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CHAPTER ONE

Origins

WHEN Leon MacLaren was in his seventies, he gave a talk
about the School of Economic Science. These were his
opening words:

I am coming to speak to you about the beginnings of the School.
I wish I could, because the School like everything else begins in the
Absolute. Of that beginning only the Self knows. In this, as in many
other things, we are forced to speak of what comes into manifest-
ation, what appears and then develops.

He then described how, at the age of sixteen, he was sitting by 
a lake in Wimbledon Park when:

It became very clear to me that there was such a thing as truth, and
there was such a thing as justice, and that they could be found and,
being found, could be taught. It seemed to me that that was the most
valuable thing that one could pursue. So I resolved to pursue this
when I was twenty-one.

That these two words, ‘truth’ and ‘justice’, should have been heard
in this way at that particular time bears witness to what MacLaren
often said about how certain schools or teachers arise to meet a need
of humanity, when conditions threaten to become unbearable. The
First World War had seen millions dead or maimed in the horrific 
circumstances of trench warfare. Weapons of destruction were
developing by the application of modern science to the stage where
the machine gun was giving way to the tank and the bomber, and
nuclear missiles would soon succeed these. Mass unemployment 
and revolution had followed the war in many countries. In Russia
Bolshevism was established, and already showed signs of turning
into totalitarian dictatorship. In Germany the fragile Weimar Repub-
lic was soon to be undermined by a Nazi movement that would 
condemn the world to another conflagration.
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1 Quoted in John Stewart, Standing for Justice, Shepheard-Walwyn (Publishers) Ltd, 2001 p10.

In Britain itself the General Strike of 1926 was evidence of deep
unrest and of dissatisfaction with the whole structure of the 
economy and society. Amongst the people themselves there was 
disillusion, fear and doubt. Yet it was in Britain that MacLaren’s
insight had occurred. For all their suffering in the war of 1914-18 the
British had not lost a deep-seated belief in their native freedom. The
traditional institutions that guaranteed it – the monarchy, Parliament
and the law courts – remained intact. Despite economic injustice in
the form of huge disparities of wealth, low wages and endemic
unemployment, the population retained a belief in a way of life that
at root was Christian, albeit without much outward observance of
that faith. Hence it was in Britain, a country where the need was as
insistent as elsewhere, yet where a response based on lasting and
proven values might be elicited, that these words ‘truth’ and ‘justice’
came with prophetic force to a man capable of ensuring that they
would be heard and acted upon.

Leon MacLaren (christened Leonardo da Vinci MacLaren) had
been brought to Wimbledon at the age of four in 1914. His family
had moved from Glasgow, where his father Andrew had been an
active campaigner for the land reform movement inspired by the
teaching of the American economist Henry George. This involved
shifting taxation off labour and capital and onto land values, as a 
letter written by Andrew in 1912 shows:

The great difference between land and capital, which Socialists seem
to overlook, lies in the fact that land is not a product of human 
exertion, and the value of land arises not from individual exertion,
but from natural differences of productivity, made potent by social
growth and necessities, while capital is the result of individual 
exertion performed singly or in co-operation with others.

To tax capital is to increase the cost of living and hinder produc-
tivity; to tax the value of land is to shatter a monopoly, and increase
the productivity and employment of labour and secure to labour its
just reward.1

Not long before the revelation at the lakeside in 1926, Leon
MacLaren had asked his mother what book it was that his father so
often turned to in preparing his speeches. The book was Henry
George’s major work, Progress and Poverty, and Leon had read this by
the time that ‘truth’ and ‘justice’ came to him with such potency.

2 In Search of Truth



2 Henry George, Progress and Poverty, Robert Schalkenbach Foundation, New York, 1962,
p.545.

In so far as ideas appear to pass from one mind to another, one
can find many references to truth and justice in George’s writings
that anticipate their appearance in the first stirrings of MacLaren’s
thought about Economics and humanity. For example, near the end
of Progress and Poverty we find them juxtaposed:

In permitting the monopolization of the opportunities which nature
freely offers to all, we have ignored the fundamental law of justice…
But by sweeping away this injustice and asserting the rights of all
men to natural opportunities, we shall conform ourselves to the law
– we shall remove the great cause of unnatural inequality in the 
distribution of wealth and power… What is it but the carrying out
in letter and spirit of the truth enunciated in the Declaration of
Independence?2

How did Henry George arrive at these conclusions? As a poor
young man he had come to New York from San Francisco to set up
a small news bureau, only to be crushed by the power of monopoly
press interests. Roused to seek the cause of such monopolies, he
realised, when he saw the flagrant contrast in the city between the
glittering rich in their fine apartments and the paupers in the streets
outside, that they arose from the unbridled private ownership of
land. From that time onwards he devoted his life to the land issue,
writing several books and making speaking tours in the USA and
abroad.

