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HENRY GEORGE
BACKGROUND
Few American reformers h av e ever gained as devoted a following as Henry George
(183 9 -1 8 9 7 ). George began a reform movement that won the admiration of such wellknown men as Sun Yat Sen, Leo T olstoy, George Bernard Shaw, and Wo odrow
Wilson. Some people were so commit t ed t o George’s message that fifty years after
his d eat h his daughter witnessed old men crying when her father’s name was
mentioned.
T hro u ghout his life George worked a variety of jobs. He left home at age thirteen
and spent time as a gold prospector, sailor, and typesetter. In h i s earl y twenties he
endured several years o f w retched poverty. Having to beg for money to stay alive
gave him a profound understanding of the dark side of the Industrial Revolution.
A ft er gaining employment as a journalist George began writing about peopl e w h o
suffered under the American capitalist system . He brought attention to the abusive
power of mo n o p o lies, the discrimination against immigrants, and the desperate
poverty fo r m an y Americans. He was outraged that a nation of great wealth would
allow such injustice. A deeply religious man, he shaped his cri t i ci s m s in moral terms.
Writing w ith great passion, he never came across as an impersonal economist viewing
the world in technical terms.
After p u blishing his masterpiece Progress and Poverty he saw his ideas championed by people around the world. T he book was a huge bestsel l er an d m ade his name
a household word in both the United States and Englan d . He was even asked to run for
mayor of New York in 1886. A l t h o u g h h e did not win the three-way mayoral race,
he did beat T ed d y R o osevelt. He was asked to run again for mayor in 1897, but died
before the election. Over 100,000 people attended his funeral.
In spite of the fact his proposals met almost universal rejection by academic
economists, he was a powerful symbol of a desire for justice. During the industrial
takeoff of the late 1800s he rem i n d ed Americans that traditional ideas of equality and
republicanism should not be discarded. His importance to the growing desire for the
reforms finally instituted in the early 1900s cannot be underestimated.

244

IDEAS THAT SHAP E A NATION

HENRY GEORGE – IN HIS OWN WORDS
Progress and Poverty, 1879
T he present century has been marked by a prodigious increas e i n wealth-producing
power. T he utilization of steam and electricity, the introducti o n o f i m proved
processes and labor-saving machinery, the greater subdivision an d g rander scale of
production, the wonderful facilitation of exchanges, have multiplied en o rm o usly the
effectiveness of labor.
At the beginning of this marvelous era it was natural to expect , and it was
expected, that labor-saving inventions would lighten t he toil and improve the
condition of the laborer; that the enormous increas e i n t h e p o wer of producing
wealth would make real poverty a thing of the past.…
Out of these bounteous materi al conditions [we] would have seen arising…moral
co nditions realizing the golden age of which mankind have always dreamed. Youth no
longer stunted and starved; age no longer harried by avarice; the child at p l ay with the
t i g er; t h e m an with the muck-rake drinking in the glory of the stars! Foul things fled,
fierce things tame; dis co rd t u rn ed to harmony! For how could there be greed where all
had enough? How could the vice, the crime, t h e i gnorance, the brutality, that spring
from poverty and the fear of poverty, exist where poverty had van i s h ed ? Who should
crouch where all were freemen; who oppress where all were peers?…
Now, however, we are coming into collision with facts which there can b e no
mistaking. From all parts of the civilized wo rl d come complaints of industrial
depressio n ; of labor condemned to involuntary idleness; of capital massed and wasting;
of pecuniary distress among business men; of want an d suffering and anxiety among
the working classes. Al l t h e dull, deadening pain, all the keen, maddening anguish, that
to g reat m as s es of men are involved in the words “ hard times,” afflict the world
today.…
And, unpleasant as it may be to admit it , it is at last becoming evident that the
enormous increase in productive pow er which has marked the present century and is
still going o n with accelerating ratio, has no tendency to extirpate poverty or to
lighten the burdens of those compelled t o t o i l . … T he march of invention has
cl othed mankind with powers of which a century ago the boldest imagination could
not have dreamed. But in factories where labor-saving machinery has reached its most
wonderful development, little child ren are at work; wherever the new forces are
anything like fully utilized, large classes are m ai n t ai n ed by charity or live on the verge
of recourse to it; am i d the greatest accumulations of wealth, men die of starvation,
and puny infants suckle dry breas t s ; w h i l e everywhere the greed of gain, the worship
of wealth, shows the force of t h e fear of want. T he promised land flies before us like
t h e m irage. T he fruits of the tree of knowledge turn as we grasp them to ap p l es o f
Sodom that crumble at the touch.
