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PREFACE 

I UNDERSTAND that the views expressed 
in this little book are not held by any school 
of thoug~t, that they do not represent the 
policy of any organization. For this reason 
I have studied them with special interest. 
Though new to this generation, most of 
them have been held and stated by leading 
thinkers and statesmen in the past. Locke 
in England. Turgot in France, with many 
of their contemporaries and successors in 
both countries, advocated a single tax on 
land values, with no belief that such a tax 
would reduce the incomes of landlords. 

This view of theirs is well worth discus
sion. The genius, character and achieve
ments of such men as Locke and Turgot 
are sufficient of themselves to justify 
the most thorough examination of any 
view which they held so tenaciously, and 
advocated with such sincerity. Their 
counsels were rejected in their day. They 

• 



vi PREFACE 

failed to carry their principles, but that 
failure is steadily turning into success. 
We are on the eve of great social and 
economic changes, and one of the most 
fundamental is connected with the tenure 
of land and with taxation. We need more 
light on the path upon which we are enter
ing, and this light can only come from 
wide thought with full discussion. The 
same problems which we face to-day con
fronted our ancestors more than once, and 
they may have seen things which we have 
overlooked. Then there is the fact that 
the taxation of land values is explaining 
itself through actual working in the British 
Colonies, and it is important to see from 
this explanation what the nature of that 
tax is. 

Any lasting change in the institutions 
of a country must enter into them through 
the minds of its people. The more people 
to whom such a change appeals, the more 
successful and permanent will be its effects. 
There must be some aspects of the taxation 
of land values which have not yet been 
made clear, and there must be many minds 
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to which the presentation of these aspects 
would bring the conviction that this is a 
wise and beneficent proposal. A discussion 
marked by generous feeling will bring 
clearness, for it will not unnecessarily dis
turb passions. A discussion marked by 
fearlessness will also add something, for it 
will carry the investigation far enough 
to reveal more of truth. There is some
thing reasonable in the mind of every 
man and woman which would condemn 
whatever is unreasonable in our social 
system. The endeavour to enlist this reason
able force is always fair. Some of the 
views expressed here will undoubtedly ap
pear extreme to many people; to others 
the whole treatment, judged by a moral 
ideal, will seem to fall short. None the less, 
but probably the more, they call for careful 
consideration. 

I should not like to say that the new 
definition of rent given in this book is final, 
or scientifically complete, but it seems to 
agree more fully with experience, and to 
apply more universally, than Ricardo's. 
The growth of cities, with their great social 
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activities, has been followed so closely by 
the increase of rent that the one is obviously 
the cause of the other. Similar activities 
on a smaller scale may always have been 
the cause of rent. Nor is it necessary to 
assume that the author's attempt to estab
lish a simpler and more scientific basis for 
Political Economy is successful. This will 
appear from discussion of the subject. The 
treatment of it as a science concerned with 
human feelings, yet perfectly distinct from 
morals, may make it possible to remove 
the old charge that it is unrelated to the 

" conditions in which men live. The mere 
business aspect of human relations is im
portant, and is perhaps an adequate basis 
for a science. The ideas suggested here 
admit of expansion. The relations of this 
movement for the taxation of land values 
to other movements for the improvement of 
social conditions are complementary and 
not hostile. 

A vine-dresser to-day, hoeing his vine
yard on the banks of the Arno, throws out 
on the road a stone which obstructs his 
work. Yet this vineyard has been culti-
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vated since the days of Cresar, and one 
might think that all such stones had been 
removed long ago-not so, neither here 
nor in vineyards of any sort. 

MARY FELS. 

