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On Whom Does the Single Tax Fall?

By Henry George

An objection to the Single Tax, famil-
iar to all who have followed the discus-
slon, iz that the owners of land would
commensurately increase the price of
land and of its products. Thiz objection,
where it iz honest, comes from a care-
less assumption. From the fact that
most of the taxes levied urpder the
present system add to the cost of pro-
duction and increase prices, and are
thus shifted by first payers to the
shoulders of ultimate consumers, it s
assumed without inqoiry as to the rea-
gon of thiz that it is true of all taxes.
The eatlier files of the “Standard” show
a constant recurrence of this objection,
But thanks to the thorough explana-
tions that have from time to time been
made, and to the diffusion of economie
knowledge which our agitation has pro-
duced, it is now geldom met with where
there Has been any Single Tax dis-
cussion. '

But in ancther form the same old
fallacy occasicnally orops out, -even
among Single Tax men. For Ingtance,
I have & letter from a gentleman in
Chio, who beging by saying, “I am a
believer in and a teacher of your doc-
trines.” And then ke goes on to express
surprise that in my letier tp the Pope
I should say anything to imply that
taxes on land values would not be ghift-
ed through the medium of prices upon
pld consumers of goods, with which
admiseion he thinks “our position wounld
be stronger and nearer the truth.”

A stilll more striking instance of the
sgame confusion is glven by the "Detroit
Evening News,"” a journal thai _hag been
active in propagating the Sifigle Tax
jdea. In an editorial article entitled
“The Question of Taxation,” in its issue
of November 13, in which it urges the
adoption of the Single Tax, occurd the
following:

If all taxes were placed on land only,
every pound of pork, every bushel of
wheat, every horse and gow, every form
of personal property would he taxed, The
user of the iand would simply add the

tax io all these things, and every person

who used them would pay hiz just pro-

portion,

Whareupon a correspondent writes to
the News asking “whether this con-
struetion of the News iz in harmony
with the Single Tax as outlned by
Henry Gegrge.”

Printing this inquiry, the News replies:

Perfectly; Otherwise the Single Tax
scheme would be of lttle value, indeed
fers than of no value at all. Unlesa the
titller of the scil, if compelled to Ay
directly the whole cost of government,
could add the taxes to the prices of the
things he produces, he could not till the
goil’ with any prefit to himself, and agri-
culture, upon which the human race do-.
pends for existence, would be ruined.

Here 1= an instance of the Single Tax
being advocated on a ground that is not
merely muntenable in fiself, but that
ulterly denies a fundamental prineiple
of the Hingle Tax theory. Slnce all I
have cver written on the subject of
taxatlon i based on the proposition
that a tax on land values cannot fall
on production and increase prices, and
since there 1s no error that I have becn
at so much pains to correct as that the
tax we propose would fall on land users
and through them on eonsumers, it is
hardly necessary for me to deny that
my views are correctly represented by
the NWews. But it may be worth while
to point out the error inte which at
least more than one of the professed
advocates of the Single Tax have fallen.
MNothing i to be gained by having the
Single Tax advocated for wrong reasons,
Men brought over by erronecus argu-
ments c¢an never be relied on in s
cause that maust rest on truth. The
unseund supporter 1s, -in fact, more
dangerous than an opponent.

Uniless he sees that taxez on land
yalueg or economic rent, which 13 what
we mean by the Single Tax, must be
borne by the owners of the valuable
land from which it is collected, and
that it cannot fa]l on users of land as
users, and cannot add to the cost of
production or Increase prices, no one




ean possibly appreciate either the moral
side ef our argument or the full welght
of its fiseal side. To him the declaration
on which I dwell In my receni letter
to the Pope that what we propose “we
propose, not as a cunning device of
humen ingenuity but as a conforming
of buman regulations to the will of
God,” and that the Single Tax “is the
way intended by Gog for raising public
revenues,” iz wild assumption, gnd tha
reform io which we look for the eman-
cipation of labor becomes nothing more
. than a more economical way of col-
lecting taxes on labor. That this is so
is shown by the editor of the News,
who, in answering his correspondent,
goes on to say: ’
Ii (the Single Tax) I3 defensible merely

29 the most economleal and eguitabla
means of spreading among all the people
the expenses of government. It would
doubtless remedy many evils of our
nrezent extravagant system, but it would
not bring on the millennivm., Men wowld
gtill be men, and like all other animals
they would find that nature Is a hard
mstress, and that life can only be majin-
talned on this earth by & strenuous
struggle. Under any gystem that can be
deyised life will be a batfle, and many
will go down that others may live.

‘The assumption that the Single Tax
would be a tax on use and add to
prices mnecessarily leads to this smail
view of its results, It is only when the
esgential difference betweenr a tax on
land-values and a tax on labor preducts
Ig seen, that it ean he seen that nature
Instead of belng a hard mistress te
some i3 indeed a bounteous mother to
all, and tat so far from there belng
any natural neeessity for that bitter
struggle for life in which some men
must tread others under foot, there is
In reality enough and more than enough
for ;all if we womd but act justly
towards each other. . :

The correspondent who writes to the
News assumes that in speaking of
taxes on land the editor means what
we advocate as ibe Single Tax: and
the editor himself assumes this, not only
in his declarationVof the perfect har-
mony between us, but in the article
from which his correspondent quotes,
for in thls he uses arguments which
have valldity only as applled to taxes
on %fand values, and indeed at times
uses the phrase, “fax on the value of
land.” But in the paragraph quoled,
and through the article generally, he
speaks of a tax on land. In this MHes the

cause of his confusion, or at lea
is the reason why it is unpercei
bim. For had he written “land -
instead of “land” in the sentenc
quoted, it would have stood as f
If 8l taxes were placed on land
only, every pound of pork, every
of wheat, every hoerse and cow.
form of personal property woui
taxed.

This, in its very statement, w«
clearly fallaclous. Far it Is evide
a tax on land values would not
all the tand on which such thin
raised, there being clearly some
soroe wheat, some horses and
and some things of the nature »
sonal property which are raised ¢
that would he unaffected by the
land values. :

But this is not obvious whe:
term used 13 “taxes on land” F
term land, without qualification,
all land, and it iz perfecily trn
taxes falling on aH land would in
the cost of all the products of
And go the form of the propositi
the News states it, leads to, or o
hides the erromeous conclusion.

Here is an Instance of the dan
political econemy of a loose o
termg, This iz beyond all othe
miost prolific source of aconomis
fusions and {fallacles. The one
thal whoever wishea to ithink «
on economic gubjects must bear in
1s the necessity of attaching a 1
algnificance to the terms he is
on to use, For words sre not 1
the signs by which we commu
our thoughts to others: they ar
gymbois in which we ourselves
And |n a continued train of rea
we are even more apt to delnd
selves by an inevaci and shiftin
of terms than we are to delnde ¢

The editor of the News in sp
of taxes on land evidently means
on land values, He uses the two
as interchangeahle, and usage san
the practice. The only tax on Ik
which we are accustomed in the 1
States I3 an ad valorum tax; am
is commonly spoken of as a
land, instead of on land values, j
we are accustomed to speak
valorum taxes on houses or oo
other formd of perscnal praper
taxez on such things, instead of

- on house valuez, or goods valwm

personzl properiy wvaluss,




