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FOREWORD

My. Codman, the author of this pam-
phlet, is an eleetrical engineer by train-
ing, having graduated from Harvard
College in 18go and from the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology in 1893,
Since that time he has been engaged
confinuously in electrical work and is
now in the electric automobile business.




Professor Alvin Saunders John-
son and the Single Tax

In the Atlantic Monthly for January, 1914,
there appeared an article on the ‘‘Single Tax”’
by Prof. Alvin Saunders Johnson, of Cornell
University, and it was stated by the publishers
that this article was in reply to an article on
the same subject by Mr. F. W. Garrison which
appeared in the December, 1913, issue of the
same magazine. It seems probable, however,
that Prof. Johnson had prepared his article
without regard to the previous cne and without
having seen it, since he does not refer to Mr.
Garrison’s article nor does he reply to his
arguments; but instead attacks the Single Tax
from a somewhat nnusual standpoint.

This article by Prof. Johnson is likely to
carry considerable weight not only on account
of the smooth Bnglish and plausible argunients,
but alse becanse it is written by a man who is
presumably one of the ‘‘well trained econo-
mists’’ to whom he refers on his first page. It
contains, however, a number of incorreet as-
sumptions and a number of false comclusions
and only goes to show that a ‘‘trained econo-
mist’” is Bot necessarily a careful student nor
a logical thinker.

On page 28, Prof. Johnson says:—‘‘And
since the value of land is ultimately depend-
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ent upon its reut, the adoption of the Single
Tax would, necessarily, result in a great de-
preciation of land values.”” This is a careless
statement, but presumably by ‘‘the value of
land'’, Prof. Johnson mmeans ‘“‘the price at
which the land will sell’”” or the ‘‘seiling value’’
as it is often called; and by ‘“‘rent’’ he means
the “‘met rent,” that is to say the sum for
which the land will rent for use minus the
taxes upon it.

Effect of Taxes on the Price of Land

Assuming the above definitions jt is doubt-
less true, as Prof. Johnson probably meant to
say, that any tax on land values, by redncing
the net rent, tends to depress the selling value
of the land. Yor example, if a certain piece
of land can be rented for $1,000 per year {gross
rent) and the owner has to pay $200 per year
in taxes, the net rent will be $800 per year.
This sum capitalized at, let us say, 5 per cent,
indicates a selling valie to the land of $16,000.

- If now the tax be increased, let us suppose, to
$400 per year, and assuming for the moment
that the gross rent {§1,000) remains unchanged,
then of course the net rent will be reduced to
$500 ($1,000 minus $400) and the sefling value
at the same rate of capitalization will be re-
duced to $12,000.

The Single Tax Not Necessarily Fol-
lowed by Lower Prices for Land

With the above explanation made we are
now in a position to see the ificorrectness of
6

Prof. Johnson's statement; viz:—that ‘‘the
Single Tax would mecessarily result in a great
depreciation of land values.” In the first
place he entirely overlooks the fact that an
increase in the taxes on the selling value of
land accompanied by an off-sefting decvease in
the faxes on duwildings and other improve-
wments has generally resulted, owing to the
stimulus given to business, in an increased
value of the land for use and a consequent
increase of the gross rent. This increased
gross rent bas frequently been more than
equal to the increased taxzes with the result
that the net rent and the selling value have
actnally increased rather than decreased.
Suppose, for instance, in the example above
that the increase of the land value tax to $400
per year were accompanied by a corresponding
decrease in the tax on buildings and improve-
ments and that the resulting greater building
and business activity had increased the demand
for land so that the gross rent of the piece in
question had risen from $1,000 to $1,300 per
year. Under such conditions the net rent
would have increased from $800 ($1,000 minus
$200) to $900 (£1,300 minns $400), instead of
being decreased to $600; and the selling value
would have increased from $16,000 to $18,000,
{#900 capitalized at 5 per cent.) )
If the taxes on the selling value of land
were increased greatly and suddenly, undoubt-
edly there would result a depression in the
selling value of the land, but Prof. Johnson is
entirely wrong in assuming that the adoption
of the Single Tax would necesserily mean any
7




such great and rapid increase in such taxes.
He himself says:—*“A11 that is essential o the
systen is that 1o tax other than that upon
land shall be levied mainly for fevenue pur-
poses,’”’ and it is a fact that if taxes on land
selling values afe incredsed not too rapidly and
only enough to enable other taxes to be abol-
ished, no depression of the selling value of
land will, as a rule, take place.

