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Georgism and the Decline of Liberalism in Interwar Britain
Jules Gehrke, Saginaw Valley State University
[The following is a work in progress. No portion of the paper should be cited without the
author’s permission.]
Few historical studies have critically examined the decline of Georgism in Britain after
the First World War.1 The loss of an electorally effective Liberal Party and the emergence of a
Labour Party dedicated to taming the menace of capitalism have been highlighted as important
factors in the steady decline in the influence wielded by Georgist supporters. Nonetheless,
Georgist organizations continued to organize during the interwar period and worked to adapt
their messages to altered social and economic conditions. Adherents sought new support for
initiatives politically and economically tied to radical liberalism. The study of interwar
Georgism allows for critical examination of how a political, social, and economic movement
born in late Victorian Britain struggled to negotiate the politics of an interwar period in which
the new centers of political power lay with the Labour and Conservative parties. Georgism
propounded a message of reform that its adherents suggested would not only would give new life
to the deflated capitalism of interwar Britain, but establish a fundamentally new basis of social
and economic justice. An examination of how and why Georgism remained confined to the
political margins during a period of economic upheaval helps to illuminate critical elements of
the altered political make-up of interwar politics and the fate of political liberalism in early
twentieth-century Britain.
The ideas of Henry George defied easy political categorization, but were nonetheless the
spark for early movements in social and economic reform. George Bernard Shaw remembered
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the enthusiasm with which he and other socialists had expressed their support for the Georgist
cause, and amongst the Fabians, George’s ideas were eventually incorporated into plans for the
reduction of rates through further taxes levied on the value of land.2 As much as his ideas
inspired socialists, so, too, did they worry conservatives and some liberals committed to
preserving laissez-faire. Many could see little difference between the appropriation of economic
rent in land and the Marxist socialism espoused by Henry Hyndman. The anti-socialist London
Municipal Society wrote, “After the land there will follow in due course a raid upon all other
forms of private property, and every one who has saved will be looted in order to make provision
for those who either have not exerted themselves, or who consistently prefer agitation to
productive labour.” And yet, George saw in his efforts the means by which individual initiative
could be protected and allowed to gain the full restitution which he believed was its due.
Landlords held a monopoly on land vital for urban and suburban development and, through this,
restricted individual initiative and capitalist growth. Capitalism would be strengthened if the
economic rent in land were captured by the people and used to reduce the burden of their taxes.
He wrote, “Capital is a good; the capitalist is a helper, if he is not also a monopolist. We can
safely let any one get as rich as he can if he will not despoil others in doing so.”3
Yet, though they recognized an enormous debt to George, few British socialists sought
the capture of economic rent in land as a means of simply re-shaping the capitalist economy.
Rather, in addition to highlighting the need to improve access to the land and to break the near
monopoly of the aristocratic landlords, they looked more dramatically to the elimination of the
capitalist model. Thus, although many Georgist advocates lauded the new land tax initiatives
promoted by socialist groups – many of which referred specifically to George himself – they
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were to be disappointed in the post-World War I years when Georgist ideas seemed to be all too
easily cast aside by political and economic reformers seeking greater controls on capital, itself.4
The political prospects for Georgism in the nineteenth century became bound to the
changes taking place within both intellectual and political liberalism. Reform measures that
challenged entrenched property rights and sought a wider role for the state in ensuring the wellbeing of the working classes began to alter the character of the Liberal Party’s traditional
reliance upon laissez-faire. Joseph Chamberlain, who had successfully built a fortune in
Birmingham’s screw-making industry, picked up the mantle of reform and as a Non-conformist
argued in the 1870s that the next chapter in the Liberal program ought to be “Free Schools,’
‘Free Land,’ and ‘Free Church.’ “In this country and this alone the agricultural labourer is
entirely divorced from all interest in the soil he tills,” Chamberlain argued.5 His political career
made him mayor of Birmingham where he established municipal services in gas and water and
took charge of efforts to reconstruct a portion of the city’s business center under the banner of
“improvement.”
Chamberlain was impressed by the Georgist call for property owners to be held
accountable in the face of both urban and rural poverty, but never saw the acquisition of the
entire economic rent in land as the means for fundamentally reshaping the nature of land
ownership and the ways in which human beings made use of resources. In fact, he suggested
that the pronouncements of Progress and Poverty were “facts full of significance and warning”
for the British ruling classes and argued for an increase in the number of smallholders as an
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antidote to the passions unleashed by Georgist rhetoric.6 “There is only one way of giving
security to this kind of property, and that is to multiply the owners of it. Peasant proprietorship
in one form or other, and on a large scale, is the antidote to the doctrines of confiscation which
are now making converts.”7 It’s likely landowners could not rest easily after hearing
Chamberlain’s “doctrine of ransom” speech which he delivered in 1885 as he undertook an
“unauthorized” Liberal campaign:
But then I ask, what ransom will property pay for the security which it enjoys!...Society
is banded together in order to protect itself against the instincts of those of its members
who would make very short work of private ownership if they were left alone….I think in
the future we shall hear a great deal more about the obligations of property, and we shall
not hear quite so much about its rights.8
Chamberlain did little to act upon the implications of his speech as in the following year
he moderated his stance on social reform when he established an alliance with the Conservative
Party to defend political union with Ireland. Yet, the influence of Georgist philosophy upon
Chamberlain helps to identify at least two significant weaknesses in the movement in support of
Henry George’s ideas in Britain. The first is that although both the radical Liberalism espoused
by Chamberlain and the later ‘new’ Liberalism of David Lloyd George offered important bases
of support for George’s philosophy, few political leaders considered introducing Georgist
policies that would follow through on the fundamental economic transformation he envisioned.
Georgist thought was to act as a magnet to the cause of social reform for many, while failing to
galvanize these same reformers into the kind of political action necessary for the recovery of
Britain’s economic rent in land. Lloyd George appeared on the verge of establishing the
administrative and legal framework for reclaiming the unearned increment in land values before
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the First World War, but was willing to trade it for security of office in the years after. He would
later return to the theme of land reform, but only as part of wider Liberal efforts to confront
interwar economic difficulties. Georgist supporters found themselves cast adrift after being
abandoned by Lloyd George’s postwar government.
The second is that social, political, and economic conservatives found it too easy to
categorize Georgist thought among the ideological threats to capital and property they believed
lay amongst radical Liberals and socialists. Georgists have continued to experience difficulties
in making clear to potential converts how control over the products produced by land differs
from control over the rental value of land. However, this difficulty had serious repercussions in
the post-World War I era when the same polarization of politics that contributed to the Liberal
Party’s continuing electoral misfortunes made it virtually impossible for Georgists to stake out a
clearly defined solution to Britain’s economic woes. George’s ideas had been absorbed into the
proposals for land taxation that circulated amongst municipal reformers, Fabians, and the Liberal
Party. As such, however, they lost their force as a coherent set of ideas – a set of ideas whereby
the taxation of the entire rental value of land would be the starting point for extensive social and
governmental reform.
In the late 1880s, no legislation yet envisioned a complete return of the rental value of
land to the people, and few politicians envisioned a transformation of society on the basis of
Georgist principles. George’s visits to the United Kingdom had spawned a number of
organizations devoted to advancing the cause of land values taxation and among these were the
Scottish and English land restoration leagues, two of the earliest contributors to an evolving list
of groups advancing the ideas of Henry George. The English group would later come to be
known as the English League for the Taxation of Land Values (ELTLV) while the Scottish group
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disbanded. Scotland was, however, an early center of the land values taxation movement and
after 1890 a new organization known as the Scottish Land Restoration Federation was founded,
later changing its name to the Scottish Single Tax League and then, after 1904, the Scottish
League for the Taxation of Land Values (SLTLV).9 The Single Tax (later to change its name to
Land Values and then Land and Liberty) was first published in Glasgow under the direction of
John Paul, one of the most venerable adherents to the Georgist cause in Britain. These
organizations offered important mediums for those coming together to discuss the land values
tax movement, but their role as pressure groups left the development of Georgist legislative and
policy initiatives in the hands of Liberal and, later, Labour politicians.
Although efforts to secure parliamentary legislation enabling land values taxation at the
national level would gain prominence in the immediate prewar period, municipal officials
struggling to achieve local rating power over site values provided some of the most consistent
support for the Georgist vision. Rising land values and the gains accruing to owners were
dramatic in urban areas, and municipal organizations played a critical role in pressing for
Georgist legislation. Like the later efforts to secure national land valuation, however, municipal
efforts ran into roadblocks. The report of the “Royal Commission on the Housing of the
Working Classes” (1885) did recommend that owners, who currently paid taxes only on the
income generated from their land, face a greater tax (of perhaps of four percent) on its selling
price. Such further taxation would help to alleviate rising rates and force more owners to offer
land for sale. “Your Majesty’s Commissioners would recommend that these matters should be
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included in legislation when the law of rating comes to be dealt with by Parliament.”10
Nonetheless, the final report of the Royal Commission on Local Taxation, published several
years later in 1901, rejected both the separate valuation of land and the enactment of specific
rates upon land values (a minority conclusion was offered in favor of a site value rate).11 Despite
these setbacks, finances prompted many municipal officials, even if they had only been
marginally influenced by George’s visits to Britain, to look with favor upon site values taxation.
