22

THE HOUSE OF HAVE VS.

THE HOUSE OF WANT

It was once the practice in this coun-
try to give the names of popular he-
roes to all sorts of consumer goods.
Thus there was the Rockne automo-
bile, the Lucky Lindy candy bar
and, as late as the 1920s, the Henry
George cigar—“A pood b¢ cigar.” If
you have never heard of Henry
George, you must also be unaware
that it was his novel tax plan that
raised him to the status of popular
hero. That was some accomplish-
ment back in the late 19th century,
as it would be today, for regardless
of the praise that may be heaped on
the Kemps, Bradlevs, Packwoods
and Rostenkowskis, nobody is nam-
ing candy bars or cigars after them.

Henry George got his picture on
the cigar bands by proposing to abol-
ish all taxes except one, a single tax
on land. What’s almost as novel, he
wanted to apply that selitary tax at
the same rate to all land, whether it
underiay a swamp, an apartment
house, a gold mine or Yankee Sta-
dium. The use of the land, or what
was on it, wouldn't matter.

George grew up at a time when ec-
onomic and political excesses went
almost unehecked, either because
there was no law against them or be-
canse the laws were not enforced.
Through devices such as the grant-
ing of land for several miles on both
sides of rallroad vights-of-way, the
yobber barons were gobbling up
more and more of the choicest real
estate in the country. Eventually
such abuses would be brought under
control, but George could not fore-
see that.

Although lacking formal eduea-
tion, he had read extensively and

had cogitated even more. His views
were simplistic—they drove aca-
demic economists to pulling out their
hair-—but they struck a responsive
chord in millions of persens in this
country and arcund the world.

Henry George wrapped up his
theories in Progress and Poverty,
virtually his only work: private own-
ership of land was a social evil, the
denial of the natural rights of others,
the cause of poverty. By shifting all
taxes to the value of land, regardless
of improvements thereto, land mo-
nopely would be ended; the commu-
nity would enjoy the fruits of the
land. Although landowners would
retain their titles, speculation in
land values would eease becanse un-
earned increments would revert to
soctety at large.

George blamed the recurvent pan-.

ics of the era on the fact that, while
labor and capital inereased in pro-
ductivity, the sapply of land re-
mained constant in both quality and
amount. Thus rent increased more
than proportionately, profiting land-
lords excessively. This led to specu-
lation, whieh led to panies.

Progress and Poverty was printed
inmany languages, with a total print
run of well over two million copies. It
was still selling briskly in 1905,
geven years after George’s death.

The George theories are taught
even today in some social selence
courses, including those of the
Henry George School of Social Sci-
ences, in New York, although con-
ventional economists continue to
shun them. Kenneth Galbraith, whe
is himself not likely to be mistaken
for a conservative, has written that
George’s adherents often tended to
be “misanthropic, frustrated radi-
cals.”

Diespite George's lack of formal

schooling, he wielded the English
language with {ine 19th century
grandilogquence. “So long,” he
wrote, “as all the increased wealth
which modern progress brings goes
to. . . make sharper the contrast be-
tween the House of Have and the
House of Want, progress is hot real
and cannot be permanent.”

“Right on!” said folks as far away
as Australia and New Zealand,
where the concept that land belongs
to all and can only be shared by all
through ground rent, or land tax,
was and still is embraced by many.

The first, and only, large Ameri-
can community to adopt George’s
theory was Pittsburgh, whoese land
tax, passed in 1913, is on the hooks
vet. The Pittshurgh land tax s not a
single tax, however, although it pre-
dominates: the tax on land is nearly
six times as large ag that on build-
ings, as compared with the usual ra-
tio of about one-to-one. Under a
Penmsylvania law giving municipali-
ties the option, six other communi-
ties in that state have adopted aland
tax more recently. In some cases, at
feast, their motive was to force a
more efficient, and therefore a more
profitable, use of the land.

In the view of erities, this ten-
deney of the land tax to induce maxi-
mum development is its major short-
coming, leading to acres and acres of
skyscrapers, and not a parking lot to
call one’s own.

We undoubtedly have not heard
the last of Henry George’s magic for-
mula. Such formulas will abways be
attractive to those who believe in
the achievability of a tax system that
is utterly simple vet eminently fair.
You might say we need that even
mere than a good be cigar.

e Arthur Lodge, editor of
the AICPAs CPA Client Bulletin
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Dear Sir: ‘ , ' , . co

A friend called to our attention the article about Yenry George in your
February issue. We were glad to see the attention paid but we would like to
'=013r1fy a few p01nts._

The author Arthur Lodge, refers to Ceorge's "qlngle tax on land" and says

"he wanted.to appiy that solitary tax 'at tre same rate to all land, etc." This

suggests that all land would.be taxed the same according to area "whether it

'f-:underlay a swamp, an apartment house, etc." The important thing about the szngle
© ., tax is that it would he levied on,land value rabher than land area. A swamp

. might very well have no value at’'sll and therefore pay no tax, whereas the land
under an apartment house is measured in square feet with high value. Mr. Lodge -
. ‘may have meant this, as he later refers to "the value of land," but it deserves

" . %o bé noted.

‘As for "conventional economists" shunning George's ideas, J. K. Galbraith
. (who shuns being "conventional) is using the argumentum ad howinem in speaklng

 ; of Georgists as "misanthropic, frustrated radicals." Such mainstream econcmists

. as Campbell McGonnell and Paul Samuelson, .whose textbooks are widely used, have .

positive things to say about land value taxation.
R : {

One misapprehension about the land value tax, repeated by Mr. Lodge, is that

< it would induce "maximum development.a. leading to acres and acres of skyscrapers

and not a parking lot to call one's own." It is a sad commentary that:parking °
lots shkould be regarded as a relief from skyscrapers. . For this, we should have
parks, not parking lots, which are ugly, underused, valuable sites belng held for
_'speCulatlon. -Isn't a high-rise ﬂarklng facility more efflclent°

The single tax does not cause ovVer- bulldlng ¥hat does cause it is the
high price of land. The single tax would drive down the. price, making good land
more accessible and resulting in a more even development in urban and suburban
areas.

Despite the above, most of Mr. Lodge's article was informative and inter-
cesting. ' . . 4

Sancerelv, F'
‘\.,, \t,\\."v( ‘[ R {,{..C
S Robert Clancy '
. Fresgident



