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NATIONALISATION of the 
LAND, 

BY 

MISS HELEN TAYLOR. 

(Reprinted from the Liberal & Radical Year Book.) 

ml HE fundamental principles that must never be lost sight 
«l » of in dealing with land are that it is a necessary of life, 
JL and that the quantity of it is limited. From these two 

facts it follows that the use of it must be the common 
right of all who live; and that the appropriation of any portion 
of it by any individuals can only be at the expense of others. 

That land is a necessary of life is true in a sense of which 
it is not true of anything else, excepting, indeed, the air we 
breathe, of which there is no occasion here to speak, because 
it has not yet been found possible to monopolize air as 
private property. No article of food, however necessary, is 
the only article of food on which human beings can live ; 
but human beings must live upon the earth before they can 
eat, and in order to eat. Therefore, in a country where all 
the soil of the earth has become private property, those who 
are not the owners of that property can only live upon 
it by the permission of those who are. It is conceivable 
that those who are the owners might concede this 
permission to their fellow-creatures from purely benevolent 
motives—as a matter of fact it is not found that they do. 
With some exceptions, so insignificant as not to be worth 
taking into account, it is found that the owners of land sell 
permission to live upon it, either for as much as they can 
get, or for as much as they can get without trouble ; that is 



to say, either for rent or rack-rent. It is obvious that this 
rent, levied by some human beings upon others for the mere 
right to live somewhere, constitutes a heavy initiatory 
burden upon all who have to pay it ; and, as such, a serious 
obstacle to their power of contributing to the general wealth 
of the community as well as to their own well-being. 

Rent, however, does not stop here. Where the land 
is monopolised as private property, men are not only obliged 
to pay rent for permission to live ; they are also obliged to 
pay rent for permission to fertilize, to enrich, or otherwise to 
improve the land belonging to other people. The landowner 
requires other men to pay him rent for permission to make 
money for him, leaving to those other men just enough margin 
of benefit to themselves to make it better worth while to accept 
the bargain than to die. For where all land is private 
property, the landowner can always say of such a bargain to 
other men, "You may take it or leave it;" and whatever 
over and above this margin, is left, where land is private 
property, is left only, ist either from benevolence; 2ndly, 
by indolence ; or 3rdly, from the competition of other countries 
where land is not equally monopolised. If a man wishes 
by the labour of his hands to turn into a fertile garden a 
patch of barren soil monopolised by a landowner ; if he 
wishes, by the expenditure of his capital, to make one acre 
of land near a town, bringing the landlord £1 per annum, 
worth ^"i,ooo per annum ; if he wishes by the use of his own 
brain and the capital of his friends to open out mineral 
wealth unsuspected beneath the soil a landowner has 
monopolised ; the landowner is not content with claiming 
as his own at the end of a term this wealth so brought forth 
by others, but he also makes them pay, year by year, for his 
permission to enrich him by their labour, their money, or 
their intellect. 

It cannot need much argument to shew that this process 
must impoverish the nation that permits it to go on. The 
exaction of rent must, of necessity, be a check upon all 
enterprise and energy; for it at once diminishes the motive 
for energy by diminishing its reward, and also checks the 
extension of enterprise by drawing off the profits resulting 
from its exercise. Yet the arbitrary power to exact rent for 
land for homes is probably even more mischievous than the 



exaction of rent for land to be used for agricultural and 
industrial purposes: since the burden thus laid upon the 
workers of a nation forces them to live in homes where 
disease is rife, growth stunted, life shortened, vice encouraged, 
and moral energy deadened. Where the landowner, dwell¬ 
ing in a park two miles in circumference, draws the means to 
do so from the rents paid by a population that are crowded 
together in squalid homes, he not only drains the profits of 
their labour from them for his own personal benefit, but, in 
the process of doing so, he reduces them to a condition of 
moral, mental, and physical weakness, which, while it makes 
them incapable of resisting his exactions, makes them at 
the same time less and less able to constitute a flourishing 
nation in spite of those exactions. 

