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I write as the second Brexit deadline has passed and a General Election
has been announced and I thought it timely to set out some of the things
we might like to say if we were seeking election.

We would replace all taxes currently levied on trade and the value added
by the work of individuals and groups within our community with value
that is due to the existence and actions of our whole community. The
‘economic rent of land’ is the prime example of this value and it arises
whenever two or more people simultaneously seek exclusive possession
of a particular plot of land. When this monopoly is guaranteed to a
particular individual or group all others are necessarily excluded. Equity
demands they be compensated and all would be if the rental value of all
land were collected and shared as public revenue.
However as Winston Churchill observed in 1909 – ‘…land monopoly
is not the only monopoly which exists, but it is by far the greatest of
monopolies - it is a perpetual monopoly, and it is the mother of all other
forms of monopoly.’ How so?

Where the economic rent of land is not collected as public revenue,
taxes on production and exchange become necessary - and these lead
to further monopolies! This is because those producing goods and
providing services are always obliged to occupy land both to live and to
earn their living. If the particular land they need is not freely available to
them they must pay rent to someone and tax to government - a double
whammy! This puts them at a distinct disadvantage compared with
those who, in effect, ‘own land’. When, as in the UK, all land is enclosed
the situation for non-landowners is made even more difficult because
land rent is inflated as ‘economic rent’ becomes a ‘monopoly rent’. It
now represents not an amount some people are willing to pay in order to
use some plots in preference to plots that are freely available but, since
land rent now arises everywhere, even on marginal sites, it becomes
what all people must pay to use a plot anywhere. It is now the most they
are able to pay. This ‘most’ reduces the quality of life for every household
and the profitability of every business to the least they are willing to
accept - except for those enjoying a land or other form of monopoly.
All are harmed by this triple whammy. Most seriously however, those
having least earning capacity and/or trying to live and earn their living
in marginal locations or in marginal firms, industries or sectors of the
economy are inevitably hit hardest and many fail.
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message
from the
honorary
president

As the burdens of monopoly rent and taxes on the employment of labour
and capital force those on the margin to become economically inactive
others acquire an increasing share of the market. So monopolies,
monopsonies and cartels come to dominate markets - in commodities,
retail and wholesale, agriculture, chemicals, pharmaceuticals, housebuilding, banking and the provision of much of our infrastructure
and essential services etc. At the same time taxes on employment
(e.g. income tax and National Insurance Contributions) and on trade
(e.g. VAT and excise duties) mean that, in money terms, it costs every
public and private sector employer roughly twice what their employees
are able to purchase with their earnings. The impact of this on all our
public services and the amount of public revenue needed to alleviate
the poverty caused by duty free land enclosure and malign taxes is not
difficult to see.
Those failing to collect the economic rent of land as public revenue have
a lot to answer for!

David Triggs
Honorary President
Henry George Foundation

henrygeorgefoundation@
googlemail.com
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At the heart of the question of economic justice lies the question of
property ownership. If the land and its possibilities are a gift from
nature to all people, what relationship with the land follows from
this? In what way can the gifts of nature become property? And
in what way can the products of human labour become property?

It is clear that the gifts of nature cannot become property in the
same way as the products of human labour. The fertile land will
grow crops simply by planting seed. Ownership is not required.
Yet there is clearly an entitlement to the fruits of planting to those
who laboured in planting the seed and gathering the harvest. In
straightforward classical economic theory, ownership springs
from labour. What someone makes belongs to them. They may
either use it themselves or exchange it for what others make.
Such exchange may be done in many different ways, either by a
gift economy, through barter, or through the mediation of money.
However it is done, such exchange should be to mutual advantage.
It should be just. And where no one has an advantage over another,
it will be just.
In this simple economic process ownership takes on three aspects.
First, the land remains outside ownership, second ownership is
established through labour, and third, ownership is established
through mutual exchange. Even a gift economy is ultimately mutual exchange.

Something happened at the birth of economic theorising that
distorted this simple arrangement. It is most clearly expressed
in Locke’s claim that property arises through self-ownership.
Through labour the person extends their self-ownership to what
their labour produces. The human person has thus become private
property. This conception of the person as private property is the
origin of what Polanyi calls the ‘commodification of the labourer’.
In the sixteenth century the Salamanca scholars debated whether
a person may sell themselves if there is such a thing as self-ownership. At that time it was permissible for a free person who was
in debt to sell himself as a slave to cancel their debts. Likewise, a
slave could be purchased out of slavery. Locke’s conception of selfownership has its roots in slavery, where a human being is a piece
of property just like any other.

This notion of self-ownership could then be extended to whatever
a person handled of the gifts of nature. Thus labour on the land
extended self-ownership to land-ownership. In our times the notion of self-ownership has been extended to corporate ownership,
for example, the ownership of the genetic codes of plants used in
pharmaceuticals. In short, the notion of self-ownership, derived
from slavery, has led to the private ownership of the commons, and
to the creation of the artificial ‘person’ of the limited liability company. And so we have come to accept that economics is all about
the commodification of anything and everything.
Yet this whole edifice emerges only through beginning with the
concept of property. Our human relationship with things is reduced to property ownership. It displaces the much earlier and
more profound notion of relationship through ‘right use’.
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letter
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editor

From the perspective of pre-enlightenment natural law, the economic question concerned the proper use of things. Ownership
was merely a ‘legal’ arrangement, not part of the natural order of
things. Legal ownership was acceptable in the sense that it made
a person responsible for using their possessions for the common
benefit of the community. It also established responsibility for
the care of things.
This way of looking at our natural relationship with things according to their appropriate use goes back to Plato, Aristotle and
the Stoic philosophers. It is clearly formulated in Thomas Aquinas. It is grounded in the principle that the gifts of nature are
provided for the common benefit of all beings. Even the fruits of
labour are rightly intended for the common benefit. Just as a man
works to provide for his family, so by extension he works for the
common good. This is why, in the natural order things, the labour
of one individual produces more than he needs for himself. Nature is naturally abundant and repays labour with interest.

All this may well be so. But Locke’s notion of self-ownership
has taken deep roots. A whole branch of law has sprung from it
where self-ownership has become the basis of human rights. Law
has practically been reduced to proprietorial claims. This makes
it very difficult to argue that land cannot be private property.
Self-ownership is already a form of owning nature. So Locke’s
argument is logical, even though built on a false premise.
Nevertheless, when we see the problems that confront the modern world, whether it be poverty or global warming, knife crime
or drug addiction, all these problems boil down to the improper
use of things. Owning is beside the point. It is how things are used
that determines the condition of society and our life in the world.
And if things are not used in ways that serve the common good,
then they are misused.
Seen in this way, it is evident that rampant land speculation is
spoiling our cities, both aesthetically and culturally, as well as destroying the environment. Instead of serving the common good,
land speculation is taking from the common good. It is a direct
abuse of land. The implementation of a land tax would immediately call a halt to this spoliation of our cities and the crimes
that arise from it. A land tax is a beautiful and just compromise
between established ownership and right use. It allows the continued right to land ownership and the sale of land, but compels
it to be used in ways that serve the community. It enables a purely ‘legal’ arrangement of ownership to be brought into harmony
with natural law.
Once right use of land became the norm, the false doctrine of selfownership would disappear.

*

Joseph Milne
editor@landandliberty.net
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Edward Barnett

Edward Barnett has a degree in philosophy and is currently
researching the philosophy of land. He runs a tuition company.

