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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to analyze Clément Colson’s positions on the progressive
income tax. We will see that he was opposed to the majority of French liberals by supporting
this tax and that his analysis, in the tradition of economist engineers, is based on practice
taking into account the context of the time. Indeed, we find in the author’s developments the
fear of socialism as well as the worry of a low birth rate. Colson’s analysis can also been seen
as an attempt to make liberalism and marginalism compatible.
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Progressive Income Tax and social questions: the proposals of the
economist-engineer Clément Colson
The beginnings of the Third Republic in France are confronted by two political currents, the
opportunists and the radicals. The former prefer to reassure in order to strengthen the
republican regime and act according to the circumstances. The second want to implement
their claims as soon as possible. These demands in the 1890s were the nationalization of
mines and railways, the democratization of secondary education and the introduction of a
progressive income tax, also defended by the socialists [Lejeune, 2016, p. 77-85]. The
progressiveness of the tax will then be the subject of much debate in Parliament. The law of
February 25, 1901 establishes a progressive tax on inheritance. This is the first law creating a
progressive tax in France. The level of this new tax remains quite low: it concerns the
inheritance shares and not the amount of the estate, the direct line rate is up to 2.5%2.
Regarding income, several progressive tax projects are proposed, such as those of
Doumer in 1896, Peytral in 1898, Rouvier in 1903. In 1899, Joseph Caillaux, Minister of
Finance, drafted a bill to create a progressive tax on income but it is rejected. It elaborates a
second project in 1907. After many debates, the project is adopted by the Chamber of
Deputies in 1909. The Senate pronounces at first against but it finally votes it in 1914, after
softening some points:
It provides for tax reductions for family expenses. These cuts will mean that
only 1.7% of households will pay an income tax in 1915, instead of the 3.3%
that was planned with the original project;
The highest rate is 2% instead of 5%3.
Each taxpayer completes an annual return of all income received by his household the
previous year. Households whose total income exceeds 5,000 francs a year are taxable. Five
different tax brackets are set up for the first incomes declared in 1915 [Piketty, 2001, p. 243255, 766-771].
Debates of course don’t only take place between parliamentarians. They also concern
the intellectual circles, and in particular the liberal economists. The purpose of this paper is to
analyze the debates that took place between the economists of the French Liberal School
about this progressive income tax. We will focus on an author, Clément Colson. The latter,
little studied today, played an important role in his time. He is also described as the greatest
French economist of the first quarter of the twentieth century by Divisia [1939, p. 5] and
Bousquet [1960, p. 1]. Similarly, Richard Arena describes him as one of the most influential
"masters" of the inter-war period [Arena, 2000, p. 969]. We will see then that he develops
positions clearly demarcating him from his contemporaries.
For that, we study the debates that took place at the very liberal Societé d’économie
politique de Paris4 as well as the writings of the authors most active in these debates: the
moderate liberal Paul Leroy-Beaulieu5 [Basle, 1991] and the ultraliberals Yves Guyot6 and
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Guyot is the author of a report on the income tax for the Budget Commission [Guyot, 1886] and a book against the
progressive tax [Guyot, 1896].

Frédéric Passy [Breton and Lutfalla, 1991, p. 3; Marco, 1991, p. 158]. Our study will
highlight several elements.
First, we will see that liberal economists as a whole are opposed to the progressive
income tax. Their criticisms show that they defend a tax conception called the "tax-benefit
system" and defend the real tax.
We will then demonstrate that Colson is opposed to the majority of liberal economists
by supporting the progressive income tax, although he shares some of their criticism. He
defends the system of "ability to pay". Similarly, while he prefers real taxes, he accepts a
personal tax by defending the progressive income tax. This makes him a special case among
French liberal economists of the early twentieth century. We will also show that his analysis
is based on practice and takes into account the context of the time.