It is true that wealth has b een g reatly increased, and that the average of comfort,
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leisure, and refinement has been raised; but these gains are not general. In t h em t h e
lowest class do not share.…
T his association of poverty with progress is t h e g reat enigma of our times. It is
the central fact from wh i ch s p ri ng industrial, social, and political difficulties that
perplex the world, and with which statesmanship and philanthro p y an d education
g rap ple in vain. From it come the clouds that overhang the future of the most
progressive and self-reliant nations. It is the riddle which t h e S phinx of Fate puts to
our civilizati o n , an d which not to answer is to be destroyed. So long as all the
increas ed wealth which modern progress brings goes but to build up great fortunes, to
increase luxury and make sharper the contras t b et w een the House of Have and the
House of Want, progress is not real and cannot be permanent. T h e reaction must
come. T he tower leans from its foundations, and every new story but hastens the final
catastrophe. T o ed u cat e m en who must be condemned to poverty, is but to make
them restive; to base on a state of most glaring social i n equality political institutions
under which men are theoretically equal, is to stand a pyramid on its apex.…
Land, labor, and capital are the three factors o f production. If we remember that
capital is thu s a t erm u s ed in contradistinction to land and labor, we at once see that
nothing properly included under either one o f t h es e terms can be properly classed as
capital. T he term land necessarily includes, not merely the s u rface o f the earth as
distinguished from the water and the air, but the whole material universe outside of
man himself, fo r i t i s o n l y by having access to land, from which his very body is
drawn, that man can co me in contact with or use nature. T he term land embraces, in
short all natural materials, forces, and opportunities, and, therefore, nothing that is
freel y supplied by nature can be properly classed as capital.… T he term labor, in like
manner, includes all human exertion, and hence human powers whether natural or
acquired can never properly be classed as capital.…
We must exclude from the category of capital everything that may b e i ncluded
ei ther as land or labor. Doing so, there remain only things which are neit h er l an d n o r
labor, but which have resulted from the union of these tw o original factors of
production. No t h i n g can b e properly capital that does not consist of these—that is
to say, nothing can be capital that is not wealth.…
…T hat as land is neces s ary to the exertion of labor in the production of wealth,
to command the land which is necessary to labor, is t o co m m and all the fruits of labor
save enough to enable labor to exist.… T his simple truth, in its application to social
and political problems, is hid from the great masses of m en partly by its very
s i m p licity, and in greater part by widespread fallacies and erroneous habits of thou g h t
which lead them to l o o k i n ev ery direction but the right one for an explanation of the
evils which oppress and threaten the civilized world.…
T here is but one way to remov e an ev il—and that is, to remove its cause. Poverty
deepens as wealth increases, and wages are forced down while productive power grows,
because land, which is the source of all wealth and the field of all labor is monopolized.
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T o extirpate poverty, to make wages what justice commands they should be, the fu l l
earn i n gs of the laborer, we must therefore substitute for the individual ownership of
land a common ownership. No t h ing else will go to the cause of the evil—in nothing
else is there the slightest hope.
T his, then, is the remedy for the unjust and unequal distrib u t i o n o f wealth apparent
in modern civilization, and for all the evils which flow from it:
We must make land common property.…
Whatever may be said for the institution of private p ro p ert y i n land, it is
therefore plain that it cannot be defended on the score of justice.
T he equal right of all men to the use of land is as cl ear as their equal right to
breathe the air—it is a righ t p roclaimed by the fact of their existence. For we cannot
suppose that some men have a right to be in this world and others no right.…
Our boasted freedom necessarily involves slavery, so long as we recognize
p ro p erty in land. Until that is abolished, Declarations of Independence and Act s o f
Emancipation are in v ai n . So long as one man can claim the exclusive ownership of
the lan d fro m w h ich other men must live, slavery will exist, and as material progress
goes on, must grow and deepen! …
Now, insomuch as the taxation of ren t , o r l and values, must necessarily be
increased just as we abolish other taxes, we may put the pro p o s ition into practical
form by proposing—
To abolish all taxation save that upon land values.