FOLK-MEMORY AND LAND:
THE DIGGERS AND THE ANGLO-SAXON LAND TRADITION

The law condemns the man or woman
who steals the goose off the common
but lets the greater villain loose
who steals the common from the goose
I first became interested in the question of land in my teenage
years. My sixth form college was near Clapham Common and
I spent many idyllic hours lying on the grass, listening to the
sound of the South Circular road. I became, in time, interested
in the nature of the commons and from that, our interest in
land in general. This has been accompanied by a keen interest
in philosophy and history and over the years I have come to a
conclusion. I believe history presents moments where ideas
relating to the past are kept alive and can be applied to the present.
The conceptualisation of these lost memories help to identify
problems at a particular time but also provide a methodological
framework for a more just and equitable society.

The Diggers were one such group who resuscitated, for a popular
audience, the land traditions of the Anglo-Saxons. A group who
dominated the same islands some 800 years beforehand. I believe
the success and failures of both groups, and the linked memory of
them, provide guidance for us today.
Folk memory, as defined by the Cambridge dictionary is “the
knowledge that people have about something that happened in
the past because parents have spoken to their children about it
over many years”. Folk memory is often linked to folklore and
cultural history but very little has been said about its relationship
to the land.

To make sense of this somewhat ephemeral concept it is worth
considering the work of John Locke. Locke is often given short
shrift (quite rightly) in discussions regarding the land due to
his unhelpful impact on it. The idea that land could be held in
perpetuity by an individual due to their labouring of it was
popularised by him. He also cemented this idea in the popular
conscience in the UK and later in America given his position as
Secretary to the Lords Proprietors of Carolina – so much so it
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was considered by him and his advocates, a natural law. But it is
not his (incorrect) opinions on the nature of land that warrant
attention, but rather his thoughts on personal identity.

Locke held that personal identity, essentially what makes us
‘us’, is located in the memory of the person. We are substantially
different to who we were in our infancy as we have grown and
learnt and developed. But we are still the ‘same’ person.
Locke argued that this continuation of identity, the thread that
keeps the young child, the middle aged family person and the
aged elder, is the memories that person holds of their younger,
former self. This is why diseases of the mind, such as dementia,
which effect memory so profoundly, are so awful. We do not just
sense our loved one is suffering, but we also might sense we are
losing, or have lost, the person entirely. The loss of the memory of
oneself can have devastating consequences.
It is no different when we consider the memories a society has of
itself, told from one generation to the next. The folk memory is
what ties a culture to its traditions and its inheritance. A society
that ‘forgets’ what it once might have had, suffers, and risks
undergoing its own kind of ‘cultural dementia’. Conversely, we
will also consider cultures, which have a more unbroken link to
remembered land traditions seem, on the whole, to be more just
and equal societies. There are fewer instances of societal trauma
caused by a societal ‘forgetting’.
Land, as we know, is a huge topic. Here we will focus on the use
and abuse of the commons in England. Commons have been
essential for sustainable rural life, and later, urban recreation.
It seems evident that the treatment of common land is a litmus
test of a wider societal treatment and understanding of land.
Commons in England have a long history, stretching back to the
Neolithic period, through to the Roman occupation and cemented
during the Anglo-Saxon period (approx. 500 AD-1066 AD). The
Norman Invasion of 1066 introduced a more formalised feudal
system and replaced the ancient rights of the English peasantry
to access lands. Some common land was preserved within Royal
Forests, but the right for all to hunt game was removed.
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During the medieval period a series of peasant’s revolts signalled
the dissatisfaction of the people with the ruling elites, indicating
perhaps a sense of injustice at the state of affairs and that things
ought to be different. The rebellions through the Middle Ages saw
the problem of enclosure taking more prominence. The process of
enclosure is the theft of common land by a private landowner. The
land would be enclosed with fences and later hedges, usually to
breed sheep. The green, patchwork-quilt sight of the countryside
owes much to enclosure and shows the replacement of open field
farming with private land.

The Peasants Revolt focused on the unfair Poll Tax (1381) but Wat
Tyler also included demands relating to the steep price of land and
diminishing commons. Later, Jack Cade’s Rebellion in Kent saw
enclosure as a prominent issue given the rumour King Henry VI
was to turn the entire county of Kent into a Royal Forest. Although
unlikely and impractical it does give a sense of the fears that it
might be possible. Finally, Kett’s Rebellion (1549) in Norfolk saw
enclosure and the theft of common land as the central grievance.
Indeed Henry George stated ‘The commons, once so extensive and
so largely contributing to the independence and support of the
lower classes, have … been appropriated to individual ownership
and enclosed’. This was as evident to George as it should be to us
today.
The situation worsened during the Tudor and Stuart period
where formal enclosures begin to force commoners off the land
to make way for sheep flocks, which were owned privately. Henry
VIII upped the process of enclosure but did show some restraint
compared to the later decisions by the executive.

Come the mid-seventeenth century and England has undergone
a bloody and traumatic civil war, involving the forces of the three
kingdoms, divided between the forces sympathetic to the King
and those of Parliament. This conflict led to the brief removal of
an effective central authority and coincided with the widespread
production of literature and a general increase in education of the
population through grammar and church schools. In addition, the
protestant and non-conformist demands of vernacular scripture
led to varying interpretations and questioning of the established
Church. As Justin Champion suggests, ‘the cap comes off popular
culture and parishes formulate their own responses to the
concerns of the day’. In other words, in the face of a collapsing
central authority, localism thrived free from censure.
The warring sides not only competed on the battlefield but
also in the minds of the population through propaganda and
argument. Publishers enjoyed unprecedented freedom between
the censorship of Charles I and the later republican government
of Cromwell.

The cheapness and portability of the modern printing presses also
aided the production and dissemination of political pamphlets
and religious texts. Although, it is important to add that there was
not much by the way of Anglo-Saxon histories, yet as we will see,
the Anglo-Saxon tradition remained in the public consciousness,
somehow.
During the 1640s costs related to food were at an all-time high.
Unsurprisingly, so was destitution and although the gulf between
the rich and poor was always evident, it began to be questioned
openly and loudly throughout the country.
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Three radical groups stand out at this time. First, the Levellers,
who were formed mainly from the politicised elements of the
New Model Army. They (exclusively men) sought to enfranchise
themselves into the new political order they had helped to win.
They were pro-private property and by today’s standards would
not be considered particularly radical, but for the time, were
considered so. In 1647 at St. Mary’s Church Putney, a gathering
of Levellers argued passionately for an extension of the franchise,
much to the chagrin of Cromwell and his son in law, Henry Ireton,
who sought to keep social hierarchies as in tact as possible. The
Levellers were later crushed by Cromwell in 1649 due to their
strike action within the army, the leaders being either shot or
imprisoned.

The second radical group of the time prove the most controversial.
The collapse of an enforced central authority immediately at the
end of the war saw the rise of theologically inclined hedonists,
labelled rather disparagingly as ‘Ranters’. Influenced by the
antinomian teachings of the time and a deep belief in pantheism,
they concluded that all things, including sin, were the will of
God and therefore of sacramental value. Some concluded that
the more sinful the life, the more it was dedicated to God. While
an intriguing group there are historical questions relating to
their veracity. We have little in the way of primary sources
(presumably they were too busy to write anything down) and the
main references to them come from established church figures
who sought to cast their licentious independence as a threat to
the social order. Whether real or not, it does indicate that the
established authorities had genuine fears over a breakdown in
the old established order and people taking matters into their
own hands.