I - The criticism of progressive income tax by French liberal
economists
1°) French liberals and great classical authors
To criticize the progressive income tax, the French liberals, like Leroy-Beaulieu
[1906, p. 179-183], rely on the masters of classical economics: Adam Smith, Jean-Baptiste
Say and John Stuart Mill. However, we demonstrate that their thought can be interpreted very
differently according to French liberal authors.
Leroy-Beaulieu relies on Smith's first maxim for a good tax system: “The subjects of
every state ought to contribute towards the support of the government, as nearly as possible,
in proportion to their respective abilities; that is, in proportion to the revenue which they
respectively enjoy under the protection of the State”. Although Smith then adds that he is not
"unreasonable" [Smith (1776) 1843, p. 524-525] that the rich participate in the expenditures
of the state beyond the proportion of their income, this does not mean for Leroy-Beaulieu that
it can be evoked to defend the progressivity of the tax:
“Here is certainly a singular champion of progressive taxation, writes Leroy-Beaulieu,
he is content to say that it is not very unreasonable that the rich pay a little more than
their share: this is a sentence that he escapes by the way. What does it prove? Except
that Adam Smith is a practical mind who admits that in the application there may be
some derogations from the rules of science and justice; these rules, as regards taxes, he
has posed them doctrinally; we have quoted them above, and the first is precisely that
“the subjects of every state ought to contribute towards the support of the government,
as nearly as possible, in proportion to their respective abilities; that is, in proportion to
the revenue which they respectively enjoy under the protection of the State.” This is
the principle; that in the application it is not strictly observed, that the rich are
proportionally a little more taxed than the poor, Adam Smith finds that it is not
absolutely unreasonable, but he didn’t say that it was there a example to follow. [...]
Adam Smith cannot therefore be considered a supporter of progressive taxation.”
[Leroy-Beaulieu, 1906, p. 179-180].
Leroy-Beaulieu's interpretation of Smith's thought doesn’t make the unanimity. In fact,
Jean-Baptiste Say or, as we will see later, Colson, start from the same starting point to arrive
at a different result. The quote from Say that follows illustrates this point:
“In fact, and supposing the tax purely proportional to the income, of a tenth, for
example, it would take from a family which possesses three hundred thousand francs

of income, 30,000 francs. This family would keep 270,000 to spend annually, and one
can believe that with such an income, not only would it lack nothing, but that it would
still be many of those enjoyments that are not indispensable for happiness; while a
family which possesses only an income of three hundred francs, and to whom the tax
leaves only 270, would not preserve in our morals, and in the present course of things,
what is strictly necessary to exist. We see, then, that a tax which would be simply
proportional would, however, be far from being equitable; and this is probably what
made Smith say: "It is not very unreasonable that the rich should contribute to the
public expense, not only in proportion to their revenue, but something more than in
that proportion."
I will go further, and I will not be afraid to pronounce that the progressive tax is the
only equitable one.” [Say, 1841 in Say et al., 2006, p. 1001, emphasis of the author].
Leroy-Beaulieu calls this reasoning "not serious". The arguments he gives, however, don’t
seem very clear to us. He explained that if the family with 300 francs of income was exempt
from tax and that with 300,000 francs paid a tax of 50%, the family with 300 francs would
still not have the necessary to exist, the family to whom it remains 150,000 francs would still
retain the enjoyments it is not necessary to have. Progressive taxation would not stop this
contrast [Leroy-Beaulieu, 1906, p. 181]. The development of Leroy-Beaulieu doesn’t seem to
us here very coherent7.
Finally, let's move on to Mill's thought. He is in favour of the proportional tax on
income, but he doesn’t defend a simple progression with a flat rate tax applicable to all
income. It is indeed necessary "to ask each individual an equal sacrifice" [Mill, 1861, p. 339].
It complements this principle by Bentham's solution of exempting from tax the amount of
income necessary to obtain the necessities of life. It advocates a tax system in which incomes
below £ 50 are exempted, incomes between £ 50 and £ 150 are lowly taxed (because of the
excessive weight of indirect taxation on incomes between £ 50 and £ 150) and incomes over
£ 150 are subject to the normal rate [Ibid., p. 363].
Leroy-Beaulieu explains that this is different from the progressive tax, the only point where
there can be arbitrariness is the fixing of the minimum necessary to live.
We have seen that to justify opposition to the progressive tax, the French liberals of
the early twentieth century quote classical economists, but with different interpretations. Let's
look at the arguments they give directly against the progressive tax.