As we have seen, the value of land is at the b eg i n n i n g o f society nothing, but as
society dev elops by the increase of population and the advance of the arts, it becomes
greater and great er. In every civilized country, even the newest, the value of the land
taken as a whole is sufficient to bear the entire expenses of government.…
T h e t ax u pon land values is…the most just and equal of all taxes. It falls onl y u p o n
those who receive fro m s o ci ety a peculiar and valuable benefit, and upon them in
proportion to the benefit they receive. It is the taking by the community, fo r the use
of the community, of that value which is the creation of the community. It is the
application of the common property to common uses. When all rent is taken by
taxation for the needs of the comm u n ity, then will the equality ordained by nature be
attained. No citizen will have an advantage over any other citizen save as is given by
his industry, skil l , and intelligence; and each will obtain what he fairly earns. T hen, but
not till then, will labor get its full reward, and capital its natural return.…
T o abolish [all] taxes [except on land value] would be to lift the whole enormous
weight of taxation from productive industry. T h e n eed l e of the seamstress and the
great m an u factory; the cart-horse and the locomotive; the fishing boat and the
steamship; the farmer’s plow and the merchant’s stock, would be alike untaxed. All
would be free to make or to save, to buy or to sell, unfined by taxes, unannoyed by the
tax-gatherer. Instead of saying to the producer, as it does now, “ T h e m o re you add to
the general wealth the more shall you be taxed!” the state would say to the p roducer,
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“ Be as industrious, as thrifty, as enterprising as you choose, you shal l have your full
reward! You shall not be fined for making two blades of grass grow where one grew
before; you shall not be taxed for adding to the aggregate wealth.”…
T he evils arising from the unjust and unequal distribution of w ealth, which are
becoming more and more apparent as modern civilizati on goes on, are not incidents
of progress, but tendencies which must bring p ro g ress to a halt; that they will not cure
themselves, but, on the contrary, must, unless their cause i s rem o v ed, grow greater and
greater, until they sweep us back into barbarism by the road every prev i o u s ci v ilization
h as t ro d . But it also shows that these evils are not imposed by natural laws; that they
spring solely from social maladjustments wh i ch i g n o re natural laws, and that in
removing their cause we shall be giving an enormous impetus to progress.
T he poverty which i n the midst of abundance pinches and embrutes men, and all
the manifold evils which flow from it, spring from a denial o f j u s t ice. In permitting
t h e monopolization of the opportunities which nature freely offers to all, we have
i g n o red the fundamental law of justice—for, so far as we can see, when we view thing s
upon a large scale, justice seems to be t h e s u p reme law of the universe. But by
sweeping away this i n j u s tice and asserting the rights of all men to natural opportunities, we shall conform ourselves to the law—we shall remove the great cau s e of
unnatural inequality in the distribution o f wealth and power; we shall abolish poverty;
tame the ruthless passions of greed; dry up t he springs of vice and misery; light in dark
places the lamp of kn o wledge; give new vigor to invention and a fresh impulse to
dis co v ery ; substitute political strength for political weakness; and make tyranny and
anarchy impossible.
T he reform I have p ro p o s ed accords with all that is politically, socially, or
morally desirable.… What is it but the carry i n g o u t in letter and spirit of the truth
enunciated in the Declaration of Independence—the “ self-evident” truth th at i s t he
heart and s o u l o f t h e D eclaration— “ That all men are created equal; that they are
en d o w ed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness!”
T hese rig h t s are denied when the equal right to land—on which and by which men
alone can live—is denied. Equality of political rights will not compensate for the
denial of th e eq u al right to the bounty of nature. Political liberty, when the equal right
to land is denied, becomes, as population increases and invention goes on, merely the
liberty to compete for employment at starvation wages. T his is the truth that we have
ignored. And so there come beggars in our streets and tram p s o n o ur roads; and
poverty en slaves men whom we boast are political sovereigns; and want breeds
ig n o rance that our schools cannot enlighten; and citizens vote as their masters dictate;
and the demagogue usurps the part of the statesman; and gold weighs in the scales of
justice; and in high places sit those w h o d o not pay to civic virtue even the
compli m en t of hypocrisy; and the pillars of the republic that we thought so strong
already bend under an increasing strain.
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Social Problems, 1883
T he terms ri ch an d poor are of course frequently used in a relative sense.…
Now, we cannot, of co u rs e, all be rich in the sense of having more than others; but
when people say, as they so often do , t h at we cannot all be rich, or when they say
t hat we must always have the poor with us, they do not use the word s i n t h i s
comp arat i v e s ense. T hey mean by the rich those who have enough, or more than
enough wealth to gratify all reasonable wants, and by the poor, those wh o h av e not.