There may be said to he two degrees of the
Single Tax, viz:—The Single Tax Iimited and
the Sirgle Tax Unrliniited. The former plan
involves an increase in the taxes on land sell-
ing values spfficient only to make up for the
loss of revenue from other taxes which are ‘to
be abolished; and this certainly does not mean
an increase in the former taxes sufficient to
cause a “‘great depreciation of land values.”
In the _e_x‘ample above quoted in which the tax
iont the gelling value of the land was assumed
to have been doubled, that is, increased from
$200 to $400, fhere would be a depression of

25 per cent ($16,000 to $12,000) in the selling
wilue of the land, but only provided the effect
of the tax wwas ot in any way offset by an
increase of the gross vent dueg to the stimulation
af busimess pollowing the abolition of faxes on
butidings, fmprovements and peisonal property.

Single Tax Does NotMean State Own-
ership of Land

The ddvocates of the Single Tax Unlimiled
propose to go further and to take nearly all
the gross rent of the land in tazes, leaving to
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the landlord only enoigh to induce him +to
continue ownetship. It is to this plan that
Prof, Johnson refers when he says on page 28:
““If the tax is made 8¢ heavy as to dbsorb the
entire net income from land——and this is the
express object of the Single Taxers—the value
of the land will utterly disappear.” Prof.
Johnson is wrong again, however, in assuming
that even those who advocdte the Single Tax
Unlimited do, therefore, propose to *‘absorb
the enfire net income.” This wonld mean the
compiete disappearance of the selling value of
the land as Prof, Johnson says and its rever-
sion to the State uuless put to its most profit-
able use. Such a result, however, is not the
desire of Singie Taxers, Henry George him-
self made the following statement in regard to
i, in ‘‘Progress and Poverty”™, Book VIII,
Chap. 2: “Nor to take rent for public uses
is it necessary thai the state shomld bother
with the letting of lands, and assume the
charices of favoritism, -collusion and corrup-
tion this might involve. It is not necessary
that any new machinery should be created.
The machinery already exists. By leaving to
land owners a percentage of fent which woiuld
probably be ‘much less than the cost and loss
involvéd in attempting ‘to reut lands. through
Htate agency, arid by making ose of this exist-

' ing ‘machinery, -we may, without jar or shock,

assert the common right to land by taking rent

" for public uses.”

Single Tax Platform

As a matter of fact the great body of the
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ingle Taxers today, although they may be-
leve i the fiindanienital justice 6f the Single
jax Unlimited, do not urge the sudden adop-
lon of the Single Tax, even in the form
imited merely to the abolition of all taxes
ther than those on the selling value of land,
Vhat they propose is a gradual exemption from
axation of all property other than land with
he consequent automatic shifting of all taxa-
lor onte land; this process to be continued
nly as each step proves beneficial, until all
ther taxes are abolished. The platform of
he Single Tax Conference adopted in 1893 and
p-affirmed in 1912 dnclides the Iolowing
tatement.