2°) The arguments against the progressive income tax
The main argument developed by French liberal economists against the progressive
income tax is the arbitrary side of setting the rate. The reasoning is as follows: the tax is voted
by the majority who doesn’t pay it, no basis allows setting the rate without being arbitrary,
this may lead to the spoliation of the minority of the wealthiest citizens.
They begin by explaining that in a democracy, the income tax is paid by those who
don’t vote. This criticism is developed notably by Guyot [1896, p. 98; SEP, July 1919, p. 120121] but also Colson.
For the latter, a tax is legitimate if it is granted by those who establish it. According to him, it
is from this principle that universal suffrage was born. The tax being universal it was
necessary that the right to vote was too. The rule is not respected when there is a progressive
7
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tax because the goal of progressivity is to make the richest minority bear the main burden of
the tax, or even the whole because of the exemption from taxation base. Progressivity is
therefore incompatible with universal suffrage. The arbitrariness regulates the progression: the
majority of the voters has an interest in aggravating a charge that it doesn’t pay, especially
since the highest increases of public expenses would take place according to Colson for the
masses having minimal resources, with free primary education, social insurance, assistance. A
majority wants to tax a minority, it is the negation of the basic principle of governments: the
consent and control of tax by the taxpayer. According to him, progressiveness leads to a
national crisis [Colson, 1920, p. 253-255, 257-259; SEP, April 1898, p. 93-94] as this quote
shows:
“The majority who has power, with universal suffrage, belongs [...] to the electorate to
whom it is almost impossible to directly claim a significant portion of their resources,
so that with the single and direct tax almost exclusively the wealthy or rich classes,
public affairs would be managed by those who would not participate in the charges.
However, it would be extremely dangerous for the citizens whose elected
representatives pay public spending not to feel the consequences of their aggravation.
Not only it would be dangerous, but nowadays it would be unfair, because it is
especially the poor classes who benefit from these expenses.” [Colson, 1920, p. 257,
emphasis of the author].
Passy [SEP, April 1898, p. 105; November 1903, p. 261-262], Leroy-Beaulieu [1906,
p. 186] and Guyot [SEP, April 1898, p. 103-104] continue the reasoning by explaining that
the rate is arbitrary. Indeed, no scientific rule can make it possible to fix one rate and one tax
bracket rather than another.
They lead to the idea that the arbitrariness of the fixing of the rate leads there also to a
spoliation of the rich ones and qualify progressivity of weapon against the rich.
Thus, Passy explains that the tax no longer attacks the thing but the owner of the thing, the
abuse is then possible. It is the declared war of wealth, of work, of production, of prosperity.
He proposes other means, very liberal as we see it, to relieve small incomes: to remove the
impediments to work, the burdens on raw materials, the tools, the taxes that hinder
transactions. He advocates proportional and real taxation, that is to say on an object or an act.
Guyot also sees the progressive tax as spoliation. It perceives it as an instrument of
distribution of the fortunes since it makes pay a higher rate when the income of the person is
higher, it is the confiscation of the big fortunes. Part of their property is taken away for use by
those who don’t pay the tax.
Leroy-Beaulieu, on the other hand, describes the progressive tax theory as "simply
sentimental" and with "no rational basis" [Leroy-Beaulieu, 1906, p. 183].
Colson also argues that the danger is the arbitrary side in setting tax rates. Indeed, the only
limit to taxation is the legislator's spirit of moderation. He doesn’t think, however, that the
progressive tax leads to total spoliation, but recognizes the risk of a levy sufficiently high to
hinder economic progress. In fact, the proportion of large incomes is too small to defer the
exemption of small incomes to them without arriving at an inadmissible rate. This is the
problem of the enormity of the levy on large incomes. The progressive high tax then has a
negative influence on the spirit of savings and enterprise [Colson, 1920, p. 251-253]. Colson,
like other liberal economists, thinks that real taxes should be preferred over personal taxes
because they lend less to arbitrariness, as this quote shows:
“The signs of wealth, the legal presumptions, despite their imperfection, are from this
point of view bases of taxation often more equitable than wealth itself, because their
determination lends less to error and partiality: we can evaluate with much more
precision the rent of a family than the income of which it is a sign, the tooling of an