The final and most important radical group has no shortage of
evidence for their actions and beliefs. The ‘Diggers’ labelled
themselves the ‘True Levellers’ exposing a contemporary critique
of their martial counterparts as not going far enough. They were
a broadly pacifist group, devoutly Christian in a non-conformist
tradition and contained a mix of individuals from various social
backgrounds. The number of Diggers remained tiny, rising to no
more than 52 in Surrey, but their impact and influence has been
enormous. The tradition of the Diggers has been claimed by ecowarriors, environmentalists, Marxists and anarchist agrarians.

The Diggers saw the events of the civil war as divinely inspired,
including the beheading of the King (and supreme landlord). They
saw a symmetry in an antediluvian world that had been swept
away by God, to allow the righteous to prosper. They rejected the
claims of private ownership of the land, finding it incompatible
with their translations of Genesis. If God did not mandate private
ownership, why should they respect it? They also tended toward
action as they did not seek to inherit the Kingdom of God, but to
rather build it. As their theorist-in-chief Gerard Winstanley said
‘the earth was a common treasury’, and should be enjoyed by all.
Gerrard Winstanley was born to a comfortable position and the
son of a mercer. He set up his own business in London just before
the war and enjoyed some influence and some success, later being
admitted as a Freeman to the Merchant Tailor’s Guild. While in
London he married Susan King, the daughter of an influential
London surgeon. He was, in other words, solidly respectable and
most certainly not a radical. He was, however, deeply religious
and later became a Quaker.
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Like many businessmen of the time, Winstanley went bankrupt at
the start of the war and became (rather inexplicably) a cowherd
near Cobham, Surrey. It is likely his father-in-law arranged the
position given his landholding influences in the area. He proved
a reasonably competent cowherd and once nobly defended his
cattle in court.
During this time Winstanley came face to face with the destitution
and poverty of the area, witnessing the callous and arbitrary
eviction of tenants by landlords. This led him to write ‘true
religion and undefiled is to give everyone land freely to manure
co-operatively’. From here he established with a number of
others a commune on the wasteland of St. George’s Hill and later,
Cobham Heath.

These communes were led proto-democratically and welcomed
any who wished to work and live with them. They sought to
mitigate the effects of poverty through the reclamation of the
land. Ultimately, they failed in this endeavour. Within a few
months the local landowner, Francis Drake, took Winstanley to
court but the case was thrown out. Resorting instead to violence,
the Diggers were beaten and their shelters destroyed. A few
Digger colonies sprang up but these too were short lived, falling
to the forces of local vested interests. Winstanley retired to
nearby Elmbridge and lived his life quietly there, inexplicably as
the Chief Constable. It is worth noting that this position would
not easily be filled by a perceived trouble maker, and the fact he
could retire to respectability suggests at least some sympathy for
his groups’ actions.
But all in all, it seems the Diggers ought to be regarded a failure.
They failed to establish the kingdom of God on earth and lasted
barely 24 months. But this is not the case. The great success of
the Diggers lies in their legacy and the timeless relevance of their
cause.
The survival of their pamphlets suggests they struck upon
a great truth, which resonated with readers (both then and
today). Influenced by the scripture they identified themselves
as the oppressed Israelites of the Old Testament, but aside from
religion they made frequent and passionate references to the lost
inheritance of the Anglo-Saxons.
There was little (if anything) by the way of Anglo-Saxon histories
being published at this time, so where did the popular idea stem
from and why was it so recognisably important to readers?
The answer lies in folk memory. Winstanley wrote:

O what mighty Delusion, do you, who are the powers of England live
in! That while you pretend to throw down that Norman yoke, and
Babylonish power, and have promised to make the groaning people
of England a Free People; yet you still lift up that Norman yoke, and
slavish Tyranny, and holds the People as much in bondage, as the
Bastard Conquerour himself, and his Councel of War.
It is important to remember that as the groups’ main writer
and propagandist Winstanley was not talking to a closed shop.
His job was to convince others of the justness of his cause. Like
marketeers today, he had to know his audience. He sought to
convince them by promoting the justness of his cause and uses
both scripture and English history to do that.
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In other words, he works under the assumption his audience would
have knowledge of the ‘Norman Yoke’, a ‘Bastard Conquerour’ and
most importantly, a ‘Free People’. This is evidence these ideas
would have been common to the average working person at the
time. He is attempting to appeal to their outrage. He is trying to
help them remember.

The idea of an English ‘Free People’ was established in the middle
of the first millennium in what we now call England. The Angles,
Saxons and Jutes migrated to England during the RomanoBritish period (late fourth-fifth century) either as invaders or
mercenaries or more likely, both. Hailing from the Frisian and
North German coast, there is some geological evidence that
suggests rising seas eroded available farmland. Originally settling
in the Kent area they spread over the intervening centuries to
cover most of modern England (save Cornwall), bringing with
them a North German and somewhat Scandinavian land tradition.

Unlike the Romans and Romano-British they shunned the urban
centres of stone buildings and led a largely agricultural life,
maintaining a rural economy. Their culture was hierarchical but
the average man and woman enjoyed enormous freedom when
compared to later years. They could enjoy the right to private
property, court trial by peers and access to damages. Women had
the right to divorce abusive husbands and could own property
in their own right, not just through their fathers or husbands.
It was however, not a utopia and slavery was considered a
viable business practice. Bristol, much associated with the later
transatlantic slave trade, became an exporter of English slaves to
Ireland during the Anglo-Saxon period.
The golden age of Anglo-Saxon England laid the framework of
the English rural economy and society. Alfred the Great (the only
English monarch to earn the title) helped to promote literacy
amongst nobles and established early boroughs, derived from
defensible burghs to ward off later Viking invasions. Early Saxon
settlements called hiswics consisted of 15-20 homes, which would
have been passed down the family line. Each homestead would
have access to haga, farming strips, which would be worked.

Decisions regarding the haga would be made at the local village
level and each household would also have the right to forage and
graze on communal ‘common’ land at the centre of the hiswic.
These commons were not ‘free for all’s’ and were tightly managed
by the community, for the community.

The later Domesday Book shows that it would have been common
for a family to own two oxen, perhaps the equivalent of the family
car today. But two oxen would be insufficient to pull the heavy
Gallic ploughs needed to dig the English clay. As such, families
would cooperate and share their resources for the betterment of
all.

Locals would pay their taxes or hides (of cattle) to the king for
the defence of the realm and able-bodied men would fight in the
fyrd during times of crisis. This however, was the extent to which
central authorities would interfere in the management of land
for these folk. Some land would be held by lords or monasteries
(known as Bokland) while the farmers of the hiswics would pass
their land and dwellings to their children as Folcland.
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During the later period of the Anglo-Saxon age this began to
change. We see the development of the Lord of the Manor and the
gradual weakening of peasant freedoms and economic decisions
relating to the land begin to be made at higher levels. It is often
said that feudalism began with the Normans, but the roots of it
can be seen during this period.

The true severing of this way of life did come with the Normans
however. If the bonds of freedom to the land had begun to
gradually weaken, they were truly severed with the Norman
Invasion of 1066.

During the Battle of Hastings, Harold Godwinson King (in the
Saxon fashion) was killed, many of the English nobles falling with
him, including his brothers. This allowed William to consolidate
his power by subtly and later mercilessly seeding the realm
with his chosen retainers and loyal followers. The identity of
the governing classes shifted from English to Norman French,
separated from the common folk by language, custom and manner.
Former freemen were reduced to peasantry and bondage to their
new lords. Ancient rights were disregarded and large tracts of
once open forests were enclosed as the exclusive property of the
invader. Over the intervening centuries it became a refrain of the
poor to characterise their oppressors as Norman, an almost alien
force, who wreaked havoc and ruin upon them.
Nineteen generations (give or take) separated the Diggers from
the events of the Norman Invasion. The average person with
Anglo-Saxon heritage would have no living conception of their
forefathers yet it seems evident the memory of the dispossession
or the ‘trauma’ could have been passed from generation to
generation. The sense of injustice and theft of ancient rights
would no doubt rankle (as it may still do).

