical



. production had been reduced to the
minimum, or nothing;-rent would be
at the maximum height. But we
Know well that rent, like wages and
interest, can come’ only out of pro-
'ductlon

Beca.use the landowner gathers at

" the end the net surplus of production,
whatever it may’ be, after payment

of wages, interest, amortization and

S taxes, one ought not to be puzzled,
.- .. as Mr., H. W. Noren seems to be
%" in his editorial in the May Freeman,
.by the fa.ct that “at recurring inter-

vals millions of tenants have had

" their taxes increased and- the rent
kralsed at the same time.” This would
only - prove that  the increment  of

‘rent ‘has been gtea.ter than the in-
crement oaf ‘tazes; which is quite

) poss1b1e if the land value of pro-
‘duction has increased more than the

sum of wages, mterest amortlzatlon :

. and taxes

: Suppose it is proved (though 1t is
;of ‘little consequence) ‘that “at all
“tiffies, - total taxes come close. to
qualhng total rent.”” .... it does
1ot follow that “if all taxes were
;-6ut of rent there would Tiever

-.conclusion, can readxly be .seen: when

the aggregate produce of the com-
munity after the payment of all’
. wages,

interest-‘*amortiza.tion and
taxes. A
It is true that “all hlstory and all

countries proclaim the fact that
those ‘who' hold landed estates are

" the permanently rich, their riches al-

ways maintained .by their collecting

and keeping as. theu' own the rent

of la.nd which would otb.ermse con-

- stitute public funds: But it does not_

follow" tha.t because “economic sci-
ence has no room for a class of men
who ¢an live without producmg,” the

"asserfion that the landlords finally
~pay all taxes must imply the belief

that there are “mlra.cle men who, out
of nothmg, pay all of their own and
other men’s taxes »

Well, in the history of all epochs
and countries. there is plenty of in-
formation upon ‘seeming miracle men

who have: lived ‘comfortably without
producing anything; .and who,  fur--
thermore, paid the expenses of gov-’

ernment. The landlord slaveholders
in. the Southern. States, for example,
did not' necessarily work, yet they
lived more luxuriously than their
slaves, and certainly -were, among
both, the only  taxpayers. Out of
what resources could.the slaves, the

. ‘only producers, have paid the taxes?

'tlme of Locke were wrong in their

" thinking that merchants w1ll not pay - -

by five critics of my statement that

In wha.t respect is--the con
modern wage ea.rners essentlally drf-‘ o
férent ? :

. It is not ecoriomic science thé.t' :
makes room for “miracle men” It :
is persona.l coercion and direct or in~
direct coercive laws that ‘do 1t Fin-" -
ally, from the fact that men of the -

belief  that agnculture alone was’
productwe it doeés not necessa.mly_; o
follow that one is eqially wrong im ..

taxes and that laborers cannot

Summmg up the objectlons ma,de-_

in all times and circumstances  (ex-
cepting, obviously, those of extreme-: o o
ly arbitrary tyranny) the burden of .\
every tax falls substantially, in the: - -
final incidence, upon landowners —

and whose objections I have ans .
swered in. this article and id my ar-

ticle in the May Freeman —-I can "
assert, it .seems to me, that my thesis - .
has not beeri destroyed nor weakened.’ =
Possibly further and more penetrat-

ing criticism, such as a matter so - .
charged with consequences deserves, .

‘hay uncover a, weakness in my posi~

tion. But unless it can be shown by
tion.  If .not the. argument for eco-.
nomic reform will have to: undergcr '
substantial: modﬁications. : -