““Since in all our states we now levy some
ix on the value of land, the Single Tax can
e instituted by the simple and. easy way of
holishing, ohe dfter another, all other taxes
ow levied, and commeasurately increasing the
ix on land values, until we draw upon that
ne source for all expenses of government,”’
It is freely admiftéd, however, that the
reater nutiber of Sitrgle ‘I'axers believe that
y the time we have adopted the Single Tax
imited, that is to say, by the tirhe that we
ave gotten rid of all taxes except those on
ae selling walue of land, the desirability of
oing further will have become so plainly evi-
ent that the people will then unhesitatingly

icrease the tax to the nltimate point of taking

[l but a stmall proportion of the rentsl valtie
f land. This final step would undoubtedly
ause the selling value of land to depreciate
reatly and to thie assertion that this would be
10
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confiscation, the reader might well be referred
to Henty George's statefnent in Chapter 3,
Book VII of ““Progress and Poverty” or to
Mr. Garrison’s article already referred to, page
744; but a few words here are not out of place:

Single Tax Not Confiscation

The Single Taxers maintain that the exclu-
sive possession of land is a privilege conferred
by the community on the individual, for which
privilege the recipient shomld pay the full
annual value. They maintain that ander the
present system of taxation, the recipient of the
privilege pays only a small proportion of that
anntial value with the result that it is meéces~
sary, in order to raise revenue for the govern-
ment, to tax the earnings and wealth of others,
They maintain that this taxation of one portion
of the community in order that others may en-
joy a privilege for which they do not pay full
value is rank corifiscation. On the other hand,
Prof. Johmson and other opponents of the
Single Tax, maintain that it is confiscation to
make the holders of the privilege pay what it
is worth. ‘Which is right? Does justice con-
sist in ‘perpetuating &n mJustlce in order that
those who gain by the #hjustice may not he
incofivenienced ?

As stated by Herbert S. Bigelow, President
of thie recent Ohifo Constitutional Convention:—
“In the case of the present landlords it does
not seem that they have a right to demand
more of society than this, namely, that reason-
able .deliberation shall be used in shiftmg
taxation from property to land valne.*
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Contentions of Single Taxers Incorrectly
Stated by Prof. Johnsen

We come next to the most important part of
Prof. Johnson’s article. On page 29 hie states
that there are two contentions of the Single
Taxers upon which the whole issue turns,
which if valid force us to accept the Single Tax
program, but if not walid, necessitate our
rejecting it, ‘‘or accepting it asa step 1a the
direction of the confiscation of all private
prope .,,

The two contentions referred to above are
stated by Prof. Johnson on page Z8 and are as
follows:—first that according to Single Taxers
land owners form: a class who, like the slave
owners, may be advantageously despoiled and
‘* are regarded 4s typical monopolists and men
of great wealth, an unacknowledged landed
aristocracy,’’ and,; second, that ‘‘ whether rich
or poor, the landlord is, in Single Tax theory,
4 social parasite.’” -

This statement shows very elearly that Prof.
Johnson does not understand the Single Tax
doctrine and the Single Tax movement, amd
consequently cannoct be expected to wrile
intelligently about them,

Anybody at ali familiar with the Single Tax
arguments will appreciate that the Single
Taxers do not desire to ‘“‘despoil’’ anybody;
but, on the contrary, desire to give to each
individual the full value of his earnings, a
thing which is not possible if some individuals
are to be permitied to appropriate the land
values which are created not by the individual
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but by the community a5 a whole. The Single
Taxers admit that some persons may be losers
under the Single Tax, namely, those who are
teday gaining at the expense of others, buk
they absolutely deny that this is spoliation.

Single Tax and the Middle Class

However, having asserted that the depres-
sion of the selling wvalue of the land through
increased taxation is “‘spoliation’’ or “‘confisca-
tion,’” Prof. Jolinson next takes the inconsis-
tent and fmworal position that such ‘‘spolia-
tHon'' s justified if ‘‘the iadividuals so
sacrificed form a class thaf may advantageously
be despoiled.”” He then states that the slave
owners did form such a class, ‘“‘since thelr
essential fanction was to oppress their fellow-
men,”” and he undertakes elaborately to show
that the land-holders do not form such a class
because, forscoth, the greater part of the land
values are the property of the ‘‘middle class”’
and the ‘‘middle class®’ cannot advantageously
be despoiled. ‘What a preposterons conclusion !