Gerrard Winstanley tapped into this sense of injustice in his
writings and it struck a chord with many. His work represents
a lucid moment, the triggering of a memory where the
contemporary problems were placed in their historical context.
His harnessing of folk-memory was an attempt to galvanise the
dispossessed and poor and show that the status quo ought not
to be accepted as inevitable. Their ancestors had enjoyed greater
freedoms and if they would only act on the memory, they might
too.
This is not as fanciful as it sounds. If we consider contemporary
countries, which bear a greater similarity to the Anglo-Saxon
model than the Norman one, we might see how things could have
been or should be in the UK.
The Scandinavian countries avoided the continental model of
feudal land ownership. They had monarchs and lords but the
interference on landownership and land rights were much more
limited.

This cultural tradition can still be seen today. It was only in the
20th century when the right to roam the countryside was codified
into Swedish law. It was seen by Swedes throughout their history
as a natural right and therefore no specific demand for legislation
arose. We do not legislate the right to breathe, so why legislate
the right to roam?
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The concept of allemansrätten (everyman’s right) still lives on
today, with Swedes free to walk anywhere save a home’s front
and back garden. It is not hard to imagine the psychological
effect this has. A sense that the whole country is within their
right to access and few ‘Private Land’ signs to ward off ramblers.
Is it possible that the Diggers were right? An England, which
regained the Anglo-Saxon tradition, might have led to a more just
and equitable nation, perhaps in line with modern Scandinavian
countries, which enjoy great prosperity and equality.
If we look at the current state of England we can see the
legacy of the enclosures still remain. In London alone,
benches are designed to be uncomfortable to the homeless,
and supermarkets have been known to put out sharp spikes
to ward off the destitute. We are not so far from the problems
Winstanley sought to remedy. This treatment of the destitute
is not just ‘bad’ but also indicative or a type of decline in the
rational processes of a society. A type of decline where we have
forgotten (on a societal level) what is just.
This lack of perspective and remembering has also impacted our
relationship with the natural world. Council planning divisions
and homebuilders have normalised the practice of covering
trees and hedgerows in thick netting to prevent migratory birds
(some of whom have flown 6,000 miles) from nesting, to secure
their planning permission.
Again, this is not just bad but indicative of a type of mental
decline. The sign of a society that lives in the present and cut
off from proven ways of prosperous and happy living. An unjust
enclosure for private gain in the modern world that seeks to
maximise short term profit at the expense of the future. Perhaps
the future can be readily abandoned if we do not remember our
past?

Returning to Locke, if we forget our relationship with the land,
what it is, what it was and what it could yet be, we enter a kind
of cultural dementia. A society that does not acknowledge
the continuous thread of its memory but rather lashes out in
a confused short-term interest. We lose touch with what is
important and accept the status quo without question, no matter
how confusing or unjust it might seem in moments of lucidity.

Remembering alternative relationships with the land and the
long traditions associated with it, may provide a methodology
of how to approach the future. There are promising signs.
The recent report on land ownership by the Labour party
‘Land for the Many’ echoes many of Winstanley’s thoughts. In
addition, Guy Shrubsole’s Who Owns England is selling well and
exposes, perhaps for a new, wider audience, the murky issues
of landownership present today that can be traced back to the
beaches of Sussex a millennium ago.
These new developments alongside the forgotten traditions of
ancestors may help develop a methodology for creatively solving
issues we face today. We cannot return to a rural economy and
live in hiswics but we can take the tradition of local decision
makers enjoying autonomy and apply it today. We can turn to
figures such as Winstanley with gratitude for keeping alive our
tenuous hold on our folk memory.
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SEIGNIORAGE: THE SOVEREIGN’S DUES
Money is magic but its powers can beguile us unless we master its
mysteries and one of these is seigniorage. Seeking to understand
this curious aspect of money takes us on a journey across
millennia, into modern banking practice and out of EU regulation.
We start from a question about a £10 note: If it costs 10p to make
and £10 to buy, who gets the £9.90 profit? This lies at the heart of
seigniorage and concerns economic justice.

The word seigniorage may be unfamiliar, deriving from old French
for “that which is due to the Lord”. With money it came to mean
what a ruler could receive through their monopoly power over
minting coins. In practice this was the difference between a coin’s
exchange value (nominal or face value) and the cost of material
and labour used to make it. Seigniorage today has acquired more
complex meanings, although still relating to the monopoly power
of money creation. Before considering these, we explore some
ancient wisdom and then middle age pragmatism.
ANCIENT TIMES
A sense of the sovereign’s power over money can be gleaned from
Marco Polo’s description written around 1280CE.

“In this city of Kanabalu is the mint of the Grand Khan, who may be
truly said to possess the secret of the alchemists, as he has the art of
producing paper money … When ready for use, he has to cut it into
pieces of money of different sizes …
The coinage of this paper money is authenticated with as much
form and ceremony as if it were actually made of pure gold and
silver … and the act of counterfeiting it is punished as a capital
offence. When thus coined in large quantities, this paper currency
is circulated in every part of the Grand Khan’s dominions; nor dares
any person, at peril of his life refuse to accept payment.
All his subjects receive it without hesitation, because, wherever their
business may call them, they can dispose of it again in the purchase
of merchandise they may have occasion for; such as pearls, jewels,
gold or silver. With it, in short, every article may be procured.”
This fine Chinese understanding of how money works can be
traced to almost 2000 years earlier where an interesting initiative
in monetary policy was taking place.

Guan Zhong served Duke Huang of Qi wisely, instigating reforms
that ensured both widespread prosperity and the Duke firmly in
power. Until Guan’s death, social and economic strengths were
more significant than military might, all were equally subject
to law, a new form of land tax was enjoyed, state monopoly
reigned over natural resources, and there was complete control
of the money supply. He is said to be the first author of Guanzi, a
vast collection of political, economic and philosophical thought
which was further developed by succeeding authors. Blending
Confucianism with law, this tradition has had lasting influence
albeit with intermissions. One significant period of re-vitalisation
was with the Jixia Academy 318-284 BC. Among their views on
money were: i) Money need not be gold etc. ii) Sovereign must
retain control of money iii) Monetary policy is a powerful tool for
harmony iv) Inflation or deflation can be used to moderate credit
and debt.
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The roots of seigniorage lie in this power which, if used wisely,
can be of great benefit.

MIDDLE AGES
Europe of the Middle Ages is where much of our understanding
of seigniorage stems from. It was at times seen as a fiscal miracle,
providing an easy source of revenue for the ruler. How this
worked can be seen through considering some important aspects
of money itself.
Money acts a medium of exchange; sellers and buyers exchange
goods and services for money, being confident that money
received is also acceptable to others in exchange for goods and
services. Bringing about an almost infinite freedom of exchange
to the marketplace, a trusted supply of money is an invaluable
asset for any community.
Gold has a near universal allure and longevity, making it, as with
its poorer cousin silver, obvious choices as money. Human frailty,
however, brings with it the inconvenient necessities of careful
weighing and assaying to ensure what looks like gold is gold.
Where the rule of law prevails over coinage, a coin’s distinctive
form and stamp and its controlled metal content renders
weighing and assaying unnecessary. Such a coin in use is worth
more than its material content.