industrial establishment that the net product of its exploitation.” [Colson, 1920, p. 273,
emphasis of the author].
But we will see that despite these criticisms, this doesn’t prevent him from supporting the
progressive income tax.
Passy and Leroy-Beaulieu also develop other arguments against the progressive
income tax.
The income tax is a superposition tax, that is, it would constitute a double taxation.
Leroy-Beaulieu explains that all incomes are already taxed in France except for rents on the
State and income from the liberal professions. With the income tax, the tax would duplicate.
France would have a tax on movable income and on the global income, it would be the only
country where one would observe this superposition [SEP, November 1903, p. 258-263].
The progressive tax is arbitrary to estimate the taxpayer's income, to fix the amount to
be paid, and is unfair. As Passy explains, to know the income of taxpayers the state must
establish
a
book
of
special
fortunes
made
available
to
the
state.
He explains that the evidence is the responsibility of the taxpayer. If he is overtaxed, he must
establish the figure of his income, he must "show his business" to the tax administration
[Ibid., p. 259-261]. As Guyot says: "it is a matter of spreading all your resources in the open
air" [1896, p. III-IV].
Passy explains that the existing tax system before progressivity has become a habit,
people pay it in advance. Changing the tax system would change the natural distribution of
wealth. The income tax is a replacement tax, it replaces the contribution of doors and
windows. He would fight it if he had to introduce it, but it exists and has become a habit. It
should not be replaced by another tax. Its removal would relieve the tenant of some of his
obligations, it would change the conditions of the leases [Ibid., p. 258]. This criticism is in
fact the liberal argument that the equilibrium between supply and demand must not be
modified.
They defend the principle of "levies-benefits" - also called "tax-exchange" or "taxprice" - according to which each taxpayer pays according to the benefits he receives, the tax is
the price paid by the taxpayer for security and the services provided by the State; there is the
idea of exchange that gives a contractual vision of the tax: individuals commit themselves to
pay taxes so that the State ensures security. This design entails a tax proportional to income.
This quote from Passy is clear:
“The tax [...] doesn’t have to accept people. It is the price of the service rendered by
the community to its members. This price is what it is and should not be changed.”
[Passy in SEP, April 1898, p. 105].
Leroy-Beaulieu adds that State costs for the protection of citizens don’t increase more quickly
than their wealth:
“What needs to be proven in order to solidly support the progressive tax theory is that
the State's costs for the protection of citizens and their wealth grow more than
proportionally to the increase in taxation. wealth of citizens. [...]
Now, is that true? It is obvious that the opposite is true. It costs the State
proportionately less to defend and secure a large property than to defend or guarantee
a small one.” [Leroy-Beaulieu, 1906, p. 184].
He is not limited his reasoning to the State’s role of laying down the law only as it adds that
the same thing happens for social services.
“Do you believe that the rich profit proportionally more than the poor of these
services? Common sense says no. A man who has 100,000 francs a year doesn’t
receive a hundred times more from school than another who has only 1,000 francs a
year.” [Ibid., p. 185].

To these critics must be added the recurrent idea in liberal thought that the natural
balance between supply and demand must not be modified. Progressivity, however, prevents
the natural distribution of wealth and modifies the natural order between classes. This point
being constant among the Liberals, we will not develop it.
We therefore see that French liberal economists oppose the progressive income tax
and want a proportional tax. However, this view is not unanimous: indeed, despite the
criticism he makes of it, we will now demonstrate that Colson is opposed to other liberal
economists while still defending the progressive income tax.

II - Despite criticism, Colson defends progressive income tax
Colson's analysis, in the tradition of economist engineers, is closely related to the
context of his time. Thus, the author is aware of social issues, including the social question
and the problem of falling birth rates.

1°) Quick overview of Colson's thought
Clément Colson (1853-1939) is a French economist engineer. He teaches transport
economics and political economy in several French grandes écoles, including the École
Nationale des Ponts et Chaussées from 1892 to 1928. This allows him to publish Transports
et Tarifs, in several editions from 1890 to 1908, and his Cours d’économie politique in several
editions from 1901 to 1933 with seven books in its final version. Colson began his career in
transport economics, where he developed Jules Dupuit's monopoly method of infrastructure
pricing, before studying more general questions. His three main students are François Divisia,
René Roy and Jacques Rueff8.
There is no doubt that Colson is a liberal author. Indeed, throughout his writings he
considers freedom as “the best way to remedy human miseries” [Colson, 1933, p. 155]. While
defending the principle of freedom in general in volumes 1 and 7 of his Cours d’économie
politique as well as in Organisme économique et désordre social, he defends the freedom of
work in Book 2, private property in Book 3 and the freedom of exchange in Book 4. Now,
Claire Silvant explains [2010, p. 30-57] that the French liberals of the second half of the
nineteenth century cannot question three dogmas on pain of being excluded from the Liberal
school: private property, freedom of work and freedom of trade at the national and
international level. We find that he dedicates a volume of his Cours d’économie politique for
each dogma.
Moreover, Colson is considered a liberal author by the economists of his time, whether
by his students - Rueff speaks of “master of liberal thought” [1939, p. 818, cited by Le VanLemesle, 2005, p. 80 and by Zouboulakis, 2000, p. 588], Roy of “determined champion of
liberalism” [1940, p. 197, quoted by Zouboulakis, 2000, p. 588] - or by the other economists
of his time, as this quotation from Emile Macquart shows, commenting on the first volume of
the first edition of Colson's Cours d'économie politique for the Journal des économistes:
“What there is especially to praise in the first part of Mr. Colson's work9 is the sharpness and
frankness of his liberal views” [Macquart, 1901, p. 283, cited by Picory, 1989, p. 694-695].
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Finally, he became a member of the Société d’économie politique de Paris in 1899. He
became vice-president in 1917, then president of 1928 - succeeding Guyot - in 1932, before
becoming honorary president.
Colson's study is very much related to practical issues. This will then cause him to take
into account the problems of his time. This recognition of the practice, characteristic of the
tradition of economics engineers, leads Colson to propose a more important intervention of
the State than other authors. Regarding the theme of the progressive income tax, he will
defend a position clearly distinguishing him from other liberal economists at his time.
Indeed, we now highlight the fact that Colson opposes the majority of liberal
economists, as Picory [1989, p. 699] and Zouboulakis [2000, p. 589] highlight. Although he
criticizes the progressive tax as we have seen, Colson nevertheless argues that it may be
legitimate. The two arguments he gives are:
The ability to pay increases faster than income;
The progressive tax makes it possible to increase the birth rate.
We will see that on each of these points, Colson's developments are very much related to his
analysis of the context.