Few envisioned a social and economic transformation under the principles of Georgism, but
many saw a pragmatic solution to the perennial struggle over local rates.
Tackling a Parliament dominated by Conservatives proved difficult for Georgist
supporters.12 A bill supporting local site values rating for Glasgow was introduced into
Parliament in 1899 and then again in 1905, but was unsuccessful both times. Later, it was
rejected once by the new Liberal Parliament in 1906, then passed only to be altered out of
recognition by the Lords.13 Efforts by the London County Council (LCC) proved equally
unsuccessful. A bill submitted to Parliament in 1893 was rejected by the Speaker who found its
provisions too wide to be included in a private Bill; a second bill submitted in 1901 did not reach
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a second reading.14 Nonetheless, supporters of land taxes could seemingly point to several
ongoing sources of support around the country. As the Municipal Journal remarked early in
1901, “The general principle of the taxation of site values has been so thoroughly canvassed of
late years, that it is with a feeling akin to relief that we witness this transition from abstract to
concrete…”15
The results of the parliamentary election of 1906 gave Georgists their best hope of
making land values taxation a concrete reality. The Liberal Party gained an overwhelming
majority with 399 seats to the Conservatives’ 156, while 30 seats went to the new Labour
Party.16 Though the traditional Liberal emphasis on free trade and reform was critical in
securing the party’s victory in 1906, the election opened the door to philosophic and political
thought championing the necessity of collective action by the state to ensure a just society. The
National Liberal Federation had given its support to a resolution as early as 1889 declaring any
reform of the land laws must be accompanied by the equitable taxation of land values and ground
rents.17 This reform, it hoped, would be of wider benefit to the working classes as duties were
removed on a host of basic foodstuffs. Though many traditional Liberals remained wary of
potential threats to liberty and property, the ‘new’ Liberalism’ of the early twentieth century
would stand as a beacon of hope to many Georgists. A deputation of 150 municipal officials
presented a petition in support of a bill allowing the separate rating of land values to Prime
14
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Minister Henry Herbert Asquith in February of 1906. Asquith offered his support for the
separate assessment of site values, but suggested that the government must be allowed more time
to avoid piecemeal legislation. “I have…always regarded this movement…as being not a
derogation from, but an assertion of the rights of property. It is right and just that the community
should reap the benefit of the increased values which are due to its own expenditure and
growth…,” he announced.18
The breadth of support for land values taxation seemed secure, even if the ideal of a
Georgist social transformation was absent from most rhetoric. The future prime minister,
Campbell-Bannerman, said, “nothing short…of the taxation of land values will suffice to get at
the root of urban over-crowding.”19 Nonetheless, he stopped short of supporting a single tax and
instead opted for a “moderate application of the principle of site value taxation.”20 The inability
of the Georgist message to transcend fears that land values taxation ultimately meant
confiscation made itself felt at the national level. Liberals responded to the demands for reform
of taxation in the interests of supporting municipal finances (and would do so again as they
sought to enact the primary components of the ‘People’s Budget’ of 1909), but stopped short of
supporting a Georgist platform. Once again, for Liberals and others among the politicians who
supported land values taxation, the Georgist message remained a motivation, but encompassed
no economic or social philosophy.
Despite these underlying weaknesses, the creation of the “Land Values Parliamentary
Campaign Committee” under the leadership of J.H. Whitley appeared to signal new energy at the
national level. Eventually commanding the adherence of perhaps 280 members of Parliament,
the Committee appointed John Paul, editor of Land Values, as the group’s secretary and focused
18
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its first activities on the Land Values Taxation (Scotland) Bill, often referred to as the “Glasgow
Bill.” Though it passed a Second Reading in the House, a Select Committee recommended
against it and it was superseded by the Land Values (Scotland) Bill, which faced such substantial
revision by the Lords that the Government considered it useless and abandoned it.21 Finding
their cause stymied by opposition from the Lords – a frustration that was in evidence among
many Liberals as wider reform legislation continued to be blocked by the Lords – the Land
Values Group presented a petition to the Government calling for a valuation of land separate
from its improvements and a land tax on the unimproved value. Among the extra-parliamentary
forces joining in the continuing campaign in favor of land values taxation was the United
Committee for the Taxation of Land Values, formed in 1907 by representatives of various land
tax leagues. The United Committee provided an umbrella organization and organized a variety
of propaganda efforts including meetings and demonstrations as well as the publication of Land
Values.22
Parliamentary forces received partial payment on their plan with the Budget introduced in
April, 1909 by the Liberal Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George. Lloyd George had
been inspired by the ideas of Henry George as a young politician and now, as an impassioned
advocate of ‘new’ liberalism, introduced the budget of 1909 complete with taxes on land.23 The
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antipathy Lloyd George displayed toward the landlord class was evident early in his legal career
as he defended poachers and trespassers in Wales. His attitudes toward the self-made man, the
capitalist, were much more genial.24 And yet, his concern that Georgist ideas might be compared
to confiscation was clear. As he commented to his diary with regard to Progress and Poverty:
11 January 1884 I don’t believe in his scheme – appropriation of rent is nothing but
aimless plunder. The great object is to get control of the land itself into the hands of
those whose interests are so vitally affected by it – and it strikes me that now most every
argument applicable to such confiscation is also an argument for State appropriation of
personal property. My own idea is the devolution to the State of deceased owners’
properties, so that all alike may have an equal chance of starting life.25
Thus, when Lloyd George began to proclaim the need for wealthy landowners to be
forced to contribute to the wider social interests of the nation, it was with a good deal of
suspicion of the larger Georgist message. His ‘People’s Budget’ called for spending and finance
to cover both new social programs, such as old-age pensions, and weaponry to support the
accelerating naval race with Germany. Lloyd George called the unearned acquisitions of land
owners to account on terms that appeared quite modest to advocates for the taxation of land
values. His ‘People’s Budget’ called for a twenty percent tax on the unearned increment drawn
from the sale of land (set on a baseline 1909 evaluation) and a half-penny on the pound tax on
the capital value of undeveloped land and minerals (agricultural land not to be included).26 The
proposed budget exposed the raw ideological nerves drawn taut over the ideology of ‘new’
liberalism that had challenged the traditional emphasis on small government and minimal
taxation of nineteenth-century Britain. Though eventually passed, and the valuation of land in
Britain begun under the authority of a Valuation Department, the ‘People’s Budget’ forced a
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political crisis that narrowed the Liberal majority as the Government dissolved Parliament and
took the budget before the people in a general election. The Liberals were returned, but with a
slimmer majority.
Nonetheless, the political showdown over the ‘People’s Budget was one of the pivotal
moments of twentieth-century British politics and land values taxation played a major role.
Excitement among land tax supporters ran high during the parliamentary struggle and many
might very well have misinterpreted the commitment of Lloyd George to Henry George’s
philosophy.27 As one anonymous observer noted, “The eternal principle of justice underlying the
measure [the People’s Budget] appealed powerfully to the liberal spirit that still dominates the
land of Cobden and Bright….That the Chancellor of the British Exchequer approached the
question of land values taxation from the standpoint of Henry George…there is no doubt.”28
Another observer argued that the clauses affecting land taxation offered a superior means of
raising revenue than that envisioned by the debilitating ideas of tariff reformers. “The frontal
attack on the Budget, vigorous and bitter though it has been, having only served to increase its
popularity, more especially of the Land Clauses,….”29
Time did witness a reappraisal of Lloyd George’s actions. Joseph Dana Miller, perhaps
with the perspective of writing nearly a decade later, concluded, “The Land Value Duties’…were
warmly accepted by many sections of land reformers, but they were never considered by the
advocates of the taxation of land values as either an instalment [sic.] of or equivalent for the
27
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straight tax on land values, which had been demanded in their agitation both inside and outside
Parliament.”30 Recounting the land values movement of the pre-war years 50 years later (and
nearly 40 years after Lloyd George abandoned the provisions of 1909), Georgist supporter
Francis Neilson wrote, “It was soon realized by the Radicals in the House and in the country that
the Chancellor of the Exchequer was not earnestly concerned in the land values section of the
budget, and that his chief object was to find money for old age pensions and insurance for
sickness.”31
After 1910, Georgist supporters were to find their boat uneasily attached to a Liberal
Government steamer that seemed to be taking on water. Some pressed forward with a program
known as the Land and Taxation Reform Memorial which urged that local rates be tied to land
values, a national tax on land values be instituted, and the so-called “breakfast-table duties” on
basic foodstuffs be revoked.32 The repeal of the “breakfast-table” duties, the monetary loss of
which Georgist supporters believed would be offset by the revenues collected from land values
taxation, continued to be a critical intersection in the beliefs of land-value supporters and
traditional Liberal doctrine.33 The Government’s creation of the Departmental Committee on
Local Taxation allowed land values supporters to continue to apply pressure. Campaigners seem
to have been pleased that despite a lack of endorsement of land values taxation, when the
Committee issued its final report in April of 1914, a substantial minority of members supported
30
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establishing local rates funded in part by land values taxation.34 Times were difficult for the
Liberal Government as a whole as between 1911 and 1912 -- a total of eight seats were lost in
by-elections. Nonetheless, Edward Hemmerde, who pledged himself to vote for land-values
taxation, won one by-election while Sidney Arnold, a supporter of land values taxation and R.L.
