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America’s Only Original Economist

By G. R, DAVIES

F‘II’-T‘J’ YEARS ago the only distinctively
Aumerican ccenomist to win warld fame died
in Now York, America las forgotten him, but
the word of scholarship abread gives him a
frigh place i the Hali of Pame. His principal
worx was translated into all the important lan-
guages, and sold millions of copies. Fves in
this country it teceived the transient honor of
a place in the Congressiona! Record.

It is strange that even though America hag
produced eminent business leadess, it has never
produced a system of economic thought. Our
ceonomics—a blend of science and ninsteenth-
century ethics—has bren almaost altogether im-
postec from Burope, The English classicists of
the cighteenth and nineteenth cenwury, and the
Austran “targioalists,” have been our teach-
aps, Our own lendiag econpmists have merely
wchoed Europesn teachings, or st best have
contributed meatc commentaries. For this
reason Our predent economic system, without
our iotending it, has deifted into the historic
dilemmn of lectic inflationary progress alter-
mattng: with  pacalyzing dedationary employ-
ment=in Henry George's phrase, Pragress and
Poverty, the litle of his chiel work.

Insofar as Henry George is remembered here
at ali, he is remembered as an exponent of the
so-called “single tax.” The term implics a tax
on laad wepresenting nornal interest on its cap-
italized value, 1t was based on the feffersonian
theory thet “the carth is given as a common
stock for man to labdt and live on”

This theary of equal rights in the use of land
is one of the oldest ethical concepts of history.
Jt was held by the Hebrew prophets, and in
somewhat modifisd form by classic and medieval
philosophers. In an expanded form it was wov-
en into Adam Sraith’s theory of small business,
Hence merely in respect to the single tax, Heory
George seeims to bave little pectinence in these
days of world markets, high finance, corpora-
tions, and other forms of centralized business
control, He seeins to violate the truth that re-
Jigious symbolism since the days of St. Augus-
tine hag clearly expressed: a man cannot return
ti the idyllic simplicity of a frontier Eden, but
must ook forwnrj, to a visioned Eternal City; in
the poet's language, the “pawiot's dream” of
“afabaster cities ., . undimmed by human tears,”

But Henry Gearge is well worth remember-
ing s o stumulus to Amesican thinking, For
nothing is clearer than that action and theory
belong together in business and politics just as
much as in chemistey and physics, | , .

If we wish (o anderstand the philosaphy of
Henry George, swe must ignore the single tax
panacen, Fis thought went far beyond this, and
if his whole philosopby is understood, one can
see why he emphasized land rent as the initial
form of taxation. What he really atterapted was

4 philesophy of history from the Christiat: point
of view, Hix view of history is aot unigue but
he gives it an aptimistic coloring where others,
such as Brooks Adams, succumbed to a pessi-
miztic view,

As Henry George saw it, civilization began
when land passed into privale ownsrship with-
out recognition of the nature of [and vent. This,
a5 George thought, was the ecoronuc aspect of
the “fall of man"~~not private nweership, but
tather the fallure to recognize the potential priv-
ilege of absentee ownership. He saw that in the
usual operation of markets, Jand rent and de-
rived capitalized teai properties absorbed from
a fourth (o a half of the product of industry,
and constituted a natural form of taxation,
which became the perquisites of hereditary
weaith, What he did not clearly recognize, how-
ever, was that such rent, at least in an account.
ing sensc, is essential in an efficiently organized
economy; and that, moreover, it has been the
chief source of the savings devoted to new cap-
ital. Hence as an economuc fact i cannot be
treated lightly. . ..

George explained the rise and fall of empires
in terms of man’s failure to nederstand the na-
ture of economic law. As toade expanded and
cepters of coordivation atose, capital was con-
solidated in the hands of monopolistic ruling
classes. The complexity of roarkets created in-
superable diffcultivs which led to booms and
depressions, &s today. Depressions stimulated
revolt, or wars of aggression. Then the wealthy
uobility became warlaeds, or were supplanted
by brutai usurpess. The Hitler episode is a
typical modern illustration of this trend.

In George's view, as 2 consequence of dis-
torted markets, the masses fell into slavery or
servitude, and toiled chiefly for the benefit of
others. Thus the ancient empires geoerally
passed through periods of free enterprise, and
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matured into systems of contialized admiaistea-
tion by fusncial and mditry power. Even
benevolent monatchs could do fittle, siace the
masses inceeased beyond the appasenc capacity
of the country to care for them, as in the Orient
today. And when vice and luxury Hmited re-
praduction, family life decayed, and the ration
with it The “'strait and ascow way” Uhat
avoids extremes and foadnrairs a4 progressive
balance has always been hard to find,

Sa the early empires passed tirough the free-
enzerprise stage, only to mature and dedine
with the misused concentration of wealth, But
un favorable froatiers trade again expanded,
teking advantage of the cultore developed in
the old centers, The new nations thus initiated
grew to 4 commanding stature before they in
mrn decayed. Thus Persia displaced Babylon,
Greece displaced Persia, Rome displaced Greeee,
and Englund similarly expanded into the wide
frontiers of & New World, New America—the
latest favocable frontier——hay surpassed thew all
in commerce and war. Here, Henry George
hoped, true freedom would at last be organized,

it is clear thar George kas noi made a direct
wontribution to the solution of the preblem of
poverty and war, but he has done something
loward & statement of the problem. We may
object to catling the income of capitalized nat-
vl resources, as developed by corporations, 4
form of taxution, But at least such income hay
facilitated progress, even though it ultimately
may mature privilege because, in the upper
levels, it strexses aristocratic conperation ather
than competition. Obviously the real problem
ties only indirectly in the details of organization
and taxation. It lies chiefly in the subordina-
tion of all-—tulers snd ruler alike—to reason
and censcience,

We are in o tragic crisis of Jistory brought
on by the expansion of trade (ar in advance of
the Anancial and political means of its coordina.
tivn. We bive been betrayed by the superstition
that the “law of supply and demand” will take
wee of us if we merely follow our selfish inter-
vsts in the macket. Consequently we have devel-
oped the material sciences far beyond the reach
of our ethical and spiritual understaading. Our
capacity for organizing destzuction has outdis.
tanced our mastery of the ways of peace. Let
us hope that Heary George was righit in bis ex-
pectation that under the guidance of Truth 2
vew age of peace and goodwill eventually will
dawn.

In that case America’s only original econo-
wist may have sug,gested the direction of our
quest, Perhaps under adequate leadership Am-
vrican corporate Anance, with its recognized
tight of quasi "laxation”~—as Henry George
implies—may become a porent factor in a uni-
fied world civilization,
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