To this system, therefore, of land monopoly, or private 
property in land, must be attributed the greater part of the 
poverty to be found in the most civilised portions of the 
globe ; and whatever other reforms, social, moral, political 
or economical, might be carried out in any nation where 
private property in land prevails, those reforms must always 
steadily tend to enrich the landowners, and cannot possibly 
have a permanent effect in improving the relative position 
of the other dwellers upon the soil, so long as those dwellers 
.are dependent upon the landowners for permission to dwell 
and labour there, and must pay toll to the landowners on 
.all gains from whatever source. 

There is, perhaps, one reform—a moral one—-which would 
render private property in land comparatively harmless in 
the community that permitted it to exist. If all those who 
own land were to be pure and perfect Christians, animated 
in all their dealings with their fellow-creatures wholly by a 
spirit of active and disinterested benevolence, then the evils 
of private property in land would be limited to such as might 
.arise from deficiencies in the energy, enterprise, or intelli¬ 
gence of landowners. Even so, private property in land 
would check the exercise of those qualities m the mass of the 
nation, unless shared equally by the landowning class. But 
it is scarcely necessary to say, that no competent statesman 
or law-giver will permit privileges to remain, on the plea 
that if wielded only by men and women who were perfectly 
good, they might do little harm. 



Among those who see the evils of our present system of 
land monopoly, there are many who believe that these evils 
might be to a great degree, if not entirely, met by a wider 
extension of it—by facilitating and encouraging the acquisi¬ 
tion of land as private property by a larger part of the 
nation. And looking at the question from the point of view 
of those who are to reap the benefits of owning the land, it is 
undoubtedly true that the nation would be better and 
happier if these benefits were distributed among a larger 
number of individuals. There would be greater happiness 
for a greater number ; there would be all the advantages of 
that greater comfort, greater morality, better education, and 
more activity in agriculture, industry, and commerce, which 
results from a wider diffusion of comfort and ease among 
a larger proportion of the population. But although there 
would remain fewer to suffer the evils of being disinherited 
from the land, it does not follow that the misery and 
dependence of those who so remain will not be intensified 
rather than diminished; on the contrary, history, and the 
experience of nations where private property in land is 
widely spread, rather tend to show that it will. The aboli¬ 
tion of the laws of primogeniture, entail, and settlement ; 
the introduction of registration, and all the other measures 
for simplifying and facilitating the sale and purchase of 
land in small quantities, commonly known in England as 
" freeing the land," (including the enfranchisement of 
leaseholds,) although having a tendency to mitigate the evils 
of private property in land by leaving fewer sufferers from it, 
cannot, even under the most favourable view of such schemes, 
be looked upon as anything better than palliatives. But 
there is another and not less serious objection to them. 
They are intended, in popular phraseology, to give free 
access to the land ; but they are not in any way calculated to 
keep that access open. They make no effectual provision 
against the future accumulation of land in a few hands 
arising from accumulation of wealth and resultant power to 
purchase. Like all other schemes for the simple re-distribu¬ 
tion of property, they are open to the objection that time, by 
giving scope to the cumulative effects of the superior skill, 
health, or luck, of individuals, will always re-introduce those 
terrible inequalities of fortune which are the bane of society. 



' 
Legislation to secure " free land " will, therefore, only make 
fewer paupers, and after a time will not do even that ; ' unless accompanied by legislation limiting the power of 
acquisition, gift, or inheritance. 

Another, and-much more effective scheme, is to lay heavy 
taxation on landed property ; taxation so heavy, as, in the 

4* first place, to give to the State a large proportion of the 
rent ; and, in the second place, taxation, which being levied 
alike upon land which is or is not paying rent to its owner, 
will be a strong inducement to that owner to let it to any 
one who will at least defray the taxes. This scheme might 
insure that no one could own land with a view to pecuniary 
profit by letting it out; but, nevertheless, it has very serious 
defects, and would no more " free " the land than the " Free 

f Land " scheme would. The first defect that presents itself 
is, that the whole taxation, whatever it might be, would 
practically be paid by the tenant. If the taxation amounted 
only to an equitable rent, the landlord would lay on a rack- 
rent, and pocket the difference. If, with a view to prevent- 

i ing this contingency, the tax levied was so high as to equal 
> the highest rent that could by any possibility be exacted 