Outhwaite, a committed Georgist, secured victory in two “miracle” three-cornered contests with
Labour.35
Though a full Georgist program was no where in the works, the Liberal leadership
continued to give signs to the taxation of land values movement indicating that it saw such
reform efforts as critical to the question of relieving local rates. Asquith and Lloyd George
denied Conservative accusations that they supported a ‘single tax,’ and argued they sought not to
confiscate land, but to alleviate suffering.36 In June of 1912, Lloyd George formed a Land
Enquiry Committee to study issues including land valuation and housing.37 The Committee
recommended that, in addition to offering amelioration in the countryside through rent courts
minimum wages and other efforts, local authorities be allowed to raise revenues from site
values.38 Land values supporters continued to be buoyed by Lloyd George’s desire to improve
conditions in the countryside and to alleviate the pressures on local rates in urban areas.
Nonetheless, the ‘land campaign’, as it was waged in the final two years before the outbreak of
war, aroused conservative opposition and appears to have failed to garner significant support
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outside the traditional base of land values supporters and municipal progressives. As a
biographer of Lloyd George, Bentley Brinkerhoff Gilbert has written:
…it is clear that throughout its life as an active political project the land campaign was
dogged both by ministerial and public unpopularity. In effect Lloyd George became a
danger to the Liberals. Land reform was not the doctrine of the ministry, nor of the party,
nor of a majority of Liberals in the country, although as has been pointed out it had its
adherents among the radicals in the House of Commons.39
Conservative politicians argued the case against land values taxation through The Land
Union, an organization dedicated to defending landowners against, “Fabians, Henry Georgites,
Socialists, and others”, as well as publications such as Sir Thomas Whittaker’s The Ownership,
Tenure and Taxation of Land: some facts, fallacies and proposals relating thereto.40 They
attacked any failings they witnessed in the valuation then underway to meet the terms of the
1909-1910 budget act, and accused Lloyd George of taking yet another step in the direction of
full-fledged socialism. The process of land valuation was indeed only partially complete by June
of 1912 and its opponents readily combined attacks on the efficiency of administration with
attacks on the ‘Georgist’ underpinnings of the policy. Lloyd George and the Liberals were
forced to defend the costs and time it took to move forward with the valuation of property before
revenues could be collected. “I have always said that these Taxes would develop naturally, and
that eventually they would become fruitful, but I never said that I was dependent upon them to
meet the expenditure of 1909, 1910, or 1911,” Lloyd George declared in Commons.41 In
reporting on the annual meeting of the United Committee for the Taxation of Land Values, the
anti-socialist London Municipal Society wrote in one of its publications:
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That the gospel taught is still the gospel of Henry George, of which the modern Mahomet
is Mr. Lloyd George, is demonstrated in the Report, which refers (inter alia) to “the everfresh and stirring lectures by Henry George,” and to the fact that more than 750 students
‘under capable teachers have learned the truths so clearly stated in ‘Progress and
Poverty.’”42
In March of 1913, the progressive publication The Municipal Journal lamented that even
as the financial pressures upon local government increased, Lloyd George dragged his feet in
offering a remedy.43 Yet, many Georgists remained convinced that action would be forthcoming.
A contributor to Land Values noted in August, 1913, “When the campaign commences in
earnest, and if it is fought on radical lines, land reformers will have little trouble in carrying it to
a successful conclusion.”44 After a substantial wait, Lloyd George finally set forth governmental
policy regarding land in a speech in October of 1913, but did not make mention of the taxation of
land values at all. He made proposals that called for an end to the monopoly on land and pressed
for the improvement of the position of tenant farmers.45 In addition, there was little that
pertained to urban areas. Lloyd George took political heat from both Georgist supporters and
their opponents. In a contribution to Land Values, A.W. Madsen wrote that Lloyd George had
neglected the agitation that had been mounted for equality of opportunity in land and that the
pronouncement of October had essentially been “a policy largely of grandiloquent phrases and
ineffective palliatives.”46
Georgists, though having taken heart that the brash verbal assaults Lloyd George had
made upon Britain’s landowners might lead to the first steps in an effective transformation in the
treatment of land values, now stood disappointed that he had failed to recognize the broad
implications of Georgist philosophy. A contributor to Land Values concluded, “The Chancellor
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of the Exchequer is attempting to deal with the land question piecemeal, and to conciliate those
parties whom he thinks most aggrieved….The land question is a question of land monopoly, and
consequently a land values question.”47 In July, 1914, the same contributor concluded:
The Government have handled this question of taxing land values in a far too hesitating,
dilatory, and evasive fashion. Mr. Lloyd George has condemned the present rating
system, and he has more than once said that the Government were pledged to deal with
the rating of site values, but there has never been the slightest indication of what precisely
it was that they were going to do. The time is ripe, and over-ripe, for a straightforward
pronouncement.”48
The outbreak of war in August of 1914 began four years of upheaval that would
fundamentally change Britain. The political battles of the pre-war period were laid aside, a party
truce was established, and the nation, in the eyes of many observers, avoided the crises that
would likely have been brought by labor disputes, violent suffrage protests and the arming of
militias in Ireland. The experience of war, however, brought changes scarcely even considered
in the context of Victorian politics and society. Railways were taken over by the government,
the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) forced labor disputes into arbitration, women entered the
industrial workforce en masse, and the government’s budget reached a total of £2.7 billion, over
13 times that of the last peacetime budget in 1913-1914.49 To pay for the war, the standard
income tax rose from six percent in 1914 to 15 percent in 1915, to 25 percent in 1917 and,
finally, to 30 percent between 1918 and 1921.50 Georgists had suggested that the income tax
amounted to a tax upon industry, but the immediate needs of wartime cemented them in
managing government expenditure and debt -- liberal finances had been exploded.51 The
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government covered approximately 44 percent of its expenditures by immediate taxation, but
was forced borrow the rest. The nation emerged from the war with a debt of £7 billion.52
Critically for Georgists, the nation had charted a new path on the road to the construction
of a social welfare state. In 1914, Frederick Verinder, one of the foremost voices of Georgism in
Britain, had argued that land values taxation would prepare the nation to tackle a host of social
evils while maintaining the liberal traditions of Cobden.53 Yet, the re-organization of British
society to meet the needs of war had nearly wiped out the assumptions of liberal Britain. The
government began paying monthly allowances to both the wives and children of men in the army
-- allowances that assured some families a more reliable source of income than before 1914. In
the case of London, less than half the number of children were malnourished after than before
the war.54 Nonetheless, difficulties that had existed in the first decade of the twentieth century,
such as housing shortages in urban areas, were exacerbated by the conflict. Pay had gone up in
many industries, but rents, along with prices, climbed in many industrial cities. The government
established rent controls in 1915 and later extended its control of prices to other products.
Organized labor acquiesced uneasily in the government’s program of reducing work stoppages.
Labor union membership more than doubled during the war, and a variety of frustrations meant
that strife among workers would be ready to break out into the open after the war ended.
Lessons of increased government intervention and planning in efforts ranging from the railways
to agricultural production had affected politicians across the spectrum. Though identifying
himself as a Tory, William Cecil Dampier Whetham remarked in a 1917 work, “…the war has

52

Arnstein, Britain Yesterday and Today, 1830 to the Present, 269.
Verinder, Land, Industry, and Taxation, 10.
54
Arnstein, Britain Yesterday and Today, 1830 to the Present, 269.
53

19
led to a widespread recognition that the economic theory of laissez-faire, on which for a century
the country has relied, is a dangerous guide in the present condition of the world.”55
Georgist philosophy had suggested free trade and the non-interference of government in
the economy ought to be maintained in accord with the principles of nineteenth-century
liberalism. Yet, the degree to which governing officials had now assumed a direct role in
intervening in the capitalist functions of the nation suggested that the Georgist emphasis on the
twin values of accessing the rental value in land and maintaining free trade had now been
superseded. In the face of a national land valuation effort that was being completed only very
slowly, Georgist supporters argued that the procedures implemented to establish a valuation of
land in Britain, and begin the collection of land taxes, had become bogged down in complexity
and hampered by both exemption and half-hearted efforts at collection on the part of the
Government. Efficient completion of the valuation, based on the estimates of value offered by
landowners themselves, would allow land taxes to begin to supplement the enormous costs of
war. The United Committee argued, “The valuation and assessment created the maximum of
friction and opposition, and after six years there is no prospect of the Duties bringing in any
substantial revenue.”56 It outlined what it believed was a simple mechanism by which the value
of land was to be separated from that of improvements, and added, “Anyone looking at this
proposal impartially can hardly fail to recognize its fairness and its urgency in these days of
financial strain, when all sources of wealth are called on to contribute their fair share….In these
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days it is not only fair but urgent for economic reasons that all landowners should be taxed alike
on the true value of the land they hold.”57
In the midst of the darkest days of the war – some 20,000 died on July 1, 1916 at the
Somme – Lloyd George’s political fortunes had begun to rise.58 Asquith appeared to many to
lack the necessary capacities of a wartime prime minister and they turned instead to Lloyd
George, whose management of munitions had overcome a dangerous shortage earlier in the war.