As confidence in the form of money increases, its material value
can be reduced through quantity or material substitution. Such a
coin acts more like a token of value, used in exchanges of goods
and services having much greater value than a small piece of
metal. A coin (or note) has a face or nominal value in exchange,
but a lower cost in material and labour. Such reduction in a coin’s
material value with respect to its nominal value is often termed
“debasement”; this is seen as the work of an unscrupulous ruler
where it is believed the validity of money rests on its material
value. Where money is seen as a token of trust between its holder
and the community at large, it needs little or no gold, silver or
material value at all.
Coins did not always exchange at their nominal value (or by tale),
and at times weighing and assaying were used. Prevalence of
clipping (removal of metal to, essentially, create new coins) and
counterfeiting helped to ensure this.

A recent investigation into money circulation in the Middle Ages
named The Debasement Puzzle reveals much about English and
French minting histories and shows how recoinage could raise
significant money for the crown. The puzzle is why every instance
of recoinage led to a significant increase in mint activity for several
years, how old and new coins apparently remained side-by-side
in circulation for some time, and why it seems that coins often
exchanged by their metal content rather than nominal value. It
suggests an answer to the puzzle is that money circulation in
these times is not as homogeneous as it seems to be today.
Recoinage would become necessary if coins had been widely
subjected to clipping, a good source of metal to exchange at the
mint for coins. After milled edges were introduced, counterfeit
became more prominent. Gresham’s Law operated with poor
coins being spent and good coins withheld. Both the effective
money supply and the trust in circulating coins diminished. Of
course, recoinage was also a good source of revenue.
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Mints were often private enterprises operating under license
from the government or ruler. It was a case of “Bring your own
gold and silver for minting”. Old coins and plate (even nuggets)
were freely taken to the mint in exchange for coins which were
collected a few weeks later. All the metal was formed into coins
from which a few paid the mint (brassage), some paid the ruler
(seigniorage) and the balance went to the former gold owner. The
proportions of who got what varied with time. Seigniorage is the
portion of new money which can be claimed by the ruler. From
the mint’s perspective, the cost of producing the money (coins
returned to customer) is the royalty payment (seigniorage), the
material used (gold, free-issued by customer), and its production
costs (brassage).
MODERN TIMES
One of the fathers of the modern age was Sir Issac Newton,
who not only laid foundation stones for physics, had quite an
understanding of money; in the latter part of his life (1696-1726)
he was Warden and then Master of the Royal Mint. Apart from
overseeing a significant and high-quality recoinage and bringing
Scottish coinage into line with English, he sought and prosecuted
counterfeiters; the story of the notorious William Chaloner
makes interesting reading. Counterfeit is very much seigniorage
theft.
Much of today’s economic thinking has been modelled on
Newtonian physics. Perhaps one offspring of this can be seen
in our new ways of creating money and new explanations of
seigniorage, which the Bank of Canada explains:
“In Canada today, seigniorage can be calculated as the difference
between the interest the Bank of Canada earns on a portfolio of
Government of Canada securities—in which it invests the total
value of all bank notes in circulation—and the cost of issuing,
distributing, and replacing those notes.”

Where an issuing authority lends new money into circulation,
seigniorage is the additional revenue arising from its ability to
create money as compared with the alternative of attracting
and lending pre-existing money. The interest charged may be
the same, but lower costs of creating rather than borrowing the
loaned money makes the difference. Not creating new money
carries an opportunity cost; hence this is termed opportunity
cost seigniorage.
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The Bank of Canada illustrates this with an example of the
annual costs and revenues associated with a $20 note being lent
to commercial banks. The Bank has the options of issuing new
money or selling securities to lend the proceeds; as is shown, its
net position is 45.5c per year better if lending new rather than preexisting money. This is the opportunity cost notion of seigniorage,
the relative advantage to the money-issuing authority of creating
new-money rather than re-using pre-existing money.
• Production cost of $20 note (19c) averaged over its 7.5 years
life is 2.5c pa.
• Distribution cost 2c pa.
• Total cost of $20 new note is 4.5c pa.
• Typical yield of $20 worth of low-risk bonds is 50c pa.
• Opportunity cost seigniorage to issuing authority is 45.5c pa
(50c – 4.5c).
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Commercial banks are the dominant creators of new money today,
mainly through lending for mortgages. They enjoy significant
opportunity-cost seigniorage, although reduced to the extent that
governments charge for their license to create new money (take
deposits). In simple terms, the net revenue from creating and
lending new money is the interest charged less the interest paid
on deposits and any costs involved.

Seigniorage also arises where new money is issued on purchasing
financial assets, real goods or real (rather than financial) services.
Either commercial or central banks can and do practice this. One
obvious example has been the quantitative easing (QE) of central
banks where financial assets are purchased with new money.
Commercial banks may also create to buy when trading on their
own account. Modern monetary theory argues that governments
can buy public goods and services with new money, which will be
discussed later.
Two aspects of seigniorage have been distinguished by how new
money enters circulation. Monetary seigniorage arises on new
money being spent into existence whereas opportunity cost
seigniorage arises with new money being lent into existence.
Both are seen today and both can be further distinguished by
whether the new money came from commercial or central banks.
These four occurrences of seigniorage form a useful framework
on which to understand its extent and occurrence in a complex
modern economy; this approach was described by a recent study
(Seigniorage in the 21st Century: A study of the profits from
money creation in the United Kingdom and Denmark; Ole Bjerg,
Duncan McCann, Laurie Macfarlane, Rasmus Hougaard, Nielsen,
Josh Ryan-Collins; Jan 2017) from which Figure 1 was adapted.,
illustrating the relationships between them.
The study estimated the levels of seigniorage for UK and
Denmark since before the 2008 crisis. Dominant was found to be
commercial banks’ opportunity-cost seigniorage and relates to
interest rate spreads seen by the commercial banks. For the UK
this has averaged somewhere between £17.6 - £29bn per annum
between 1997 – 2016, with peaks about double this around 20072009. This represents approximately 1% of GDP of the period,
peaking at ~3% of GDP in 2007-8.

We may intuitively feel that banks have a commercial advantage
in being able to create money, and that is at the nation’s cost;
quantifying this is less easy as indicated by the study’s wide
spread in estimates. This arose from the challenge of estimating
the effective rate of interest banks would have to pay to borrow
pre-existing money to lend as building societies used to, rather
than creating new. Their options would include attracting savings
or issuing commercial bonds. Interest rates within existing
financial circumstances fluctuate with minor shifts in expectation;
it is difficult to imagine what interest rates would be under very
different conditions.
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In passing, there is one other occurrence of seigniorage worth
noting, that associated with the international reserve currency
of the US dollar since Bretton Woods. New money here is
money being made available to the world outside the US for
use in international trade settlements. During the run up to
the forced abandonment of the fixed exchange-rate scheme in
1971, the French Minister of Finance Valéry Giscard d’Estaing
described this as an “Exorbitant Privilege”. Estimates are hard to
come by; a hint at the level of this advantage is in what is called
“returns differential”, between US investments abroad or foreign
investments in the US, with a recent estimate suggesting around
1.9%.

Opportunity Cost
Seigniorage

Monetary
Seigniorage

Central
Bank

Loans to
banks

Spending into
economy

Commercial
Banks

Loans to
customers

Direct purchases
on own account

Figure 1 – Aspects of Seigniorage in a Modern Economy
FUTURE POSSIBILITY
Seigniorage represents the power exercised by the lord of money
issuance, be this a national agency such as government treasury
or central bank, or be it the commercial banks.