London, May, 1912. 
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APPENDIX 
TIJRGOT'S PRINCIPLE 

THE principle on which the argument of this book 
rests has perhaps only been adopted by Adam Smith 
and by the economists who preceded him. Turgot 
stated it clearly and completely in reply to a critical 
examination by Hume. On two occasions he set him
self to prove that all taxes, no matter how they are 
levied, fall on rent. In one essay he discusses taxes 
in general, the land tax, and the scheme of valuation 
in connexion with it; in another he compares the 
tax on landowners' income with the tax on consump
tion. Both essays are unfinished 11 

Daire has some appropriate words on this. Writing 
in 1844 he says: ' There is then even to-day, for 
honest hearts and serious spirits, a subject well worthy 
of study in all that Turgot wrote on the most advan
tageous method of securing the revenues of the State, 
and of apportioning over the entire community the 
tribute which it owes to itself to provide for public 
expenses. Unfortunately, as we shall see, circum
stances did not permit the illustrious philosopher to 
develop completely his ideas on the subject, or we 
have to regret the loss of part of his learned medita
tions. These circumstances are a genuine misfor
tune; for what man was ever more worthy, by his 
ability and by his character, to speak on taxation 

a CE_. tU T""o'. edited by Eugene Daire. vol. i .• pp. 
392 aDd following. 
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than the virtuous Minister of whom the unfortunate 
Louis XVI used to say: 'There is no one except him 
and me who loves the people.''' 

In 1767, however, Turgot, as Intendant of the Pro
vince of Limoges, offered a prize for the essay which 
would show most clearly the effect of indirect tax
ation on the income of landowners. He sent the 
subject of the essay to Humewith an outline of his 
own views, and invited Hume's criticism. This was 
frankly given in a letter. Turgot replied at some 
length, and by using very happily the figure of an 
equilibrium in physics he exhibits the principle per
haps in the clearest possible forin. The following is 
from his letter dated March 25, 1767:-

" I should have liked very much to enter into some 
detail on the subject of taxation, but to reply to your 
objections it would be necessary, so to speak, to write 
a book and earn my own prize. I wish only to indi
cate to you the principle from which I set out, and 
which I believe to be incontestable. It is that there 
is no other revenue possible in a State than the sum of 
the annual productions of the land, that the total 
amount of the productions is divided into two parts, 
the one set aside for the production of the following 
year, which comprises not only the portion of the 
crops consumed by the agriculturists in kind but in 
addition all that they use to pay the workmen of 
every class who labour for them-blacksmiths, wheel
wrights, saddlers, weavers, tailors, etc. It includes 
also their profits and the interest on their advances. 
The other .part is the net produce which the farmer 
pays to the proprietor, when the person of the latter 
is distinguished from that of the cultivator, which 
does not always happen. The proprietor uses it to 
pay everything in the way of labour.1 This being 
granted, the tax which does not bear directly on the 
proprietor must fall either upon the wage-earners who 

1 tout ce qui travaille pou, lui. 
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Ii ve upon the ·net produce. or upon those whose labour 
is paid on the part of the cultivator. If wages have 
been reduced by competition to their;proper rate. they 
must increase. and as they cannot increase except at 
the expense of those who pay. one part falls back on 
the proprietor for the expenditure in which he engages 
with his net produce. the other part increases the 
expenditure of the cultivators. who are therefore 
obliged to give less to the proprietor. It is then in 
every case the proprietor who pays. 

.. You say I assume that wages increase in propor
tion to taxes. and that experience proves the falsity 
of this principle. and you remark with reason that it 
is not taxes. heavy or light. which detennine the 
amount of wages. but simply the relation of supply 
to demand. This principle has certainly never been 
disputed; it is the only principle which fixes at the 
moment the price of all the things which have a value 
in commerce. But we must distinguish two prices. 
the current price which is settled by the relation of 
supply to demand. and the fundamental price which 
in the case of a commodity is what the thing costs to 
the workman. In the case of the workman's wages 
the fundamental price is that which the workman's 
subsistence costs. We cannot tax the man who 
receives wages without increasing the cost of his sub
sistence, since he must add to his former expenditure 
that of the tax. We thus increase the fundamental 
price of labour. Therefore. although the fundamental 
price is not the immediate principle of the current 
value. it is nevertheless a minimum below which it 
cannot fall. For if a merchant loses on his goods, he 
ceases to sell or manufacture; if a workman cannot 
live by his labour, he becomes a beggar. or he emigrates. 

.. That is not all. The workman must secure a 
certain profit. to provide for accidents. to bring up his 
family. In a country where trade and industry are 
free and vigorous. competition fixes this profit at 
the lowest possible rate. A kind of equilibrium is 
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established between the value of all the ,productions 
of the land, the consumption of the different kinds of 
commodities, the different kinds of works, the number 
of men engaged, in them, and the amount of their 
wages. 