Now, using the words in this sense, I join issue with those who say that we cannot
all b e rich; with those who declare that in human society the poor must always exist.…
What I mean is, that we all mig h t h av e leisure, comfort, and abundance, not merely
of the necessaries but even of what are n o w es t eem ed the elegancies and luxuries of
life.… I do mean to say that we might all have enough weal t h t o satisfy reasonable
desires; that we might all have so much of the mat eri al things we now struggle for that
no one would want to rob or swindle his neighbor; that no one would worry al l day or
lie awake at nights fearing he might be brought to poverty or thinking how he might
acquire wealth.
Does this seem a utopian dream ? W h at w o uld people of fifty years ago have
thought of one who would have told them that it was possible to sow by steam power;
to cross the Atlantic in six days or the continent in three; t o h av e a m essage sent
from London at noon delivered in Boston three hours before noon; t o hear in New
York the voice of a man talking in Chicago.…
Who can l o o k about him without seeing that to whatever cause poverty may be
d u e, it is not due to the niggardliness of nature; without seeing that it is blin d n es s o r
blasphemy to assume that the Creator has condemned the masses of m en to hard
toil for a bare living?…
“ T he poor ye have always with y o u.” If ever a scripture has been wrested to the
devil’s service, this is the scripture. How often have these w o rd s b een distorted from
their obvious meaning to sooth e co n science into acquiescence in human misery and
degradation—to bolster that blasphemy, the very neg ation and denial of Christ’s
teaching, that the All-Wise an d Most Merciful, the Infinite Father, has decreed that
so many of His creatures but be po o r i n o rder that others of His creatures to whom He
wills the good things of life sho u l d enjoy the pleasure and virtue of doling out alms!…
It is not necessary that an y o n e s hould be condemned to monotonous toil; it is not
necessary that anyone should lack the wealt h an d the leisure which permit
the
development of the faculties that raise man above t h e an i m al . … In turning
men into machines we are wasting the highest powers.
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HENRY GEORGE – A SIMULATED INTERVIEW
1. How did the Industrial Revolution affect American society?
A. T he Industrial Revolution brought about great progress in productive
capabilities. T he productive power of labor was tremendously multiplied.
B. T he economic progress of the Industrial Rev o lution was not accompanied by
progress for the l o w er cl asses. T oo many people are stuck in a life of
desperate poverty.
2. Why must society try to solve the problem of poverty?
A. In a time of enormous economic progres s p o v erty is more visible and less
acceptable.
B. All human beings have a right to the necessities and comforts of life.
C. A l l people have an equal right to apply their labor to the earth’s n at u ral
resources.
D. T he Industri al Revolution allowed people to become wealthy without working;
this is morally wrong. Wealth goes primarily to those who own l an d . L and
should belong to all peo p le, and wealth should not come from the mere
ownership of land.
E. If the problem o f p o v erty is not solved, civilization faces a return to
barbarism. An unequal distributio n of wealth is dangerous to society. T he
prob l em s of an unequal distribution of wealth threaten the progress of society.
3. Is there a solution to the problem of poverty?
A. Nature provides enough resources that n o person should have to live a life of
poverty.
B. T he root cau s e o f p o verty is the private ownership of land. Land should be
made common property.
4. What are the three factors of production?
A. Land: Land includes all material not made by human beings.
B. Labor: Labor includes all human work.
C. Capital: Capital includes everything that is not classified as land or labor.
5. Does the ownership of land involve a financial risk?
A. T he value of land increases as society increases in population. Landlords do
not have to develop their land or i n v est capital to increase the value of their
land. Owning land involves no financial risk.
B. Landlords merely own land. T hey gain great wealth at no risk an d they
provide no service to s o ci ety. T his situation is morally wrong and should be
corrected.
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6. How does the monopolization of land affect the capitalist system?
A. Land is necessary to both workers and capitalist s for the production of wealth.
T hose who own land control the production of wealth.
B. L an d l o rds gain great wealth at the expense of the capitalists and the workers .
Private ownership of land leads to slavery for those who do not own land.
C. Rent charged by landlords fo r t h e u se of land robs capitalists and workers of
honest profit. Capitalists risk their wealth. Workers g i v e t heir time and their
labor. Landlords offer no services and gain wealth through mere ownership.
D. An increase in population creates a higher demand for land. In turn , a h igher
demand for land creates higher rents d emanded by landlords. An increase in
rent causes wages and profits to fall.
E. Landlords monopolize resources that are granted equally to all human beings
by nature. All people should have an equal right to land.
7. How can the monopolization of land be abolished?
A. Land should be made common property. A ll human beings have an equal and
natural right to use land.