In days of old, the crown’s effective monopoly on the money
supply manifested as seigniorage revenue; those wanting coins
gave the gold or silver to the mint and some of the resulting coins
passing to the crown. Today’s commercial banks benefit from
seigniorage, having the power to supply new money as loans at
interest; this seigniorage manifests as super-normal profit which
can also be described in terms of economic rent.

Central banks benefit from seigniorage to some extent when
commercial banks purchase note and coin to satisfy public
preference for it, or they request more central bank reserves.
Perhaps this contributes to the present drive for “contactless”
and other cashless payment schemes.
Imbalances in public expenditure are met through treasury
borrowing or (rarely) repaying pre-existing money. Central banks
are isolated from fiscal arrangements and tasked with inflationtargeting through mainly interest rate influences.

Public policy’s ignorance of, and fears surrounding, the teachings
of Henry George on economic rent has resulted in a bloated
financial world, a bloated money supply to service it, and a
bloated wealth alongside abject poverty.

The ancient Chinese, Adam Smith, Henry George all encouraged
public or government ownership of natural monopoly and
discouraged private monopoly. Explicitly included was the power
to issue money and raise revenue from land value.
How can the government reassert its latent power? Perhaps
it is not lacking the power to legislate; we certainly feel the
effects of that. Perhaps it is lacking the power of understanding,
understanding those principles of economics which support
families and bring prosperity.

Modern Monetary Theory certainly could replace the idea that
government need to borrow to spend; Collecting economic rent
from any potential that could be collected privately can replace
the need for government transfer payments via taxation to relieve
poverty. If public expenditure just met public needs for public
goods and services, and taxation just met the needs to collect
economic rent, perhaps families and the nation could prosper.
Perhaps seigniorage could then be redefined as that power of
wisdom leading to the wealth of a nation and a continuance of
progress without poverty.
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Professor Nell adds his name to a long - and growing - list of
members of the economics discipline who are critical of what
has passed for economic theory for all of the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries, and even during the last two decades
of the nineteenth century while Henry George emerged to
challenge the status quo of that time:
“Our mainstream economics is also poverty-stricken. Our
analytical models do not explain the persistence of poverty very
well, nor do they account for crises and crashes, let alone the
recent and stubborn growth of inequality.” [p.10]

The genius of Henry George is expressed by Nell in one sentence:
“He developed a picture of the way the economy works that
balanced individualism and cooperation and expressed both our
strengths as a country and a people and an enduring tension in
our character and polis.” [p.13]

PROGRESS AND POVERTY IN ECONOMICS: HENRY GEORGE
AND HOW GROWTH IN REAL ESTATE CONTRIBUTES TO
INEQUALITY AND FINANCIAL INSTABILITY
BY EDWARD NELL
Reviewed by Edward Dodson
Henry George School of Social Science, 2018
(also available from Palgrave, 2019, ISBN: 978-3-030-18663-0)

As the author explains, the book was written in collaboration
with Andrew Mazzone, who was until his death in 2017
President of the Henry George School of Social Science. Their
investigation was designed “to see how George’s work stood up
in the light of modern economics and to determine what could
be brought up to date and applied to the contemporary world.”
Edward Nell retired from teaching economics a few years ago
after a long career that culminated as Department Chair in the
graduate faculty at the New School For Social Research.
Throughout this critique, my focus will be to highlight statements
and arguments presented by Professor Nell that deserve further
discussion or simply clarification. Although my own academic
education included many courses within the economics
curriculum, my major as an undergraduate was accounting and
my graduate degree is a Master of Liberal Arts. Perhaps more to
the point, I began in 1981 teaching political economy utilizing
the works of Henry George. I leave to other reviewers the task
of commenting on the usefulness of the mathematical equations
presented in this work.
Early on in the Introduction, Professor Nell makes a statement
regarding the nature of “rents” that I would not make. He writes:
“For George, rents were payment – not for the use of land in the
usual sense, but for pure access to specific spaces and locations.”
[p.9]

George’s position was rather different. For George, rents were
a community or societal claim on the wealth produced by those
who labored and who owned and utilized capital goods in the
process. The extent of this claim was determined by locational
advantages over locations that would yield no more (with
the same input of labor and capital goods) than enough for
subsistence.
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What Henry George offered the peoples of the world was an
equitable third way to the realization of a just society promised
but not delivered by the ideological Left or Right.
Professor Nell then offers an interpretation of the social and
economic dynamics of the era in which George lived that needs
to be put into the right proportional context:
“He [George] saw the implications of free land in the frontier of his
day, a place where labor could reap the full proceeds of its work,
thus providing a magnet for workers from the cities of the east.
As a result of this attraction, wages in the east had to stay high
enough to keep labor from migrating to the frontier. High wages
also meant that manufacturing would benefit from labor-saving
innovations. So American business had a high-wage, high-tech
profile from the start.” [pp.13-14]

The historical record in North America is the story of people
restless, always looking to the wilderness as a destination leading
to access to land (or to better land) and to a better life. An almost
endless stream of immigrants provided a low wage supply of
labor, even as tens or hundreds of thousands moved inland or
(by the mid-nineteenth century) boarded ships bound for the
Pacific coast of North America. Thus, while wages for skilled
artisans might have remained higher than mere subsistence,
for the unskilled the leverage remained with the owners of land
and businesses. Manufacturing benefitted by the protectionist
system established by Alexander Hamilton that continued in
effect as Henry George was writing his own book in defense of
free trade. Life for most unskilled and semi-skilled people in the
large cities of the United States was difficult, at best. Persons of
color first endured centuries of slavery. When freed, they had
to compete with one another in the South as sharecroppers or
as wage laborers. Moving to the northern states, they had to
compete with tightly-knit immigrant groups. George saw with
his own eyes that as each year came and went things were
getting worse for the large majority of people.
Edward Nell and Andrew Mazzone join many others friendly to
George’s overall analysis in a critical review of his explanation
of the role interest (i.e., that share of production resulting from
the use of capital goods) plays in the stimulation of production.
Another important question is raised by Professor Nell when he
writes that even in George’s time the nation had moved “from
a largely agrarian economy to an economy based primarily on
industry and services.” [p.16] While this is certainly the case with
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respect to the percentage of the labor force employed in each of
these sectors, dramatic increases in the output of goods per unit
of input of labor and capital goods has enabled the agricultural
sector to produce goods far in excess of domestic demand. The
export of agricultural products has always played an vital role in
the U.S. international trade.
Professor Nell identifies an area of analysis not pursued by
George, indicating he and Andrew Mazzone would fill this void:

“George does not examine how saving and investment work or how
they interact with the price mechanism.” [p.16]

George certainly argues against the neoclassical assertion
that price clears all markets, that the interaction of supply and
demand always bring an economy back to equilibrium after any
and all shocks to the system occur. What stands in the way, of
course, is the fact that land markets do not respond to the price
mechanism in same way as do the markets for labor, for capital
goods, or even for credit. Professor Nell tells the reader he will
explain “how the pressures of supply and demand, governed by
‘marginal conditions’, provide a degree of stabilization.” What will
this tell us?
“And then we see this picture gradually dissolve under the pressures
of innovation, to be replaced by the destabilizing mechanism of the
multiplier-accelerator. Understanding this is necessary to drawing
a complete picture of ‘progress’ – economic growth – that works
for today, making it possible to examine how progress regenerates
poverty now.” [p.16]

As someone who worked in the U.S. financial sector for four
decades, I look forward to Professor Nell’s analysis of the role
rent plays in the “private-sector financial system.”
As with what appears in the Introduction, the reader is given a
misleading explanation of how Henry George viewed the rent of
land. Professor Nell states:
“His [George’s] answers were clear and straightforward: rents are
unjustified and unjustifiable payments for access to the space and
fruits and enjoyment of the earth…” [p.19]

Actually, George accepted the rise of rent as normal, but argued
on moral grounds that the payment of rent belonged to the
community or to society, not to any individual or private entity.
As George wrote in Progress and Poverty (1879, p.344):
“[T]he value of land expresses in exact and tangible form the right
of the community in land held by an individual; and rent expresses
the exact amount which the individual should pay to the community
to satisfy the equal rights of all other members of the community.”