"Wages can be fixed and remain constantly at a 
given point only in virtue of this equilibrium, and 'of 
the influence which all parts of the society, all the 
branches of production and commerce have upon 
one another. This being granted, if we add to one 
of the weights a movement must be set up throughout 
the whole machine which tends to restore the old 

. equilibrium. The proportion of the current value of 
wages to their fundamental value was established by 
the laws of this equilibrium, and by the combination 
of all the circumstances in which all the parts of the 
society are placed. You augment the fundamental 
value, the circumstances which have previously fixed 
the proportion which the current value bears to the 
fundamental value must cause the current value to 
rise until the proportion is re-established. 

" I know that this result will not be sudden, and 
that there are in every complicated machine frictions 
which delay the results most infallibly proved by 
theory. Even with a fluid perfectly homogeneous it 
takes time for the level to be restored, but it is always 
restored with time. It is the same with the equili
brium of the values which we are examining. The 
workman, as you say, exercises his ingenuity to work 
more or consume less, but all this is temporary. 
Doubtless there is no man who works as hard as he 
could. But it is no more natural for men to work as 
hard as they can than for a cord to be stretched as 
much as it can be. There is a measure of relaxation 
necessary in every machine, without which it would 
run the risk of breaking at any moment. This mea
sure of relaxation in the case of work is fixed by a 
thousand causes which continue to operate after the 
tax is imposed, and consequently if by a first effort 
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the tension had increased, things would not be slow 
in resuminf their natural position. 

II What have said about increasing labour I say 
also about reducing consumption. Wantsarealways 
the same. That kind of superfluity out of which a 
saving can be made in an extreme case is yet a neces
sary element in the usual subsistence of the workmen 
and their families. Moli~re's miser says that when 
dinner is laid for five, a sixth can find a meal, but by 
pushing this reasoning a little further we should 
quickly fall into absurdity. I add that the diminu
tion of consumption has another very serious effect 
on the income of the proprietor, by the reduction of 
the value of commodities and of the products of his 
land. 

II I do not enter into the detail of the objection 
about foreign trade, which I cannot regard as a very 
important matter in any country, except in so far as 
it contributes to increase the revenue from lands, 
and which, moreover, we cannot tax without causing 
it to diminish. But time fails me, and I am compelled 
to finish, although I had many things to say about 
the inconvenience caused to the consumers by a tax 
the collection of which is a perpetual interference 
with the libertyofthe citizens. Tbeymustbesearched 
in custom-houses, their homes must be entered for 
levies and excises, not to speak of the horrors of 
Imuggling, and of the sacrifice of human life to the 
pecuniary interest of the treasury. A fine sermon 
legislation preaches to highwaymen I " 

Apparently Hume did not reply to this argument. 
Turgot refers to it in two subsequent letters. On 
March 8,1768, he wrote: II You have not replied to 
the long letter which M. Frances conveyed to you last 
year, and which turned in great part on this subject. 
In fact, you had something better to do. If people 
leave you any leisure, I shall be quite ready some day 
to renew the discussion; for it IS a matter which I 
have at heart, and which 1 believe admits of proof:' 

I 
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There has been in recent years some discussion of 
the question how far Adam Smith was influenced by 
Turgot and by the Physiocrats generally. Only 
readers of both can appreciate the extent to which the 
principle clearly and briefly explained by the French 
statesman pervades the elaborate work of the Scot
tish philosopher. " The Physiocrats," says Hasbach, 
"have played a far more important fole in the develop
ment of Adam Smith than we have hitherto dared to 
assume. Not only did they for the first time put him 
in a position to develop a system of theoretical econo
mics that was complete in matter, even if perhaps not 
in form, but they induced him to apply' natural law ' 
to economic conditions, and to give to the' natural 
order' a far wider extension than had before been 
attributed to it. And these, indeed, are the very 
elements which give to Smith's system its sharply 
defined character." 1 

1 Political Science QUllrlerZy, January, 1898. 
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