B. Landlords should be taxed for the value of their land.
C. A single massive tax on the value of land wou l d ab s o rb al l rents and end the
monopolization o f l an d. T he market value of land (known as rent) should be
confiscated through taxation.
8. How will a single tax on the value of land affect society?
A. A tax on the value of lan d w i l l b e the only tax necessary to fund government.
All other taxes can be abolished.
B. When all taxes are abolished except the land tax, an enormous weight will be
lifted from productive industry. People will be free to buy or sell in a market
uninhibited by taxes.
C. A single tax o n the value of land will lead to the abolition of all rent. T he
abolition of rent wi l l rai s e wages and profits, abolish poverty, and create full
employment.
D. T he land tax or “ single tax” will stimulate econom ic production and progress.
E. Revenue from the land tax can be used to improve society.
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STUDENT ACTIVITIES
Vocabulary
Define the following terms before reading the lesson on
1. acquiescence
8. co n t r a d i s t i n c2. aggregate
tion
3. apex
9. degradation
4. avarice
10. enigma
5. barbarism
11. enunciated
6. blasphemy
12. erroneous
7. bounteous
13. extirpate
14. facilitation

George.
15. fallacy
16. m al ad justmen t
17. niggardly
18. pecuniary
19. philanthropy
20. prodigious

Review
1. What well-known men admired George’s reform movement?
2. What is George’s most important book?
3. What did George think was the positive aspect of the industrial revolution?
4. What did George think was the negative aspect of the industrial revolution?
5. What did George think would happen to s o ci et y i f the problem of poverty was
not solved?
6. What did George think was morally wrong with the chan g es b ro ught about by the
industrial revolution?
7. What did George think was the root cause of poverty?
8. What are the three factors of production according to George?
9. According to George, what is land?
10. Why did George think ownership of land involved no financial risk?
11. What did George think was the status of people who did not own land?
12. According to George, what situation creates a higher demand for land?
13. What did George think was the solution to the landlords’ monopolization of
land?
14. What did George t h ink would happen if all taxes were abolished except the land
tax?
15. Decide whether the following statements are True or False according to Henry
George.
A. Landlords gain great wealth without providing a service to society.
B. People who control capital control the production of wealth.
C. Society needs a single massive tax on the value of land.
D. All taxes should be abolished except the land tax and an income tax.
E. A single tax on the value of land would slow down economic production.
F. All people should have an equal right to land.
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What do you think?
On a scale of one through fi v e, rat e y our opinion of the following quotations by
George. Write a short statement explaining your rating.
1 – You strongly agree with the statement or you feel the statemen t i s a d mi rable
considering the historical circumstances surrounding it.
5 – You strongly disagree with the statem en t o r you feel the statement is
contemptible considering the historical circumstances surrounding it.
A. It is becoming evident that the enormous increase in pr o d u ctive power which has
m a r ked the present century and is still going on with accelerating ratio, has no
tendency to extirpate poverty or to lighten the burdens of those compelled to toi l.
B. This association of poverty with progress is the great enigma of our t i m es . It i s the
central fact from which sprin g i n d u s trial, social, and political difficulties that
perplex the world, and with which statesmanship and philanthro p y a nd education
grapple in vain.
C. So l o n g a s a l l the increased wealth which modern progress brings goes but to
buil d u p g r ea t fortunes, to increase luxury and make sharper the contrast between
the House of Have and the House of Want, progress is n o t r eal and cannot be
permanent.
D. We must make land common property.
E. The equal right of all men to the use o f l a n d i s a s clear as their equal right to
breathe the air—it is a right proclaimed by the fact of their existence.
F. T h e evils arising from the unjust and unequal distribution of wealth, which a r e
becoming mor e a n d m o r e apparent as modern civilization goes on, are not
incidents of progress, but tendencies which must bring progress to a halt.
G. I join issue wi t h those who say that we cannot all be rich; with those who declare
that in human society the poor must always exist. . . . We m i g h t a ll have enough
wealth to satisfy reasonable desires.
H. It is not necessary that anyone should be condemned to monot o n o u s t o i l; it is not
necessary that anyone should lack the wea l t h and the leisure which permit the
development of the faculties that raise man above the animal.
I. There is danger in reckless change; but greater danger in blind conservatism.
J. There are three ways by which an individual can get wealthy—by w o r k, by gift,
and by theft. And, clearly, the reason why the workers get so little i s t h a t the
beggars and thieves get so much.
K. How can a man b e said to have a country when he has not right to a square inch
of it?
L. Property in land is as indefensible as property in man.