Mounting political pressure forced Asquith’s resignation and in the aftermath Lloyd George
became prime minister, establishing a smaller wartime cabinet that, with the support of many
Conservatives, was charged with supervising the day to day demands of the war. The split with
Asquith wrenched the Liberal Party apart. While during the war Asquith argued for support of
Lloyd George, the Party, itself, was effectively turned against the new prime minister and those
Liberals who had chosen to follow him. Lloyd George led Britain to victory, but it was one that
would forever change the nation as over 700,000 were killed and another 1.7 million wounded.59
The cessation of hostilities brought a quick election for Britain as voters went to the polls
on November 21, 1918 in the first parliamentary election in eight years. Lloyd George decided
to exploit his wartime credentials by seeking the continuation of his wartime government. A
coalition of all of the major parties had participated in his government during the war, but in the
aftermath, Labourites and many Liberals organized against the government. With the support of
some Liberals and a large number of Conservatives, Lloyd George issued ‘coupons’, or
certifications of political loyalty to those who had supported the government. The election
brought enfranchised women to the polls and a new governing coalition that, despite being
composed largely of Conservatives, continued with Lloyd George as prime minister. Asquith’s
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Liberal followers were reduced to a total of 36 and, with a total of 57 seats in Parliament, the
Labour Party made its debut as the official parliamentary opposition.60
While Lloyd George journeyed to Versailles to establish the framework of a postwar
European order, Britons struggled at home to come to grips with a drastically altered social and
economic environment. In June of 1918, the Labour Party published Labour and the New Social
Order, a plan of social, economic, and political priorities that called for a new society founded
upon four pillars including a “national minimum”, the “democratic control of industry”, a
“revolution in national finance”, and the redistribution of national wealth for the “common
good”.61 Labour Party leaders and the text’s major author, Sidney Webb, envisaged an
expansion of the government’s role in supervising public health, housing, and education, as well
as implementing public works to ensure employment. They saw the democratic control of
industry as one means by which the government would undertake some nationalization of major
industries and emphasize efficiency within a mixed economy. The document emphasized the
gradual attainment of a socialist state in which there would be “common ownership of the means
of production.”62 Labour eschewed immediate land nationalization and supported land values
taxation only as one part of establishing wider social and economic justice. Control of industry
and taxes levied upon capital were to be the primary components of Labour’s new policy.
Georgist supporters in Britain found themselves struggling as the Labour Party, with its
emphasis on the control of capitalist forces, emerged as the primary voice of social and political
reform. George had argued for land values taxation as an economic mechanism that would allow
all a better chance to reap economic rewards that seemed to accrue to only the aristocratic elite.
The prospect small holdings, now supported by those who wanted to offer returning soldiers a
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piece of the countryside, might disperse the unearned increment that accrued to the owners of
land, but it did not allow the community to recover the added value it had contributed. Land
nationalization, which drew the support of those anxious to see the state take a direct role in
shaping a new society, proved to be an anathema to Georgists. For some who had followed
George, the attacks upon the landed as a class had sounded the most loudly in their ears. Such
attention to a class-based conflict in the pre-war period now lost much of its force during the
postwar period. The wealthy had been subject to heavy income taxation during the war and
many estates now fell in to decline as landowners struggled to pay taxes in an economy that only
very slowly began to recover from the destruction of war. Land ownership became more
widespread among the less apparently privileged.63 Between 1919 and 1921 Britain’s large landowning families sold approximately 10 million acres of land.64 Georgists struggled to make their
case that long-term solutions to the dilemmas of unemployment, housing, and agricultural
production were rooted in land values taxation. Although the major parties recognized the need
to revive production in the countryside, they focused much more specifically on solving the
readily identifiable dilemmas of an industrial economy whose welfare seemed evermore
disconnected from the fate of the land.
While some new supporters of land values taxation had been elected to Parliament,
important prewar supporters including J. Dundas White and R.L. Outhwaite were defeated in
1918.65 Georgist supporters now struggled to make themselves heard in a political environment
in which Lloyd George’s policies and actions were heavily influenced by his Conservative
political counterparts. Moreover, the remnant of the Liberal Party had been marginalized
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(Asquith had, for a time, lost his seat after the election of 1918), and the Labour Party, the
natural platform for reform in the postwar period, espoused a socialist message that rejected the
transformational nature of site values taxation. In December of 1918, the United Committee’s
monthly publication Land Values began to highlight the “silence” with which Lloyd George now
approached the issue of land. It seemed to them the political truce enacted during the war had
derailed the forces of land reform and allowed the privileges of landowners to become
entrenched. The pronouncements of the election campaign had not been heartening. Lloyd
George had announced that new landholdings for soldiers might be obtained through purchase
“at the full value” and that “imperial preference” rather than free trade might offer the way
forward out of Britain’s economic difficulties.66 As the editors concluded in an article entitled:
“A Forgotten and Abandoned Land Campaign: ‘Vested Interests’ Now Secure”:
…there is not a word about levying taxation, which is the first function of government,
especially now with the need for enormous revenues. Why is that question burked?
What is the connection between this significant silence, the prospect of Tariff Reform,
and the safeguarding of the great monetary and monopolistic interests that have passed
unscathed through the horrors of war? These questions are quietly put aside. They will
demand an answer, and very soon, when it is seen that the Coalition Alliance is an
absolute surrender to those “vested interests” of which Mr. George says he is no longer
afraid.67
The United Committee made clear the straitened financial constraints within which it
operated. It announced in March of 1919 that the costs of producing the journal Land Values had
more than doubled over the last two years at a time when the income of the organization had
been significantly reduced. Only a series of donations that had come in the form of “windfalls”
had allowed its propaganda to be carried on. Thus, though noting that the circulation of the
journal had actually increased over the past four years, the editor John Paul was forced to seek
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contributions to a special fund to sustain its activities.68 The name of Land Values would later be
changed to Land and Liberty in June 1919 with the editors noting “that the former title conveyed
to the uninitiated, to the man on the boundary line, that the Journal was more the mouthpiece of a
real-estate agency than one standing for the appropriation of the communal value of land.”69
With Lloyd George now apparently lost to the Georgist cause, the editors of Land Values,
soon to be Land and Liberty, could not point with much satisfaction to the efforts of Asquith
either. In an article entitled “The Drifting Liberal Ship”, they criticized him for smothering the
land issue in “ponderous phrases”.70 When he did choose to say anything, they noted that he had
been very careful not to commit himself to any proposal for the taxation of rural land as a means
of breaking up large estates. They argued:
As long as he speaks in this uncertain way as leader of the Liberal Party, Liberal
resolutions and the aims of the Liberal party as expounded by the pamphleteers of the
Liberal Publication Department are only guile calculated to make traffic for votes. They
are only shop-window goods never intended for public consumption.71
The government’s efforts to manage Britain’s postwar society and economy focused
upon state-controlled administrative and economic projects that outstripped what had been
contemplated by the pre-war Liberal government. Wartime leaders had promised to “make
Britain a fit country for heroes to live in” and set up a Ministry of Reconstruction that was to
both supervise the construction of government-aided housing and town planning.72 Workers at
first had little difficulty finding jobs, but inflation created both ongoing pressure to raise wages
and an epidemic of strikes that hit the nation between 1919 and 1921. Whether booming or in
decline, it was now accepted that the government would play a central role in grappling with the
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economic conditions of the nation. The Unemployment Insurance Act of 1920 extended prewar
legislation to cover an additional 11 million workers -- its importance can not be overestimated.73
Unemployment remained stubbornly high in the 1920s and the £500,000 spend yearly on
unemployment benefits just before the war rose to approximately £53 million in 1921-1922
when an economic slump began in earnest.74 It now became accepted that the out of work could
seek unemployment insurance as a matter of “right.”
Those who argued that the productive capacity of the land belonged to the people as a
matter of right were not so lucky and struggled to be heard amidst the new emphasis on
management of the capitalist economy. It was clear, however, that welfare measures could not
mask the uncertainty that characterized Britain in the 1920s. As Paul wrote in Land and Liberty
in March, 1920, “Peace falters along on crutches, and monopoly everywhere digs its fangs into
the body politic; chaos keeps company with rising prices and industrial unrest holds the mirror
up to any and every new venture of faith.”75 There was some hope with Asquith’s by-election
return to Parliament after being defeated in 1918, but Paul criticized his reluctance to see the
connections between land values taxation and the wider economic problems Britain faced.76
Yet, rather than offering specific programs or plans of action to deal with economic
difficulties, Georgist supporters continued to argue that a plan of site values taxation offered a
broad and fundamental solution to dilemmas including a housing shortage and high
unemployment. In a pamphlet entitled The Restoration of Hope, likely published just after the
conclusion of war, Outhwaite reflected on the profound tragedy with which many now viewed
the Great War and argued that the youth who had sacrificed themselves in battle now lived in a
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world deprived of hope. Socialism, which promised to aid society, simply denoted “the
subjection of society to the State.”77 Denied happiness, Outhwaite wrote that man finds “he must
pay tribute to the owners of the earth for permission to dwell upon it” and that as a result
“disharmony is created in the natural order, and out of that disharmony all the evils which beset
society arise.”78 The battle between capital and labor witnessed in industrial society arose
because of the private ownership of land, he wrote, noting, “The more closely the land is
monopolized and withheld from full use, the greater the proportion of the dispossessed
compelled to sell themselves in the slave mart called the Labour Market.”79 The connections
between land and industrial society was clear: “…the class war is extended from one between the
owners of the earth and the dispossessed, to one between the dispossessed and the owners of the
instruments of production, who buy them in the slave mart….”80 For those peoples who sat
amidst the ashes of war, Outhwaite proposed a ‘Declaration of Rights’ that declared, “…the
equal Right to Life involves an Equal Right to the Earth.”81
Efforts to secure the rights of the people to the earth seemed to flag as the government
pressed forward with a budget in 1920 that sought to end the Liberal land taxes of the prewar era.