Professor Nell does not see that George foresaw “how the role
of rents, real estate, and monopoly in the economy would change
greatly with the arrival of mass production.” Did George, in fact,
understand that “[r]ents and monopoly earnings” would be “folded
into profits”? [p.22]
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It is fair to ask what Henry George learned over the quarter
century following publication of his first book, Our Land and
Land Policy. He says little in his final book, The Science of Political
Economy, about the pace of innovation or how this will affect the
production and distribution of wealth. It is reasonable to conclude
(perhaps) that George felt these outcomes were self-fulfilling.

A question occurs to me that may be answered as I read through
the book. Is Professor Nell’s use of the term “profits” meant to
be its use in accounting, as whatever revenue exceeds expenses
incurred in whatever activity is undertaken? In which case, some
portion of profits may be derived from rents and monopoly
earnings.

When Professor Nell in many cases paraphrases George, he
misinterprets what George actually wrote and argued about the
laws of the production and distribution of wealth. George saw
these laws as laws of tendency. He recognized that over and over
again the inventiveness of people resulted in significant advances
in productivity (i.e., greater units of output for each unit of input).
While it is certain that progress drove up rents and worsened
poverty for some, the potential for rents to absorb all of the
increase in wealth being produced depended, for one thing, on
the concentration of land ownership in a society and between
societies. George anticipated that over time the ownership of
land even in the United States would become more concentrated.
He spends a few insightful pages in Chapter XX entitled “The
American Farmer” in Social Problems, describing how this also
changes the pattern of property ownership in cities as well.
I need to add something here in reaction to what Henry George
writes in this chapter of Social Problems because it is such an
important part to the puzzle of why Michael Hudson has so
strongly argued that the interest income collected by institutional
lenders/investors is actually rent. George writes:
“As land rises in value the working farmer finds it more and more
difficult for his boys to get farms of their own, while the price for
which he can sell will give him a considerably larger tract of land
where land is cheaper; or he is tempted or forced to mortgage, and
the mortgage eats and eats until it eats him out, or until he concludes
that the wisest thing he can do is to realize the difference between
the mortgage and the selling value of his farm and emigrate west.
And in many instances he commences again under the load of a
mortgage; …One man buys upon mortgage, fails in his payments, or
gets disgusted, and moves on, and the farm he has improved is sold
to another man upon mortgage. Generally speaking, the ultimate
result is that the mortgagee, not the mortgagor, becomes the full
owner. Cultivation under mortgage is, in truth, the transitional
form between cultivation by the small owner and cultivation by the
large owner or by tenant.” [Social Problems, p.232]

In George’s era, banks did not make long-term, amortizing loans.
This left mortgagors exposed to all sorts of risks. Thus, individual
farmers might experience some disaster, loss of revenue and end
up defaulting on their loan or loans. Depending on the degree of
equity the farmer had in his personal property and real estate, a
post-foreclosure sale by the bank might bring in a price sufficient
to cover outstanding principal and some portion of accrued
interest. It would be interesting to see any data indicating the
instances where banks were actually made whole after the
auctioning off of a farm and farm equipment.
The situation for mortgagees during a period of widespread
economic instability, recession or depression is quite different.
As the historian Frederick Lewis Allen detailed in Chapter XI
(“Home, Sweet Florida”) of his 1931 classic, Only Yesterday: An
Informal History of the 1920s, wrote:
“At the very outset of the decade there had been a sensational
market in farm lands, caused by the phenomenal prices brought
by wheat and other crops during and immediately after the war.
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Prices of farm property leaped, thousands of mortgages and loans were
based upon these exaggerated values, and when the bottom dropped
out of the agricultural markets in 1920-21, the distress of the farmers
was intensified by the fact that in innumerable cases they could not get
money enough from their crops to cover the interest due at the bank
or to pay the taxes which were now levied on the increased valuation.
Thousands of country banks, saddled with mortgages and loans in
default, ultimately went to the wall. In one of the great agricultural
states, the average earnings of all the national and state banks during
the years 1924-29, a time of great prosperity for the country at large,
were less than 1-1/2 per cent; and in seven states of the country,
between 40 and 50 per cent of the banks which had been in business
prior to 1920 had failed before 1929. Just how many of these failures
were directly attributable to the undisciplined rise and subsequent fall
in real-estate prices it is, of course, impossible to say; but undoubtedly
many of the little country banks which suffered so acutely would never
have gone down to ruin if there had been no boom in farm lands.”
Farmers have experienced these cycles of booming land prices
when commodity prices are high. Those who expanded land under
cultivation by incurring mortgage debt often paid a steep price once
other producers came back (e.g., as after the First and Second World
Wars) to close the gap between supply and demand.
Professor Nell completes his task with a note that is certainly directed
to his fellow economists:
“Finally, rents and real estate are securitized in the modern world, and
this creates a whole new situation. In a financialized economy, some
securities will increase in value even though there is no change in
their underlying condition. …This has a very significant implication: a
growing financialized economy cannot grow in equilibrium.”
My final question to Professor Nell is whether there is in the real
world a condition that can honestly be considered equilibrium absent
the public collection of (at least a high proportion of) rent from all its
diverse sources. Picture the supply curve for land and any asset with
an inelastic supply. Because of hoarding and speculation the supply
curve can be leftward leaning. Rather than clearing the market for
land, changes in the price of land can bring in investors – such as
land banking companies – to purchase land directly or pay the owner
an option fee to acquire a right of first refusal, not for the purpose of
development but to reduce the supply of developable land in order
to drive up prices of offered land. Additionally, as we know, there
are some individuals with such a huge amount of personal wealth
that they acquire large amounts of land simply as one of the means
by which to establish a degree of separation from those of lesser
personal wealth.
Editor’s note: This review is a shortened version - Edward Dodson’s full
critique is available to readers at landandliberty.net
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HGF BRIEFING NOTES

OPEN DAY EVENT 2019
The Henry George Foundation of Great Britain held its annual
Open Event in London on 21st September. The theme was The
Environment and Economic Justice. The talks explored how
George’s economic analysis and proposals for a land tax and
free trade would adapt to meet the present environmental crisis.
Environmental insights into the abuse of land were discussed,
as well as current Catholic Social Teaching on our relationship
with nature and our responsibilities for all living things. Also the
merits and demerits of green taxes were explored. The speakers
were Simon McKenna, Brendan Hennigan, Francis Peddle, Joseph
Milne, and Gavin Kerr. It became clear that a lot of work needs to
be done relating economic justice with care for the environment.
Your Land&Liberty editors propose to publish a selection of
these talks in future issues of the magazine.

