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The second part of the professors’ fifth objection is
somewhat obscure. Do they mean that under the single
tax improvements would be taxed? If so, it is simple to
point out that the single tax is one tax placed upon land
values only. Whether improved or not, land bearing the
same rental would be taxed equally. Improvements do not
cause the rise of rent; the true cause is the growth of the
community, which results both in improvements and the
rise of rent,

Primitive Concepts of Property
By PAVLOS GIANNELIA

N his work, Les Noirs d’ Afrique (Payot, Paris), Maurice

Delafosse gives the following interesting particulars on

the conceptions of the African natives in respect to landed
property :—

The land, according to the natives, does not belong to any
individual ; neither does it belong to the whole community,
as has often been erroneously averred, It is considered as
belonging to the original inhabitants, or to the local deities
who succeeded these pioneers, and represent them, In fact,
the land itself is a deity whom nobody dares to think of ap-
propriating ! However, by offers and sacrifices, regulated by
the proper rituals, the black family that first reaches an
unoccupied site acquires from the local deity the right and
privilege to use the land. This right is handed down from

“one generation to the next. In the hands of appointed ethnic
groups, formed by the descendants of the first family, rights
and privileges to use the land can be granted to others (gra-
tuitously or otherwise), after the necessary rituals. How-
ever, there is no absolute ownership, or transference of own-
ership.

Every community possessing rights and privileges to use
a given site has a chief who is usually the patriarch of the
oldest family and bears the name, “master of the land.” He
is also the leading priest of the local religion but not neces-
sarily the political leader. Even when the tribe falls under
the yoke of another conquering tribe, the “master of the
land” retains an intangible prestige. The political chief can
do nothing without this master when there is the question
of a sacrifice for the local deities, or a distribution of land.
The conquest gives no rights over the land. The most out-
standing Negro conquerors have respected this tradition.

The African natives do recognize private ownership of
the products of labor. The worker possesses the fruits of his
labor, and can decide how to use, give, sell or borrow it. The
product of the individual’s labor passes to his successors
upon his death. The things produced by the community are
collectively owned, and only the community can dispose of
them. The agricultural worker, while not owning his land,
does own the grain he sows and reaps.

The findings of M. Delafosse coincide with the observa-
tions of Mr. Josiah Wedgwood, our fellow Georgeist of
the English Parliament, during his sojourn in Nigeria and
South Africa, where the flourishing towns of Kano, East
London and Johannesburg adapted the Georgean principles
to the native legislation.

Turning -now to the American Indian, it is certain that
the concept of absolute ownership of ldnd was foreign to
the red man, In an article in the National Geographic Maga-
zine (1936), the author relates the pathetic story of the
transaction between the Indian and the Dutch Peter Minuit,
whereby the latter obtained the island of Manhattan for
the equivalent of $24. The author explains that the Indian
chief certainly mistook the importance of the act, which he
interpreted as a temporary authorization to the use of the
land, but not as a definite cession forever. He adds that
there was no other mistake in the relations between the
American pioneers and the natives which cost more blood
than this conflict of ideas on land tenure.

I sometimes wonder if this Indian conception of property
did not prepare the mind of Henry George to solve the
riddle of the Sphinx of modern civilization. Unconsciously
influenced by the conceptions of his red-skinned country-
men, George found the “commonplace reply of a passing
teamster to a commonplace question,” enough to crystallize
“as by lightning-flash, my brooding thoughts into coherency,
and I there and then recognized the natural order . . .”

In addition to the blacks and the reds, we also find evi-
dence of the same conceptions of landed property in the
yellow race. The German land reformer, Schrameyer, as
governor of the Chinese colony of Kiauchiou, applied the
single tax reform, and found that it was applicable to the
old Chinese land laws. His reform caused the insignificant
seaport of Kiauchiou to become within a few years one of
the most important ports in China.

The similarity of all these primitive conceptions on land
in reference to property and use calls to mind the words
of Henry George (“Progress and Poverty,” B. VII, Ch. 4) :
“The common right to land has everywhere been primarily
recognized, and private ownership has nowhere grown up
save as the result of usurpation. The primary and persistent
perceptions of mankind are that all have an equal right to
land . . . Wherever we can trace the early history of society,
whether in Asia, in Europe, in Africa, in America, or in
Polynesia, land has been considered—as the necessary re-
lations which human life has to it would lead to its consid-
eration—as common property, in which the rights of all
who had admitted rights were equal.”
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