In the House of Commons in July of 1920, Austen Chamberlain, the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, pointed to a Memorandum prepared by the Deputy-Chairman of the Board of Inland
Revenue that concluded a number of important difficulties had emerged. They included
difficulties in collecting land values duties at the same time the process of making valuations
continued, difficulties of determining values without reference to specific transactions, and the
complexity of the duties, themselves. Chamberlain concluded, “From top to bottom they are
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unworkable. You cannot make them workable without an immense mass of new legislation.
You have got to alter and change and alter again.”82 Reaction among land tax supporters was
one of dismay, combined with a sense that they had been betrayed by Lloyd George. A former
Liberal land tax supporter Josiah Wedgwood, who had migrated to the Labour Party seeing
within it the best hope of reform, chastised the Land Union which had appeared to mobilize its
forces against the land duties and before whose power Lloyd George had caved.83 Of broader
significance, however, was the fact that Lloyd George was now beholden to the wider
Conservative base of his own government. In the near future, the Lloyd George’s ‘betrayal’ on
land duties would widen the existing split between Asquith’s Liberals and those of Lloyd
George’s coalition.
In the eyes of many, Lloyd George seemed to have broken decisively with his Liberal
past and acquiesced in the pressure mounted by Conservatives to end the taxes as the price of
their continuing support for his government. The United Committee and the English League for
the Taxation of Land Values (ELTV) staged a public meeting in Westminster in June 1920 that
adopted a resolution protesting taxes which penalized production and interfered with trade, and
that raised the cost of living. It condemned the Government for “not taking advantage of the
Budget of the year to levy a direct tax on the value of all land in place of the unsound and illconceived land value duties now to be repealed, and in substitution for the heavy burdens
imposed on the earnings of industry and the food of the people.”84 A longtime Georgist
supporter P. Wilson Raffan argued that land values taxation was greatly needed with both great
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demands on the national budget and high local rates.85 By ending the land taxes of 1909, paying
back money that had been submitted for the land duties, and ending land valuation, the
Government was betraying the principle of land values taxation and making it even harder for a
future government to pick up the pieces if it believed differently, he wrote.86 In a September
1920 Land Values article, Paul suggested there was some hope of a further municipal movement
for the rating of land values, but in a tone that reflected the ambivalence with which Georgist
supporters viewed the success of their own movement in the 1920s, he said, “Reaction
everywhere is in the saddle to-day, and riding for a fall. An economic oligarchy has taken the
place of the political tyranny which the progressive forces but yesterday successfully assailed.”87
Supporters of Georgism thus felt keenly both the struggles of intellectual liberalism and
the struggles of the Liberal Party in the interwar period. A philosophy predicated on supporting
radical change in land to achieve social and economic justice, Georgism had nonetheless
supported the potential of capitalism and rejected the state-centered reforms promoted by the
Labour Party. In his work entitled The New Liberalism, the journalist and politician C.F.G.
Masterman, who had been a staunch supporter of progressive liberalism in the prewar period and
later served for a time in the Liberal government in 1914-1915, bemoaned the loss of Lloyd
George as a political leader. Masterman attempted to shape a new social plan that would provide
for state financing of social programs while avoiding the creation of a working class who were
simply “servants of the state.”88 Minimal social guarantees, he believed, should begin with a
housing program, the reform of unemployment provisions and a revived effort at “bursting the
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land monopoly.”89 He stated that the Liberal Party should emphasize the principle of state
control over the land, recognizing that “the land values which had been created by the city’s
energy and the nation’s security shall make a special contribution to the needs of the city and the
nation.”90
For its part, the attention of the Labour Party was directed elsewhere. Labour Party
historian Maurice Cowling writes that, “Like the pre-war Liberal party, the Labour movement in
the early 1920s was a rag-bag of attitudes, purposes, programmes and intentions which were held
together by a common language, a small number of common objectives and the Trades Union
movement.”91 Among the contingent of Labour Party supporters of land values taxation was
Wedgwood, who Cowling describes as “a Single-Taxer and a raw and ruthless believer in the
rights of the oppressed nations and the inadequacy of the upper classes among whom he lived.”92
That there should have been some hope for land values taxation within Labour ranks might be
inferred from Cowling’s conclusion that, “There was as much of Henry George, William Morris,
Wells, Blatchford, Angell, Scott Holland, Lowes Dickinson, Hobson and Gore as there was of
Marx.”93 Yet, the Fabians, still amongst the intellectual heart of the Labour Party, had altered
their position on a full program of land values taxation by 1921. “The attempt to put into force
any such crude universal measure – which, it may be explained, is very far from being what is
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contemplated by the Labor Party – would inevitably jeopardise the very substance of the nation,”
they wrote.94
Lloyd George’s coalition government came to an end in 1922 and was succeeded by a
Conservative government in which Labour continued as the official opposition and the Liberal
Party remained divided. Bonar Law’s brief government was followed by that of Stanley
Baldwin, who in 1923 moved his followers firmly toward a full program of tariff reform that
sought to combat high unemployment by reversing course on policies of free trade that had
prevailed in Britain since the mid nineteenth century. Lloyd George and Asquith came together
once again in the election of 1923 to wage an electoral fight under a common Liberal banner
calling for the protection of free trade – perhaps the most fundamental of Liberal principles.
Labour stood against tariff reform as well, continuing to believe that an overall economic
solution could only be found in socialism. Public uneasiness with tariff reform returned a
Parliament with 258 Conservatives, 191 Labour representatives and 158 Liberals.95 The
outcome was a new government headed by the Labour leader Ramsay Macdonald, yet dependent
upon the support of Liberals. In 1923, a Labour Party committee had recommended that the
powers of the Land Valuation Department be reinstated and that a flat rate land values tax
amounting to a penny on the pound be implemented and levied and collected by local
authorities.96 Subsequently, Labour’s Chancellor of the Exchequer Philip Snowden faced
pressure from the Party’s single-tax supporters to put land values taxation into the budget. The
Labour government, however, proved to be short-lived and so, too, the immediate pressure on
Snowden.
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For many electors, Liberal support of a Labour government had helped to ensure that the
party of the left could not introduce the radical socialism that seemed to threaten the fabric of
capitalist and democratic Britain. Nonetheless, it did little to help the Liberal Party establish
itself as a strong third contender in Britain’s political arena. The fundamental conflict within
British society now seemed to be that between capital and labor, and Liberals, for their part,
seemed uncertain as to how this chasm could be spanned. Most believed that government had to
play some role in ensuring trade and industry were managed fairly, but found socialism to be, at
best, a form of utopianism. Into this mix, Lloyd George once again sought to return to land. As
Liberals joined to defend the principle of free trade in 1923, he had created two committees to
address the land question – one focusing upon urban land and the other upon rural areas.97 The
election of 1924 that brought the fall of the Labour government reduced Liberal participation in
Parliament to a total of 50 seats from the 158 of 1923.98 Any hopes that the Liberal Party could
overturn the Labour Party’s status as His Majesty’s opposition were dashed.