Why should not the “‘middle class’’ or any
other class be deprived of the privilege of
appropriating the earnings of others? And it
is only provided the ‘“‘middle class” is now
enjoying such a privilege ihat it will be de-
prived of anything under the Single Tax.

As to the statement of fact that the '‘middle
class’’ will lose, it is impossible to refute it
until Prof. Johnson gives some definition of
the “‘middle class,’’ but at least it may be said
that under almost any fair definition a very
large proportion of the moderately wealthy
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will be found to be owners of land of smali
value as compared with their other forms of
property and therefore would be immediate
and direct gainers under the Single Tax.

Single Tax Will Increase Wages

If the poor are to benefit from the Single
Tax it must be, as Prof. Johnson says, page
31, “‘either through a reduction in the cost of
living or through a rise in wages.” He
assects:—* ‘Not increased wages, but increased
money profits would be the most prominent
effect of the Single Tax,” but he offers abso-
lutely no proof mor even a reason why this
shouid be the result,

‘“T'hat this would be the probable resunlt will
appear to anyone who will put the problem in
its simplest terms,’’ he says; but, if we accept
his stggestion the statement of the problem
is about as follows:—

The abolition nnder the Single Tax of all
taxes on buildings, machinery, materials and
capital generally will, in the first place, lower
the cost of production of the necessaries of
tife and in' the second place will stimulate
business. This in turn will increase the de-
mand for labor and increased demand for
labor must tend to raise wages. The increased
taxes on land wvalues by making it more
burdensome to carry land on speculation will
result in more land of value being put to pro-
ductive use which again means greater busi-
ness activity, more employment for labor and
higher wages. ’
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angle Tax Gives Land Owner All
He Eams

In regard to the second of the two conten-
tions attributed to Sinmgle Taxers by Prof.
Johnson, viz:—‘‘that whether rich or poor,
the land owner is in Single Tax theoryasocia
parasite,”’ the guestion at once arises whether
such contention really is supported by the
Single Taxers and the answer is:—''Certainly
not.”” The land owner is a parasite only in so
far as he absorbs the wealth created by others.
Single Taxers do not desire that he shall cease
to exist. On the contrary, they desire him to
remain, and to be permiitted to keep all his
earnings as he is not permitted today in the
many cases where he is also & wealth creator,
On the other hand, they desire that he shail
fio longer be in a position to absorb the earn-
ings of others. So far as he does absorb the
earnings of others, he is, whether rich or
poor, most cerfainly either a parasite or a
pauper,

From the foregoing, it will be appreciated
that the so-called contentions of the Singie
Taxers as given by Prof. Johnson, are not
really their contentions at all, or at least not
in the misleading form in which he has ex-
pressed them; and it might, therefore, be
thought hardly worth while to continue the
discussion. Nevertheless, thete are in the re-
mainder of the article so tmany erroneons
statements and unwarranted conclusions it
will be well to continue the criticismn a little
further.
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Why Profits and Wages are High in a
New Community

Near the end of page 31 appears this state-
ment:—*“The land owners, according te the
common formula, have enjoyed two incomes:
the rent of their land and the advance in its
value.”” “‘If this view were just it would be
hard to account for the fact that ina new
agricultural community it is not the land
owners, with their two incomes, who attract
attention by their rapid accumnulation of
wealth, but the bankers, etc.”’ And again on
page 32:— “What the land owners have receiv-
ed is a dual income, not a double one. If we
have found business men willing to invest

their capital in trade and industry, the only -

satisfactory explanation of the fact is that they
believed that the annual profits of enterprise
are superior to all the gains from land.”