Contesting the theories of orthodox economists, including
famous contemporaries like Alfred Marshall, George argued that
land cannot be assimilated to capital, since it is not man-made, is in
fixed supply and, above all, generates rent when any particular site
has beneficial advantages, such as greater fertility, mineral deposits or
superior location. If equal labour and capital is applied on all sites,
rent is the excess value created by these advantages over the value
arising on the least productive sites. For example, a retail store on
Madison Avenue creates many times the value created by a similar
store in a small town fifty miles away. This differential rent, said
George, underlies the huge disparities of income and wealth in 
modern societies, for as economies develop the growth of output is
distributed more and more unequally, as landless workers are forced
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to compete for jobs and wages, whilst landowners reap greater and
greater rewards from the same fixed amount of land.

What George emphasised was that this rent of land is not 
produced by individuals. It is the result of the very existence of
communities. They give rise to the demand for the products of land,
to the advantages of location and to the development of public 
services, like transport and law and order, which make land valuable
and nourish the growth of rent. Therefore, concluded George, the
rent of land belongs to the community that creates it. Those individ-
uals who claim it through a title to the land where it arises are steal-
ing the birthright of the nation, the common wealth that naturally
provides for the needs of the community. Thus taxation should be
drawn from rent and not from labour or capital, both of which are
entitled to the income derived from work or ownership. The proper
rights of private property are invaded by taxes on these, whilst taxes
on rent take nothing of private property, for the land is given by God
or by Nature to the whole people. From the natural fund of rent all
the communal needs of the nation can be met. No other taxes are
required.

Support for Georgist ideas had grown rapidly round the world
after the publication of Progress and Poverty in 1879. George himself
had lectured in Great Britain and elsewhere in Europe. Glasgow in
particular had become a hotbed of land reform, not least perhaps
because of an atavistic memory amongst the congested and impov-
erished population of the land enclosures in the Highlands that had
brought their predecessors there.

Andrew MacLaren’s father was a choirmaster at a Catholic church
near the Gorbals, the heart of the crowded working class area of the
city, so the young boy grew up under the contrasting influences of
widespread poverty and the church music of Palestrina and Mozart.
Andrew himself was artistic and devotional by nature, but left school
for an engineering workshop in order to help support the family.
Although for a time he considered art, or even monasticism, as his
vocation, his engineering training in fact stood him in good stead
later in life. What drew upon his varied talents, however, was the call
to the mission of the land question that then dominated much of the
political life of Edwardian Britain.

In the election of 1905 the Liberal party of Campbell-
Bannerman won a landslide victory, and strove to put land value tax-
ation through Parliament. To some degree they succeeded in the
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famous ‘People’s Budget’ of 1909, that brought in its wake a drastic
curtailment of the power of the House of Lords, but the land
clauses were ill-drafted, and moreover the First World War prevented
the legislation being implemented.

Meanwhile Andrew MacLaren, after campaigning fiercely for the
same taxation principle, joined the Independent Labour Party in
1914. A pacifist during the war, he found the land movement greatly
weakened in post-war Britain. Nevertheless he battled on, entering
the Commons as MP for Burslem in 1922. Soon he was the most
ardent speaker on fundamental tax reform in the House, taking over
the role of greater public figures, like Lloyd George and Winston
Churchill, who had championed Georgist proposals before the war.

By the early 1920s the land question had receded into the 
background. The Liberal Party had split, following Lloyd George’s
coalition with the Conservatives, and the Labour Party, increasingly
influenced by Socialist ideas and by the prospects of power after its
brief spell in office in 1924, followed Karl Marx in believing that the
real issue was a struggle between capital and labour. They did not 
listen to voices, like MacLaren’s, that reminded them that the denial
of access to land forced workers into an apparent subservience to
the owners of capital. Although some more radical MPs gave 
support to MacLaren, he became almost a lone voice for his cause,
speaking at every opportunity in debates on land or taxation. He
continued to serve his constituents in Burslem assiduously, especially
by providing frequent meetings about land reform!