Lloyd George returned to the land in an effort to rescue his political fortunes. The land
committees of 1923 reported in 1925, and offered two different agendas for urban and rural land
that helped to launch Lloyd George on a final land campaign which, despite the fact that it
appeared to be a return to the pre-war radicalism, was ultimately to end in failure. The rural
report, also known as the ‘green’ book, called for investing possession of all agricultural land in
the hands of the state, which would then transfer individual holdings to tenant farmers.99
Landlords would be compensated through a government annuity based upon the rents accruing to
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the state.100 Among the two reports, site value rating was limited to the policies for nonagricultural land outlined in the ‘brown’ book. Under the proposals for urban land, local
authorities were to be allowed the power to purchase land and to implement planning schemes.101
Local rating authorities were to be required to assess the site values of land based upon market
prices and to levy rates which would provide at least 10 percent of their total rating incomes.102
Lloyd George focused most of his attention on the rural report in an effort to improve Liberal
electoral fortunes, but between December 1925 and February 1926, was forced to retreat from
the controversial proposals of the rural report after opposition arose within his own party.103
While the hopes of some progressive Liberals such as Masterman seemed to have returned with
the land campaign, Lloyd George was soon to face renewed struggle within the Liberal Party.104
Opposition arose from a number of quarters. Many “progressive” Liberals had already
left the party by the mid-1920s, and among Liberals remaining, there was fear that Lloyd
George’s proposals were far too similar to the nationalization of the Labour Party. Edward
Hilton Young and Sir Alfred Mond, who had been uncomfortable with what seemed to be a lack
of a firm stand against socialism within the Liberal Party, bolted for the Conservatives.105 Other
Liberals, followers of Asquith, were simply frustrated by having yet another set of policies
seemingly forced upon them by Lloyd George. While there can be little doubt that antipathy
toward Lloyd George colored the attitudes of Georgist supporters toward his land campaign of
the late 1920s, it was the principle of compensation for landowners rather than an appropriation
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of the economic rent that drove opposition among a number of them. Land and Liberty argued
that some Liberal documents and pronouncements seemed committed to “…upholding the
principle of land purchase and the belief that land-users need to be dragooned instead of liberated
into efficiency.”106 Lloyd George’s rhetoric also irritated the editors of Land and Liberty (they
referred to his pronouncements as “platform pyrotechnics”) since while justifying reform by
arguing that it was through ancient tradition land had been held from the crown in return for
service, he nonetheless offered compensation to landlords.107 “Mr. Lloyd George juggles with
the plea about those sound ‘ancient doctrines,’ and produces from his conjuror’s hat his schemes
of landlord endowment and compensation at the expense of the taxpayer.”108 Historian Michael
Bentley has concluded that in 1926:
…the land policy was included in the party programme as a result of Lloyd George’s
bludgeoning and the support of young enthusiasts, but the contention involved in putting
it there revealed the plight of a liberalism between millstones, or, as Churchill formulated
the problem, ‘between the devil and the deep L.G.’109
Rather than land, however, it was coal that triggered the most import conflict in Britain in
1926. The troubled British coal industry faced a crisis by 1925. Declining competitiveness had
led to the closure of many pits and while the Miner’s Federation stood firm in refusing any cut in
pay or addition to the workday, mine owners turned to a government subsidy to keep going.
Following the end of the government subsidy, miners went on strike at the beginning of May,
1926, an act that was soon followed by a general strike begun by the Trades Union Congress.
The strike lasted a total of nine days and brought much of the nation to a near economic
standstill. Yet, the TUC stopped short of a constitutional showdown with the government and
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the strike ended with no bloodshed. Many in Britain breathed a sigh of relief that the nation had
withstood the test of seemingly being held hostage to organized labor. On both sides of the
conflict there was the understanding that henceforth labor’s demands within the nation would be
handled through parliamentary means. Writing in Land and Liberty, John Paul argued that
although there had been a universal sympathy with the miners, the idea of a strike in the context
of a labor market in which there were a million unemployed caused one to consider that, “there
has been nothing like it since Don Quixote charged the two flocks of innocent sheep….”110 Paul
wrote that the general strike was indeed an attempt to force the government to bend to the wishes
of labor, and that it was a “war” through which “…those responsible for it now know to their
cost that not that way lies the approach to the celestial city.”111 It was, he said, “…a direct
challenge to peaceful ends with nothing to commend it, except as a short cut to disaster all round,
and thence to dictatorship.”112
Following Land and Liberty’s condemnation of its industrial strike policy, the Labour
Party fared little better as the journal’s editors criticized the Party’s agricultural policy. In
September of 1926, it reported on the recently published report entitled, “A Labour Policy on
Agriculture” which, it argued, did to little to strike at the roots of the agricultural dilemma.113
The report proposed that agricultural land begin to be acquired by the state with the exception of
land on which the owners lived and land in “semi-urban areas with a substantial site value.”114
Landowners would be compensated, with reduced compensation allowed to “inefficient
landlords” who had failed to maintain their property.115 Land and Liberty criticized this policy
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which it believed would force the government to pay inflated prices and limit its capacity to
address the problems of the countryside. Noting that agricultural laborers could hope for little
beyond the modest protections of wages boards, Land and Liberty concluded:
The report deprives the community of the advantage of the relentless and universal
pressure of the rating and taxation of land values in forcing land into its best use, that use
being measured by the exact and scientific process of valuation of land-value. It
substitutes for this the capricious partial and arbitrary direction of a medley of
government officials, county agricultural committees and rent courts guided by sympathy
and not by science.116
The ongoing struggle between Georgists and the Labour Party within Britain was
highlighted by a pamphlet produced by the small, but Georgist-inspired Commonwealth Land
Party (CLP) in 1927 entitled, Labour Discusses Its “Agricultural Policy”. The group had been
founded as the Commonwealth League after the First World War by Outhwaite and J.W. Graham
Peace, and sought recovery of the economic rent in land primarily on moral grounds. The
sympathies of the CLP were evident in the introduction to the 1927 work written by Graham
Peace, who said that the argument over economic rent resembled that in America over the
question of slavery. He concluded, “The British Land Lords will get what the American Slave
Lords got – Justice!”.117
The pamphlet began by recording the events of a local Labour Party conference held in
Norwich on October 2 in which the chairman, S.V. Pearson, identified the return of rent in land
to the public coffers as an issue with which party leaders must deal.118 Divisions between
“restorationists” and “purchasers” at the conference were clear. Edward G. Gaff, a local Labour
representative, argued that the current Labour policy of taking a small portion of the land through
purchase (while leaving land in urban areas virtually untouched) would leave unsolved the real
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dilemma of unemployment which was related to land as the base of all employment.119 There
was strong opposition, however. One Labour councilor expressed confusion about what
economic rent meant and suggested that confidence should reside in the body of policy already
laid out by Labour Party experts.120 Another expressed doubt at the total amount of rental value,
while others distrusted the practicality of attempting to collect rent when recognition of the right
of property in land had become entrenched.121 The difficulty of confronting entrenched interests
in land was raised in a number of debates regarding the Georgist position, and here the CLP
readily reprinted the comments of one representative, now an opponent of a firm statement in
favor of the capture of rental value, arguing that “robbery is robbery” no matter when the land
was taken.122 Ultimately, representatives at the October, 1926 meeting decided that no vote
would be taken on two resolutions stating that economic rent in land ought to be paid to the
people and put at the forefront of Labour Party policy. For its part, the CLP expressed suspicion
of the attitude of Labour Party leaders toward the land question:
The questions as to the origin of the Conference are an evidence of the suspicion
entertained by the “party-men” of anything that may not be “in the programme.” If it
does not bear the stamp of the official “expert,” then it must be rejected, or at any rate,
very carefully watched. Repeatedly we have been assured by members of the Labour
Party that they agreed with our demand for immediate restoration – “but it is not in the
programme.” Which is to say that these timid ones are willing to advocate what they
know to be wrong just because their leaders have not approved that which they believe to
be right. No party can succeed that way.123
And yet, that the Labour Party had political and technocratic “experts” to guide its
activities speaks to the very organizational and technical weaknesses Georgists encountered in
the interwar period. By the 1920s, the numbers of those who had known and worked with Henry
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George were dwindling, and aside from leadership within the United Committee and the CLP, as
well as members of the Labour Party who continued to support land values taxation, prominent
leadership was lacking. In fact, the pages of Land and Liberty over the next decade were to
chronicle the obituaries of many of the early followers of Henry George.124 In his 1926 work
entitled What is the Single Tax?, published by New York’s Vanguard Press, Louis F. Post
offered an extended and thoughtful argument in favor of the recapture of rental values through
land values taxation. Yet, as he remarked at the beginning of the work, “But to answer
authoritatively the question, ‘What is the Single Tax?’ recourse must be had to the writings of
Henry George. They offer the only authoritative reply.”125 Forty years later, no other expert had
emerged. Post’s work continued on to argue against a host of proposed remedies to social and
economic disorder including labor unions, protective tariffs, communism and socialism, and then
to mount the philosophical argument for the ‘single tax’. Indeed, Post’s position at the U.S.
Department of Labor in the 1920s had solidified his credentials as a responsible manager, though
he was identified as a radical by his opponents. Nonetheless, his arguments in favor of
Georgism, however logical, contained none of the statistical or economic analysis that an
increasingly technocratic British society confronting both the decline of a coal mining industry
and the increasingly challenging problems of world trade likely expected.