Now, whether the income of the land owness
be a ‘‘dual’” or a ‘‘double’’ one is a question
trumped up by Prof. Johnson and is not of the
least importance, but, whichever it may be,
there is no difficnlty in acconuting for the fact
that land owners are mnot per se those who
first accamulate wealth in a new community.
By most writers this fact has always been
looked upon as extremely easy to account
for. In a new community the land values are
at first insignificant. Land is cheap and both
capital and labor have easy access to it with
the result that profits and wages are high,
business thrives and wealth i8 accummulated
rapidly through entérprise. The snccess of
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the community attracts more Capital and Lahor
and then land wvalues begin to rise, rents in-
crease and the reward of Labor and Capital
tends fo fall to the level of older places.
Then only do the original land owners begin
to reap an unearned profit in increased rents
or sales at high prices.

Capitalization of Land-Owning Privilege

Prof. Johnsom says:—‘‘As a conseguence of
the universal belief that land values will rise,
land is commonly overcapitalized;’’ and again:
—““The btyers look to the nnearned increment
to recoup themselves for the loss of income
involved in tyinmg up their capital unproduc-
tively.” Of course, the second condition is
the necessary result of the first. The land
being overcapitalized on account of the pos-
sible future “‘unearned increment,” the buyer
must tie up an abnormal amount of capital in

" making his purchase and he must look to the

“‘unearned ingrement’’ to recoup himself. If
we tax away the ‘‘unearned increment’’ there
will be no overcapitalization and no unneces-
sary tylng up of capital.

Another guotation from Prof. Johnson, page
32, is as follows:—"‘On much the greater part
of our lands, urban as well as agricultural, the
unearned increment, together with the rent, is
hardly sufficient to tmake up a normal retarn
on the capital invested in the land. If thew
there is 2 reason for taxing away the future
‘unearned increment,’ that reason does not
consist in the fact that the land owners form a
privileged class.”’
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The first part of the above is substantially
true becauge the purchaser of the land has to
pay the capitalized value of the expected ‘un-
earned increment’ and if the latter proves to
be no greater than expected, the purchaser
will get no more than the normal returh on
his investment. ‘The conclusion inthe second
part of the quotation, however, is not justified.
The iand owners certainly do form a privi-
leged class since they are permitted by the
community to hold in their exclusive posses-
sion the source of all wealth, and are thus
enabled to take in rents a large proportion of
the ‘earnings of the landless. It is true,
however, that a holder of this privilege does
not always profit by it and, in fact, often loses;
fyut this is due to the fact that in purchasing
the privilege from the previous holder he has
paid too much for it.

Present System Responsible for the Slums

In the sixth section of his article Prof John-
son undertakes to show how the unearned in-
crement has opened up this country and “‘laid
the basis for our present colossal industrialism.”’
‘Tt was not free land,’’ he says, ‘‘but land
that wasg certain to rise in value, that attracted
the millions of men from our ¢wn East and
from Europe to the edge of civilization.”” He
asserts that if the Single Tax principle had
heen in operation from the beginning of our
history the wages of the pioneer would have
had to he made very high, ‘‘And this means,’”
he says, ‘‘that the opening of few lands would
necessarily have waited upon the time when
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the pressure of population in the older centers
and the increasing miseries of the poor should
expel some of their number to the frontier.”

It is probably true that ‘“‘the lure of the
unearned increment’’ has helped to open up
the wilderness, but at the same time, the
system which permits the taking of the “‘an-
earned increment”’ by the individual has been
responsible for the undeveloped land near
home. It has been responsible for ‘‘the pres-
sure of population in the older centers” and it
has been responsible for the ‘‘“inmcreasing
miseries of the poor.”! Under the preéent
system those who have wished to escape from
the older centers have been obliged to leave
behind acres and square iuiles of land near the
center of population but held undeveloped by
speculators, and have been forced fo the edge
of civilization and inte the hardships of frontier
life. Many have been forced to be pioneers
in the wilderness because the land near home
was pre-empted but not used. If the '‘Single
Tax’' had been in operation from the begin-
ning, probably portions of the country would
not have been opened sc¢ soon, because not
needed; but on the other hand the developed
portion would have supported the population
in greater comfort and the misery of the city
sizm would have been unknown.