Small in stature, but with a bony frame and jutting chin that
matched his fiery nature, MacLaren tried often to rouse the House
out of what he felt to be a torpor of forgetfulness. Often he was
taunted for his adherence to a cause that few understood. Such treat-
ment only strengthened his resolve. During the inter-war period, he
saw a second devastating war approaching, whilst the underlying
causes of human conflict were ignored. What must he have made of
the German claims of ‘land-hunger’ and the concomitant demands
for more territory in Europe, knowing that it was the enclosure of
land in unrestricted private ownership in areas like the Junkers’ East
Prussia and land speculation in Berlin that gave Hitler the oppor-
tunity to exploit the frustration of the people of Germany? Yet
MacLaren’s humanity prevented him from venting his anger without
discrimination. His friendships were not inhibited by party politics.
He shared with Stanley Baldwin, the Conservative Prime Minister, an
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interest in calligraphy, and when Baldwin visited Burslem Andrew
got into trouble with local Socialists for greeting him warmly and
with due respect for his office.

These qualities of indifference to abuse, controlled anger, and a
reverence for law and the Constitution were not lost on his son
Leon. They all had a significant influence on the later development
of the School. So too did the sense of humour that passed likewise
from father to son. Some of Andrew’s jokes could be ribald, but one
perhaps illustrates the amusement he got out of politics itself. The
fact that he had an Irish grandmother – who, he said, introduced him
to the land question – did not prevent him from telling stories that
nowadays would be politically incorrect, such as one that concerned
an Irish trade unionist, who was reporting to his members the result
of negotiations with the bosses. ‘I’ll give you the bad news first.
We’ve got to take a pay cut of 10 per cent!’ ‘What’s the good news?’
they shouted. ‘Ah!’ he retorted. ‘I’ve got it backdated to last January.’

With such a father Leon MacLaren could hardly fail to take up the
cause of land and tax reform himself as the practical and apposite
form of the justice that he sought. A great deal more was to follow
from this initial impulse. He was to find that truth and justice would
draw him far beyond the confines, however broad, of Economics;
yet for some time he would devote most of his energy to this 
mission that he inherited from his father. Nor has the School that he
founded ever ceased to follow the path of economic justice.

By 1931 the economic situation had darkened further. The Wall
Street Crash had sent its malign shock wages beyond America.
Unemployment in Britain was growing fast. Families went hungry,
charities were overwhelmed with work and more State assistance was
demanded, whilst in Germany economic collapse was bringing the
Weimar Republic to its knees. Leon MacLaren was now 21; the time
had come to implement his resolution made five years earlier.

The wealthy widow of Lewis Jacobs, a leading Georgist, had
opened an office near Trafalgar Square to promote the idea of tax-
ing land values. It had, said Leon MacLaren, ‘neon signs, posters and
a secretary’. There he met about a dozen other young enthusiasts 
for the movement. Free lectures were instituted, which were well
attended; though it may have been the free tea that brought many 
in. In fact, interest was probably aroused by the gloomy economic
conditions, for the Labour government of Ramsay MacDonald was
grappling with a huge outflow of funds as bankers and speculators
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lost confidence in the government’s power to deal with mounting
problems.

The government soon fell, to be replaced by an improvised
National Government, mainly of Conservatives, led by the Labour
Premier himself. Ironically enough the Labour Chancellor, Philip
Snowden, assisted by Andrew MacLaren, had introduced into his
budget earlier that year clauses that provided for the taxation and 
rating of land values as ‘a potent instrument of social reform’. The
National government soon repealed these measures. It was a mark of
how deep the vested interests attached to land ownership were
embedded in British life and politics, and a clear sign to the small
group of people struggling for economic justice with their free 
lectures and tea that something beyond the reach of politics was
needed. Andrew, for example, had begun to run regular evening
classes in Economics and a Sunday evening discussion group. Even
he, and certainly his son, was beginning to look to education as the
way forward.
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