An Odd Approach

Clouds Over Wall Streer by Max M. Schulmann,
New York: Exposition Press Inc.. $4.00.

HEN THE ENGLISH reader has made every allow-
ance for American stvle, he will still regard this
book as off-beat. Its lines of argument are odd, its method
of presenting them is odd, and its detailed conclusion is
very odd indeed. This is a pity, because the author’s un-
derlying thought is sound in that he is attacking land
monopoly and proposing to extirpate it by land-value
taxation.

To begin at the beginning, which is the best part of
the book, the author first describes the 1929 Wall Street
panic. By concentrating on what actually happened, and
not at that point introducing reasons why, he gains the
confidence of the reader, who will probably go along with
the author in his gradually unfolded belief that the slump
was linked with the Florida real estate boom: also in his
wider theory that the high price and inaccessibility of land,
force labour and capital to be idle. There may be room
for disagreement about the exact way in which this idle-
ness is caused—whether all kinds of production are affect-
ed simultaneously, or whether, as the author strongly
argues, the construction industry plays a key part—but
there will probably be broad acceptance of the general
chain of events which leads from land speculation (the
Florida boom inflated land prices elsewhere) to un-
employment, stagnation, falling production, falling mar-
ket values, and panic selling.

One of the most important points made by Mr. Schul-
mann is that once capital is being withdrawn from an
overvalued market, any subordinate or incidental event
may act to trigger off the panic. A single bankruptcy may
“cause” a panic, but it can do so only if the prevailing
conditions are unhealthy to start with. These conditions
—the whole chain of events from a boom in land values
to falling stock market values—are the real cause, just
as land enclosure was the real cause of the misery ac-
companying the industrial revolution in Britain, though
the actions of capitalists may appear to be immediately
responsible,

For those who look on the rising price of land as the
cause of slumps, this book may seem at first sight to be
an exciting one, since it relates speculation in land to
the most famous of modern depressions and one which
is conventionally talked about in terms mainly of over-
speculation in shares. Disappointingly, however, only
part of the book deals with depressions. The remainder
covers slums and general aspects of land tenure and cap-
italism, and these are not handled with the same skill. Mr.
Schulmann’s approach is not to follow a single line of
reasoning right through, but rather to present a series
of small arguments, gradually infusing his ideas about
land into more general statements but without collating
them into a clear and compelling logical sequence. Hav-
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ing digests before each part of the book is not a good
idea—it merely accentuates the repetitiveness, that, un-
fortunately, already exists—and it is difficult, when lost
in the intricacies of the relationship between feudalism and
capitalism, to clear the author of the charge of irrelevance
in places. In fairness, it must be said that the title Clouds
Over Wall Street was not Mr, Schulmann’s original choice,
which was Capitalistic Revolr, a much less attractive but
also less misleading description of the book.

I'he author is woolly about land value and seeks to
divide it into two kinds, only on¢ of which he wants to
tax. As a result what he quaintly calls the “Lex
Americana” provides for a most extraordinary form of
land-value taxation. It is almost a relief in these circum-
stances to find that he is very anxious not to be suppos-
ed a single taxer—labour and capital, he says, must con-
tribute their share. He does not ask how much under-
employment of labour and capital stems from the bur-
den of taxation on them. If depressions and slums are
to be ended and free enterprise given its head, it is neces-
sary not only to tax land value to the full but also to
untax labour and capital. A partial measure of land-value
taxation only is not enough. Al.C.

Germany’s Land
Problem

R LAURITZ LAURITZEN, the German Minister for

Housing and Town development, in a new publica-
tion*, has outlingd his ideas about the problems that
confront him. Here are a few catch-words:

“The building of dwelling units scarcely keeps pace
with growing population in the areas of concentration:
building permits are retrogressive; the building of sub-
sidised dwelling units will remain indispensable; the
building of dwelling units is a social and a politicial task
of decisive importance; town and village renewal is a new
task required by modern exigencies, it means bringing
order into the arcas of concentration; the ‘law for pro-
moting town development’ is an essential requirement; a
new legal concept of the rights of landed property is
necessary.”

The Federal Housing Minister must have our agreement
when he claims that our housing and town develop-
ment should accord with the dignity of human nature,
that the tasks of town development can be fulfilled only
if rising real estate prices are not effectively opposed, and
that a new orientation of our land policy is necessary. We
can further agree with him that for this purpose the pro-
posals made in the “law for promoting town develop-
ment” are insufficient.

The Minister wants to elaborate new concepts and de-
finitions of a modern legal nature concerning landed

*Aspects of Housing and Town Planning Problems by Lauritz
Lauritzen. The German Union for Housing, Town and
Country Planning Ltd., Cologne, 1967. DM 3.50.
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