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The maxim, variously expressed, that as all property equally enjoys the benefit of 
protection, all should therefore contribute, in proportion to its value, to the expenses of 
government, is one so simple, and the truth of which is so evident, that a casual observer is 
likely to think that nothing more is needed as an exposition of the fundamental principles of 
taxation. 

Like many another equally simple and truthful maxim, however, it is one, the application of 
which to practice requires no little skill and nicety, and one which, when attempted to be 
so applied by inexpert hands, may serve as the excuse or pretext for the greatest 
inequalities and the gravest injustice.  

As a matter of fact this maxim is supposed to be of controlling force in the revenue laws of 
this and of the other American States, while it can be shown that in nearly all those States 
those laws are, in a great number of instances, directly the opposite, in their operation, of 
the principle of which this maxim is the expression.  

One of the chief errors to which the attempted application of this rule has given rise, is the 
belief that in order to tax equally it is necessary to tax everything directly, whereas it is the 
experience of all countries and governments that those taxes are at once the most equally 
diffused and the least burdensome which are imposed on a few subjects that constitute 
the principal sources of production.  

The attempt at universal direct taxation is of necessity an attempt to tax not only these 
producing sources but the product also, and as the tax imposed upon the means of 
production is included in its cost, and is paid by the purchaser and consumer of the 
product, an additional tax imposed upon the product itself is, in so far as it is successfully 
collected, the imposition of an unequal and unjust burden.  

For instance, if the rate of taxation is such as to require the payment, by a given 
manufacturing establishment, of an amount equal to one per centum of the value of its 
annual product of manufactured goods, and a like burden is imposed upon all similar 
manufactories, or the rate of profit on its goods is already as low as the profitable 



prosecution of the business will admit of, manifestly the price of its manufactures will 
immediately be increased one per cent ad valorem, or else it and similar. 

 

 

 