Benefits of the Single Tax

The simplest way to answer the seventh sec-
tion of Prof. Johnson’s article is to amend the
last paragraph in bharmony with truth and
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justice as given below on the left, the original
paragraph being given on the right.

1f we desire to enter
at once upor this pro-
cess of readjustment,
we have only to enact
the Single Tax. The
more enterprising of
the agricultural popu-
Jation, being freed
from all taxation on
buildings, improve-
ments, machinery,
live stock, personal
property and income
and from the heavy
indirect burden of the
tariff, will be emcour-
aged to utilize the
land to full advantage.
What will follow is
easy to forecast: an

- exodns of the urban

population to the rural
Jand, a dimioution of
the crowding and mis-
ery in the cities, de-
creasing agricultural
prices, and, in the
end, a new equili-
brium. It is not sur-
prising, therefore,
that the Single Tax
has been seriouslty ad-
vanced as a sure
means of alleviating
poverty.

Tf we desire to enter
at once upon this pro-
cess of readjustment,
we have only to enact
the Single Tax. The
more ehterprising of
the agricultural popu-
lation, despoiled of
their property and of
an essential part of
their income, will
cease to produce food
for the city laborers,
and will enter into
competition with them
for jobs, What will
follow is easy to fore-
cast: incteasing mis-
ery in the cities, ad-
vancing agricultural
prices, and, in the
end, a new equili-
brium. VYetthe Single
Tax bas been serious-
advanced as a sure
means of alleviating
poverty.

Single Tax Will End Speculationm Land

Next comes in Section VIII, Prof. Johnson’s
statement that ‘‘it is proposed by the Single
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Taxers to appropriate to the state the fruits of
building speculations thidt prove successful
while leaving to private enterprise the fruits
of nnsuccessful speculations.”” There is abso-
Iutely no warrant for this unjust statement and
it is difficult to deal patiently with it. Under
the Single Tax, ecither ‘‘Limited”’ or ““Un-
limited,”’ just as is now the case under our
present system of taxation, the taxes on land
wotuld rise and fall with increase or decrease
in the gross rental value of the land. He who
guessed right would find his land in increasing
demand and his taxes rising and he who
guessed wrong would find the demand for his
land decreasing and his taxes falling.

Under the present system of taxation, how-
ever, only a smail proportion of the gross
rental value of the land is taken in taxes.
Therefore, the rise or fall of land prices greai-
ly exceeds the accompanying rise or fall of
taxes and the conditions are favorable to
speculative proﬁté.and losses. Omn the other
hand under the Single Tax Unlimited, (and it
is this degree of the Single Tax which Prof.

"Johnson is discussing) nearly all the gross

rental value of the land would be taken in
taxes and the rise or fall of land prices would
be completely over-shadowed by the rise or
fall of taxes. The result woulkd be the com-
plete disappearance not only of speculative
profits, but of speculative losses as well, .

The Single Taxer and the Socialist

It would be wearisome to the reader, as well
as to the writer, to continue the discassion of
‘ 21
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Prof. Johnson's article any further, aithough
there are mwany more statements open to criti-
cism, and we therefore close with a few com-
ments on his comparison of the Single Taxer
and the Socialist.

The Socialist fails to see that there can be
no dominating monopoly of Capital except
through private and inadequately taxed ownet-
ship of land and public franchises, and he
therefore desires that the State shall not only
take possession of and rent the land, but shall
also take possession of and operate the privci-
pal industries. The Single Taxer on the other
hand believes not only in the private control of
industrial activities, but also in the private
ownership of land provided that the oppressive
power at present resulting from the latter be
abolished by the public appropriation through
taxation of all but a small proportion of the
gross rent of the land. Yike the Socialist,
however, the Single Taxer maintains that the
present sotial conditions are unjust and will
surely be changed, but he fears that if we do
not get freedom by abolishing land monopoly
throngh the Single Tax, we shall inevitably
drift into a deadening slavery under some form
of Socialism. '