During the late 1920s, the major organs of the Georgist movement in Britain, specifically
the CLP and the United Committee, remained active in continuing to promote the fundamental
policies and philosophies of Henry George, highlighting the industrial and economic dilemmas
of the decade, and tracking movements for land values taxation both at the municipal level in
Britain and in other nations. They continued to follow the pronouncements of the Liberal and
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Labour parties, and sought to give support to Georgist sympathizers within each. Supporters of
international Georgist movements could point with some hope to the comradeship of the
delegates who assembled in Copenhagen in July of 1926 to attend the “Third International
Conference to Promote the Taxation of Land Values and Free Trade.”126 A November 1926
conference in Glasgow, marked by the attendance of representatives from a variety of
municipalities, found that a majority supported making a representation to the national
government in favor of the taxation of land values. Few at the time, however, were willing to
commit their respective municipalities to the plan.127 The Glasgow City Council approved a
resolution supporting a petition to the Government in favor of land values rating in March 1927,
and the Sheffield City Council did likewise at an April 1927 meeting.128 The difficulties of
convincing the wider public of the ultimate fruitfulness of the Georgist message were on the
minds of many. An address sent by the CLP to the Copenhagen Conference emphasized that if
the Georgist message was presented simply as a problem of taxation instead of an issue of
justice, there was likely to be confusion and a risk of failure. It argued that the Danish
Conference ought to make no reference whatsoever to taxation and proposed their own
“Declaration of Principles” that, following in the tradition of the Declaration of the Rights of
Man, they believed would reinforce the natural right of human communities to the land.129
Plans to secure support for land values taxation in Parliament bore little fruit. A March
1927 effort to introduce an amendment supporting local valuation and site value rating into the
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reply to the King’s speech failed by a vote of 88 to 244.130 In December 1927, Land and Liberty
was able to list a total of 59 members in the recently re-organized ‘parliamentary land-values
group.’ It consisted of 46 Labourites, 9 Liberals, 3 “Co-operative”, and 1 “Independent.”131
These members would have found their greatest hope by the late 1920s to be Philip
Snowden who, despite a controversial political career due to his opposition to the First World
War, espoused a set of political and financial principles rooted in radical liberalism. He had been
Chancellor of the Exchequer in the first Labour government and now had made it clear that he
believed the rating of land values would “…relieve industry and agriculture, and liberate
municipal enterprise.”132 Land and Liberty noted that the Labour Party in its 1928 policy
statement entitled Labour and the Nation had introduced a manifesto declaring support for the
use of a tax on land to recover part of the unearned income in economic rent accruing to
landowners.133 The Liberals, by contrast, earned the reprove of Land and Liberty which in
assessing their platform before the 1929 election found that plans for land reform involved
purchase. “They have no plans for dealing with the land monopoly that holds up in advance all
enterprise whether public or private,” it concluded.134 Nonetheless, the election of 1929 brought
dramatic increases in the vote for both the Labour and Liberal parties, with the Labour Party
increasing its total vote from approximately 5.5 million in 1924 to nearly 8.5 million and
increasing its representation from 151 seats to 287.135 Though increasing its total vote from just
under three million to approximately 5.3 million with a set of policies calling for specific
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solutions to Britain’s problems, the Liberal Party increased its representation from only 50 seats
to 59.136 With 287 seats to the Conservatives’ 260, Labour formed the new government.137
Though dependent upon a supportive Liberal Party, Labour had now emerged as the
largest party in Parliament and Ramsay MacDonald took the post of prime minister. The party
was not able to enjoy its victory for long, however, as by late 1929 the nation was beset by the
same economic downturn that had gripped the United States. The consequences were drastic.
The value of British exports was halved between 1929 and 1932 and three million tons of its
shipping were left unused. Industrial production declined and unemployment skyrocketed from
approximately one million in 1929 to 2.5 million by the end of 1930. Capitalism appeared to be
in crisis, but the response of the Labour government, mirroring the early response of the U.S.
government, was modest at best and included a grant to assist the Unemployment Insurance
Fund, a housing bill, and some public works projects.138 Land and Liberty followed the crisis
and derided policies which it believed failed to find work for the unemployed while allowing
landowners continued rewards. The Labour government was still committed to the orthodox
policy of balancing the budget, and the editors hoped that Snowden at the Exchequer would
support legislation for land values taxation. “There is the prospect of a tax on land values, and
even the speculative landowner knows that this is no mere revenue-producing instrument. It will
break down the monopoly, and by promoting industry will render unnecessary the humiliating
public charity that takes the poverty and helplessness of working people for granted.”139 By
early 1930, there was both new speculation that land values taxation would be a part of
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Snowden’s next budget and interest generated among municipal representatives meeting at a
national conference in Manchester in support of local land values rating.140
Land values tax legislation was absent from the Finance Bill which Snowden introduced
into Parliament in early 1930. Nonetheless, toward the conclusion of his Budget speech he
stated that the Government intended to introduce a separate valuation bill that would begin the
process of enacting land values taxation.141 Josiah Wedgwood responded although he was
supportive of the Chancellor’s promises, he worried that a separate valuation bill unconnected
with the Finance Bill would be blocked by the House of Lords.142 Lloyd George also expressed
his regret that specific land legislation had not been included in the budget bill. Snowden, citing
the difficulties of Lloyd George’s own finance bill of 1909, stated that it was important the
Finance Bill be passed within a limited period of time and that valuation would have to wait for a
separate bill.143 An initial land valuation bill was indeed introduced into the Commons, but was
not proceeded with. Subsequently, Snowden published it in a draft version prior to what he said
would be its re-introduction into Commons, and appears to have gained the support of Georgist
voices in Land and Liberty.144 Though noting that there were some difficulties such as regarded
both the exclusion of minerals and the inclusion of some improvements in land values, Land and
Liberty looked to the bill with optimism:
We may hope that the introduction of this Bill will mark a new phase in post-war politics.
So many years have been spent in evolving hasty improvizations for dealing with
symptoms while leaving causes untouched, that we rejoice to see what appears to be the
first step towards dealing with the land question in a serious and constructive spirit. It is
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long overdue. Unemployment has already risen to over the two million mark, and we
tremble to think of what figure it will have attained ere the winter is passed.145
Snowden did include both valuation and taxation of land in his budget of 1931. The
valuation process meant that the tax would be charged for the first time in 1933-34 and first
payable in July, 1934.146 In an article in Land and Liberty, A.W. Madsen remarked upon some
of the continuing difficulties of Snowden’s proposal, but concluded that:
The financial, social and economic effects of the tax, its justification as a proper source of
revenue, the claim that land value is for public use and not for private appropriation, the
proof in the making that here is to be found the solution of the unemployment problem –
these are the questions that the Budget of 1931 raises for settlement.147
The Finance Bill passed the House of Commons on its third reading by a vote of 274 to
222 and, classed as a “Money Bill”, became law without the interference of the House of
Lords.148 However, the affairs of the Labour Government were soon thrown into crisis.
Governmental income had dropped and expenditure risen since the 1929 market crash.
Estimates of the national debt ranged from £100 and £170 million and Labour ministers, many of
whom considered themselves committed to protecting the interests of Britain’s workers, split
over the need to make substantial cuts in unemployment benefits to bring the budget into
balance.149 The unresolved crisis led Ramsay MacDonald to submit his resignation to the King.
Yet, talks with other parties soon convinced the King that MacDonald ought to lead a National
government that would be composed of representatives of all three parties. MacDonald agreed,
but soon found that he and the Labour politicians who followed him into the National
government were expelled and branded as traitors by the rest of the Labour Party. Although
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Snowden brought his commitment to the valuation and taxation of land into the new National
government, the implementation of both was now to be under significant threat as the former
Labour leaders worked with their new allies.
The early 1930s were to see Britain in the midst of an economic crisis which would
demand unorthodox economic solutions that betrayed the tenets of both free trade and land
values taxation that Georgist groups had done so much to champion. Alienated by his own party
and at the head of a new coalition government, MacDonald took Britain off the gold standard
and increased taxes while cutting government salaries and unemployment assistance by 10
percent. A “means test” was introduced to reduce the number of unemployed who might be able
to find assistance elsewhere. The new government called an election in the fall of 1931 and
received support for what MacDonald termed a “doctor’s mandate” to fix the problems of the
depression in the form of over 500 seats.150 While the candidates supporting the National
government received overwhelming support, the rump Labour party became the official
opposition with just 61 seats.151
Britain retreated from its historic commitment to free trade. While some inroads had
been made in the philosophy of free trade, first largely committed to in the mid-1840s, most
British imports remained free of taxation through the 1920s. The Import Duties Act created a
series of tariffs ranging from 10 to over 33% on a variety of imports while establishing
privileged trading relationships amongst Britain’s Commonwealth areas.152 As Land and Liberty
noted in its March-April, 1932 issue, “In nine days of Parliamentary time, the system of Free
Trade that has obtained in this country for 80 years has been overthrown.”153
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The new ‘National’ majority in the Commons was dominated by Conservatives and it
was not long before the process of land valuation was ended. Neville Chamberlain, now
Chancellor of the Exchequer, announced the suspension of land valuation in December of 1931
citing the expense of the implementation of land values duties – expenses estimated at between
£1 million and £1.5 million – during an era when economy was critical.154 In his response as a
member of the Labour opposition, Clement Attlee stated:
We know perfectly well that the Conservative Party hate and loathe the Land Duties, and
have been clamouring to get rid of them, and with a Conservative or Coalition
Government with a majority of Conservatives returned, even if the pound were looking at
its best and the country’s finances were flourishing, they would still have objected to this
and have made their Minister toe the line.155
The collapse of land valuation at the end of 1931 corresponded with a decline in the
intensity with which Georgists pursued their goal of national legislation to enact land values
taxation. The United Committee, the sponsors of Land and Liberty, had begun to publish the
journal bi-monthly rather than monthly in the early 1930s. Noting in its January-February 1932
issue that the 25th year of the journal was approaching, John Paul remarked that the Committee’s
call for financing, “…is urgent and is addressed not only to our people at home, but to the many
friends of Land and Liberty across the seas.156 Disillusioned with the nation’s turn toward
protectionism, Land and Liberty was forced to grapple with the increasing emphasis on
nationalization by the opposition Labour Party as the solution to land questions. In its
agricultural policy statement published in 1932, the Labour Party supported enabling legislation
to allow the state, with an appropriate form of compensation, to acquire land. A national
Commission would take charge of the land and ensure that agricultural development proceeded
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in an orderly manner. The payment of notes issued upon the takeover of land would be paid for
by the value of the redeemed land. As a final component of the policy, a national wages board
would seek to control agricultural wage rates.157
John Paul, the editorial heart of Land and Liberty, died in 1933 and it became clear that
Conservatives would soon convince the government to abandon the land values movement
altogether. By 1934, the journal had slimmed down and contained less erudite and original
material. It simply printed the basic reports of affiliated Georgist groups and periodically republished a selection of Henry George’s work. Snowden continued to support land values
taxation, remarking in July of 1934 that the proposal to repeal land valuation and land taxation
was “an act of deliberate party deception, of deliberate sharp practice, the latest of the many acts
which show the true character of this Government and exposed the hypocrisy of its claim to be a
National Government.”158 Nonetheless, the Labour Party had failed to mention land values
taxation in its most recent policy statement entitled, For Socialism and Peace.159 The
discrepancies between the remaining support given the land values movement by politicians with
traditionally Liberal finance positions and Labour Party supporters committed to socialism was
demonstrated in Hugh Dalton’s 1935 work Practical Socialism for Britain in which he argued
for the socialization of land through gradual government purchase. A primary aim of this
purchase, he believed, was to begin to recoup the unearned increment for present generations and
to move to the more efficient control of land use. Dalton appeared to respect the old Georgist
call of the nineteenth century, but argued that a continuing commitment to the simple collection
of the unearned increment would distract from the wider aims of socialism. He wrote:
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Progressive nineteenth-century opinion, shocked by the spectacle of great unearned
increments, took a wrong turning. The agitation for the taxation of privately-owned land
values followed a false scent. It led away from public ownership and made even some
Socialists forget Socialism. For every dozen speeches made by Lord Snowden, for
example, on the taxation of land values, I doubt if he made on public ownership. Henry
George, the Land Taxer, had a greater influence, unfortunately, than Arthur Russell
Wallace, the Land Nationaliser, a stronger and clearer thinker, but a less eloquent
evangelist.160
Britain’s political left had now nearly capped the old fire of the Georgist movement.