!from 

the unfortunate tenant, the tenant would have to pay 
the whole of it, and the only advantage then gained would be 
the comparatively small one, that poor men would no longer 

I be induced to purchase land in order to let it out for profit. 
t But rich men would still be able to own it as an instrument 
I of pleasure or power, and could still keep their fellow-men 

out of its use ; for it would still be open to the millionaire to 
hold vast tracts of land as hunting or sporting grounds ; and 
the politician, even though he could no longer make money 
by letting his land, yet could still decide which among his 
fellow-men shall be permitted to dwell in their native land 
and pay the taxes of the country, while they obey his orders 

i and vote as he chooses under penalty of expatriation. 
Again, this scheme of taxation would effect no improvement 
in the homes of the people ; on the contrary, it would tend to 

II make them worse than they are. It would have one good 
effect, and one only. If taxation equal to the highest rent 
that could possibly be exacted were really levied on the 
whole land of the country, no other taxes (or rates) would be 
necessary. The land tax would pour into the public purse 



inore than sufficient for all public expenditure. But this 
advantage would be weighted with such serious evils that 
the remedy would be nearly as bad as the malady. If this 
is to be the only remedy, the whole and always increasing 
rental value of the land must go into the hands of the 
Executive Administration of the country under penalty of 
being otherwise grasped, as now, by the landowners. The 
probable effect of this upon public expenditure will be easily 
perceived ; and it would need the Government of the nation 
to be much wiser and more honest than governments have 
ever hitherto been, or than they are ever likely to be under a 
system of private property in land, to secure that all such 
expenditure should be reproductive and for the benefit of 
the people, rather than directed to warlike and other objects 
not less mischievous and immoral than those to which rent is 
applied now that it goes into the hands of private individuals. 

What system then would secure to a nation the fullest 
advantage that can be derived from its native soil If the 
use of that soil is the common right of all who live upon it, 
and if the appropriation of it by any individuals can only be 
at the expense of others, it follows that the land should be 
the common property of the nation as a whole, and that the 
use of it by any and every individual must be secured under 
conditions carefully devised to give the individual the utmost 
benefit consistent with the like benefits to others. No 
individual must be able to lay down the conditions under 
which another may dwell or labour on the land of their 
common birth, to extort by such conditions from him the 
product of his labour, or to deny to him the opportunity of 
employing it. Nor must there be any limit, other than the 
limitation of the powers of nature, to his enjoyment of that 
common native land as a home. In order, also, that all may 
derive an equally fair share of advantage from the fertility 
of their native soil, those who are so situated as to obtain the 
most from that fertility, must give an equivalent for their 
special advantages by the payment of rent into the National 
Exchequer, thereby diminishing the burden of the general 
taxation. 

The advantage of holding the land as national property, 
and of refusing to individuals the power to permanently 
appropriate the exclusive right to it, is not only, perhaps not 



even chiefly, that it prevents the diversion of the profits from 
the land into private hands, and secures the agricultural, 
mineral, and residential value of it for public uses so far as 
needed for them ; but it is still more that the nationalisation 
of the land would secure, so far as the political liberty and 
general intelligence of the nation can go, that monopoly of 
the land shall not be used by private individuals as a means 
of extortion and oppression, and that the use of it shall be 
thrown freely open to the needs of the people for their 
dwellings, and to their industry and intelligence for all other 
purposes. The nationalisation of the land would not be a 
security against political corruption; but it would afford less 
opportunity for such than does private ownership. It would 
not be a cure for all political, moral, and social evils ; 
political liberty, intelligence, and a general raising of the 
moral standard of human life must be looked to for wide¬ 
spread and permanent reform ; but the nationalisation of the 
land is calculated to do more than any other single measure ; 
economically, by placing at the disposal and using for the 
profit of all, the land, without which labour can do nothing; 
politically, socially, and morally, by removing a fundamental 
source of inequality and a potent means of oppression and 
demoralisation. 
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