FRIDAY MEETINGS AT MANDEVILLE PLACE
Continuing from the Summer term, the Afternoon Study Group
sessions will resume its study of George’s Our Land and Land
Policy. Following on, the study will focus on further texts drawn
from Vol 1 in the new Fairleigh Dickinson University Press
edition of The Annotated Works.
The presenter will be Tommas Graves and The Afternoon Study
Group will have its regular time slot from 2:30pm to 4:00pm.

The Evening Study Group will split into two different courses,
both of which will be presented by David Triggs.
During the first three weeks, David will lead the Evening Group
in further examination of Henry George’s letter to Pope Leo XIII
entitled The Condition of Labour, which is a carry over from the
Summer Term.

Beginning in late October, David will present a completely new
five-week course devised on Political Economy. This particular
course will continue after the half term and will come to its
planned conclusion in late November.

The Evening Study Group will be presented in the time slot from
6:40pm to 8:10pm. As usual both The Afternoon Group and The
Evening Group will take place at Mandeville Place and are, of
course, free for all attendees.

17

closing thoughts

Tommas Graves

Tommas Graves is an accountant and a member of the
Henry George Foundation UK

Two Tragedies
Two tragedies underpin our modern economic system.

The first is that we do not collect location values as government
income, despite the fact that location values arise directly out of
government spending.
But on top of that we have created a tax system so misguided that
it doubles the cost of employment and government spending, as
the following chart shows:

Some judgment has been used to match the two sets of figures.
Here are some suggestions as to the possible real effects of this
situation:
1. A sharp distinction of the view of wages from the points of view
of employers and employees.
2. A bias against labour intensive industries.
3. A constant impulse to replace people by machines.
4. Unemployment as a constant factor in the economy.
5. The effect of taxation at the margin, leading to more tax
required to mitigate those effects.
6. In the cycle of production, employment based taxation rolls up
until paid by the final consumer. His gross pay has to be has to be
sufficient to pay the taxes and leave him enough to live on.
7. Government expenditure is mostly wages, and is thus doubled
under the same rules.
8. In order to cover the cost, an employee has to be able to add
value to an amount twice what he needs to live on.

For each line of gross salary the length of the line is the total
cost to the employer, including employers National Insurance
contributions.

Direct taxes are calculated from tax tables. Indirect taxes are
taken from an ONS paper “The effects of taxes and benefits on
household incomes 2016/17 table 16.”

The blue section of each line is the amount received by the
employee, less indirect taxes, such as VAT, which hit the lower
paid disproportionally.

18

Those who cannot meet this criteria will likely find their jobs
at risk.
The disadvantage we suffer as against countries that do not tax
wages so highly must be huge.
It is, in fact, a 100% tax on wages!
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What
every new oppresses
story
but hastens thethe
final
masses
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... and

”

own
ignorance,
their own
shortsighted
selfishness.

“

Henry George,
Progress and Poverty 1879

To find out more visit
www.henrygeorgefoundation.org
or
www.landandliberty.net

Our Philosophy
What is Land&Liberty?
Land&Liberty, a quarterly magazine published

by the Henry George Foundation, has
chronicled world events for over 100 years.
Dedicated to promoting economic justice
along lines suggested by the American writer,
social reformer and economist Henry George,
it offers a unique perspective to stimulate
debate on political economy through its
reports, analysis and comment.

Who was Henry George and
what is special about his ideas?
In 1879 George published one of the bestselling books on political economy ever
written, Progress and Poverty. By the
twentieth century the wisdom he expounded
was recognised and supported by many
of the world’s most respected thinkers
including Tolstoy, Einstein, Churchill,
Keller, Shaw, Huxley, Woodrow Wilson,
Stiglitz, and Friedman. Today, as the world
faces environmental and economic crises,
we believe George’s philosophy is more
relevant than ever. But, as George foresaw in
Progress and Poverty, and is inscribed on his
gravestone:
“The truth that I have tried to make clear
will not find easy acceptance. If that could be,
it would have been accepted long ago. If that
could be, it would never have been obscured.”

Today, Henry George is mostly
remembered for his recognition that the
systems of taxation employed in his day, and
which continue to dominate fiscal policy in
the UK and throughout the world, are unjust,
inefficient and ineffective.
He saw how taxes discourage wealth
creation, positive economic activity and
employment, and prevent people and
nations from realising their full potential. By
ignoring property rights they constitute theft
and encourage dishonesty and environmental
abuse. In short, as a method of raising
public revenue, they fail. By offering an
alternative, George also showed that taxes are
unnecessary.
George realised that some land at
particular locations acquired a value that was
not due to the actions of any individual or
firm but was due to natural influences and the
presence, protections and services provided
by the whole community. He saw that this
value grows as the need for public revenue
grows and is sufficient to replace all existing
taxes. This could be collected by levying a
charge based on land values and is commonly
referred to as land value tax or LVT. However,
George was clear that this is not actually a
tax but is a rental payment individuals and
groups need to pay to receive the exclusive
use of something of value from the whole
community, i.e. the exclusive possession of a
common, limited and highly-valued natural
resource.
Henry George’s ideas were not limited
to his proposal to change taxes. His

profound body of theory also included issues
such as: the difficulties inherent in the study
of political economy; the fundamentals of
economic value; a proper basis for private
and public property, trade, money, credit,
banking and the management of monopolies.
Key to ‘the truth’ that Henry George
tried to make clear is that every thing is
bound to act in accordance with the laws of
its own nature. He saw these laws of nature
as operating everywhere, at all times, and
throughout a creation that includes man
and society, and the worlds of body, mind
and spirit. Furthermore, that people and
societies can only behave ethically
and succeed in their own designs when
they are properly cognisance of, and act in
harmony with, those natural laws.
This magazine is free, as are the meetings
and classes of its publisher, the Henry George
Foundation. However, we rely entirely on
charitable donations from members, supporters
and friends to survive.
To receive complimentary copies, please send
your name and postal address to:
The Henry George Foundation, PO Box
6408, London, W1A 3GY
or email editor@landandliberty.net
To make a donation or to set up a standing
order to give us your regular support, please fill
in one of the forms below:

My Gift to Help Advance the work of The Henry George Foundation of Great Britain
Please find enclosed cheque for £

Name

Address

To make a donation by BACS through the telephone or internet please use the following details:
HSBC Bank, Belgravia Branch, Sort Code 40-06-03, Acc. No. 51064320 or by PayPal through our website: www.henrygeorgefoundation.org
If you are a UK tax payer you can make your donation go
further by making a Gift Aid Declaration. We get an extra
25p from HM revenue and customs. To make your donation
Gift Aid please tick the box and sign below:
Today
In the past four years
In the future I am a UK
taxpayer and understand that if I pay less Income Tax and/or
Capital Gains Tax than the amount of Gift Aid claimed on all
my donations in that tax year it is my responsibility to pay any
difference.
		
Name

If you are able to commit to a regular donation through a standing order that
would be particularly welcome.
STANDING ORDER: Please complete and send to:
The Henry George Foundation, PO Box 6408 London W1A 3GY (Not to your bank)
To: The Manager (name and address of bank)
Post Code
Please pay: The Henry George Foundation of Great Britain A/C 51064320
Sort Code 40-06-03 at HSBC Bank, Belgravia Branch, 333 Vauxhall Bridge Road
on _ _ / _ _ / _ _ (date) and then every succeeding

month

quarter

		

Address

		

*

Signature

My Account No. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Sort Code _ _ _ _ _ _ Name of Account

		

Date

Holder
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and thereafter until further notice or _ _ / _ _ / _ _ (date) the sum of £

Signed

year