There was little to galvanize what appeared to be a diminishing land values movement until 1936
when the London County Council (LCC) sought power to begin rating land values in an attempt
to restrain the burden of rates upon occupiers. Municipal conferences, many covered by Land
and Liberty, had pressed for land values rating during the 1920s and 1930s, but there was little
legislative movement at the national level. However, in 1934, the Labour Party had gained a
majority on the LCC after nearly three decades in which the more conservative-minded
Municipal Reformers had dominated the council.161 In July of 1936, the LCC debated the rating
of land values and a letter was sent to the Minister of Health with notification that there was a
majority of support on the LCC for enabling legislation.162 Nonetheless, in reply to a question in
Commons in January, 1937, the Minister stated that he did not envision the introduction of any
legislation for land values rating.163 Further, an effort to introduce a private member’s bill
calling for the rating of land values failed to receive a second reading in November of the same
year.164
In July of 1938, the LCC decided “that legislation be promoted in the Session of
Parliament 1938-39 to provide for the rating of site values; and that the costs and expenses of
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promoting such legislation be defrayed out of the County fund.”165 Herbert Morrison, a Labour
M.P. and leader of the LCC argued that landowners were gaining from the natural increases in
the value of their land and that the ability of landlords, who left areas undeveloped, to benefit
from their holdings when the community sought to buy land for public improvement meant that
local authorities were suffering.166 There was opposition to the movement as The Ratepayer, the
organ of London’s Municipal Reformers argued, “The Rating of Site Values, now advocated by
the Socialist majority…is designed by them to serve as an instrument for the spoliation of a
particular class, the disregard of existing contracts and the overthrow of the existing social and
economic fabric.”167 Moreover, it argued, “Past experience has shown that it is practically
impossible to impose additional burdens on (so-called) site values without damaging the
community as a whole.”168 In the growing metropolis that was London, it stated, “Additional
burdens on land would have a serious effect on the maintenance of open spaces, garden squares
and sports grounds.”169
The LCC approved a draft bill in November 1938 that was delivered to Parliament and
given the title London Rating (Site Values) Bill. It provided for a rate of two shillings on the
pound on the annual site value of land in the administrative county of London. Money raised
through the levy would be delivered to the general county account. In the debate over the draft
bill, one Municipal Reformer identified the bill as “the first step towards the confiscation of
rent.”170 Eventually, what began as two shillings on the pound would be become expropriation,
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he said.171 Nonetheless, the course of the LCC bill as a private bill within Parliament drew the
interest of Georgist supporters including Land and Liberty which recovered something of the
vitality in its articles that had marked the early 1930s when interest swirled around Snowden’s
finance bill. However, as a private bill, the LCC initiative was rejected by the Speaker of the
House of Commons because it represented broad questions of public policy and thus, in his view,
ought to be introduced as a public bill.172 A subsequent attempt to introduce the bill was made
under the “ten minutes rule” but voted down in Commons by a margin of 229 votes to 135.173
While Morrison argued that the provisions of the bill would allow rates to be lowered on
ratepayers across London, H.G. Williams argued that legislation would ultimate undermine the
already suffering building trades.174
The outbreak of the Second World War introduced yet another set of substantive changes
to Britain’s social and political environment that fundamentally re-shaped attitudes toward issues
of land. After 1945, the Labour Party’s hefty majority allowed it to undertake efforts at
nationalization in some industries and to establish a web of social welfare services. Though new
mechanisms for town and land-use planning were put in place, references to Henry George’s
philosophy as a transformational measure were quite limited. Nonetheless, study of Georgist
influences in the early twentieth century offers important insight into the changing nature of
British liberalism well into the 1930s. George’s commitment to preserving individual initiative
while returning rights in land to the people offered important intellectual fuel for Liberals who
were adjusting themselves to the strained politics of the turn of the century when social reform
and labor organization posed a challenge to the old Liberal tenets of free trade and minimal
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government. Georgist thought called out to many on the left and offered a unifying message that
was able to support social and economic justice while eschewing socialist impulses that many
believed would deprive British business and industry of the gains that had been made through
competition. The degree to which reform legislation ought to be infused with Georgist principles
as opposed to economic socialism generated splits among those influenced by George, as did the
question of whether Georgist principles could, or even should, be fulfilled by progressive
legislation. Nonetheless, Lloyd George incorporated specific principles of land values taxation
into the wider aims of progressive liberalism after 1908, where they came to form a critical,
though much-debated part of the new Liberal agenda.
Georgist thought, as well as the fates of intellectual and political liberalism, were
drastically affected by the First World War. Simple political calculation was indeed a part of the
story. In the interests of maintaining a coalition government, Lloyd George sacrificed the few
concrete steps that had been taken to develop policy founded on the principles of Georgism. Yet,
Georgism had been joined to both philosophical and political liberalism before the war and at a
fundamental level suffered as the voice of liberalism faded. The Liberal Party proved unable to
offer an effective message to an electorate split between a Labour Party that offered a
programmatic solution to taming the injustices of capitalism and a Conservative Party that took
on the mantle of protection of capital and property. The Labour Party accepted the justice
implicit in higher taxes on unearned increments, but although a number of old land tax
supporters with backgrounds in radical liberalism migrated to the Labour Party in the belief that
it represented the best overall hope for reform, Labour policy continued to emphasize controlling
capital rather than looking toward the overall reform of land tenure. Moreover, the Labour Party
retreated in the face of accusations that a recapture of rental value meant confiscation. The
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eventual acknowledgement by most party officials that land reform would only be achieved
when compensation could be offered to landowners significantly diminished the impact of
Georgism.
In the midst of interwar politics, Georgism offered few policy choices to an electorate
that came face to face with the very real dilemmas of unemployment, housing shortages, and
floundering industry. Land value tax proponents promised an economy reinvigorated, but its
proponents were wedded to a belief that the nation would fare best with a minimum of
Government interference. As such, they defended a doctrine that was most attuned to the
reforming impulses of late nineteenth-century liberalism and found itself out of step with a
populace demanding immediate policy solutions to economic dilemmas. The socialism of the
Labour Party proved itself much more adept in responding to the disruption and despair of the
interwar period and translating theory into a more programmatic response in which government
would take control of the industrial base.175 There may have been warning when the British
Marxist, Henry M. Hyndman said shortly after George’s death that, “He has died in a chivalrous
attempt to accomplish the impossible without even organizing his forces for the struggle.”176
Moreover, T.H. Bonaparte writes that while in 1917 there were likely many more supporters of
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Georgism worldwide than of Marxism, that a worldwide movement did not emerge “may be
attributed in large measure to a singular inattention to political action on the part of the
Georgists.”177 The specter of a privileged elite that maintained its social and economic position
by exploiting the ownership of land that had come as a result of the accident of birth was
diminished in the eyes of many reformers in the interwar period. The potential of private
ownership to restrict economic growth through its monopoly of land might well continue, but the
prestige and real wealth of the aristocracy had been reduced in the eyes of many as a result of
taxation and economic and human losses.
Study of the decline of effective Georgist political influence in the interwar period is not
only essential for understanding the losses of a social, political, and economic movement that
peaked between 1912 and 1913, but also for understanding the altered environment within which
a variety of political and economic groups operated after 1918. Central to this study is the
relationship of Georgism to intellectual and political liberalism, with which it had been bound in
the prewar period, and along with which it would suffer in the interwar period.
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