2°) The ability to pay increases faster than income
Colson begins, like the other authors, with the first Smith rule of a good tax system
according to which each citizen must contribute to the public offices in proportion to his
faculties. He then compares which proportional tax or progressive income tax best meets this
rule.
Colson presents the proportional tax as the most rational but it is difficult to apply it to
small incomes. People whose income is below a certain amount must be exempt. For this, it
can relate to the net income, that is to say by deducting the amount representing the
maintenance costs of the taxpayer and his family10. The problem is that most of the national
income is distributed among small incomes. Deregistering small incomes leads to a decline in
the tax base.
To compensate for the loss due to the reduction of small incomes, the rate for large
incomes must be higher. This system is more in line with the principle of contributing
according to one's abilities because the ability to pay increases faster than income. The
progressive tax is legitimate if it makes each contribute to the common charges according to
his faculties. However, the faculty of contributing is greater on the superfluous than on the
necessary, the progressive tax is therefore legitimate. Colson writes as follows:
“This tax [the progressive tax] is certainly the most consistent with the principle that
everyone must contribute to public burdens in proportion to his faculties, because the
ability to pay increases faster than income: a simply proportional tax is much easier to
bear on the superfluous than on the necessary. [...] It is therefore fair to increase the
percentage, as the taxed income grows; it is the only way of proportioning the tax to
the really available resources.” [Colson, 1920, p. 251].
Colson therefore accepts that the income tax is a personal tax, that is, a tax that taxes capital
or income, taking into account the personal circumstances of the taxpayer. It sets him apart
from other Liberals for whom the tax must be real.
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Colson insists that the progressive income tax should not become a way to level the
fortunes. Colson explains that if he did, he would put the property at a disadvantage and
discourage business and savings. Taking the rich stops production, this has more negative
effects than benefits.
He therefore thinks that none of these systems can be justified in relation to another.
Both have advantages and disadvantages. Moreover, it is not possible to collect with a single
mode of taxation the sums needed to provide public services [Colson, 1912, p. 284; 1920, p.
247, 251; 1933, p. 92]. We see that for Colson the progressive tax can be justified as much as
the proportional tax. Funding public services is important for the public servant. Thus, as
Gerard Klotz writes, Colson supports the “solidarity tax” - also called the principle of “ability
to pay” - in the sense that the tax makes it possible to ensure national solidarity. According to
this principle, a society forms a whole whose elements are interrelated. If one of the elements
shows a weakness, the whole is weakened, it is thus necessary that the most fortunate
taxpayers pay the most taxes to finance the public goods consumed by all. This design entails
a personalized tax based on the individual's resources and burdens. The following quote
summarizes the author's thinking on this aspect:
“By paying for it, each of us makes an act of solidarity with all his fellow citizens in
the present, since he contributes to the running of the services which interest them all,
without being able to know to what extent each benefits from it; of solidarity also with
the generations that preceded it, since a significant part of public expenditure is the
consequence of their misfortunes, sometimes of their follies.” [Colson, 1920, p. 241,
cited by Klotz, 1980, p. 88].
We believe that this attitude of Colson is related to the context of the early twentieth
century. Liberal economists are very concerned about the possible questioning of the Liberal
order. Indeed, after a rise of socialist ideas from the 1840s, liberals also worry, from the
Second Empire, the rise of interventionist ideas [Silvant, 2010, p. 32-33]. We think this
concern becomes even more important at the end of the 19th century. Indeed, while the
nineteenth century had only a theoretical development of socialism, the end of the century is
marked by a rise in interventionism and socialists beginning to represent a political force.
Indeed, it is worth noting a return to protectionism from the 1890s. The United States
introduced the McKinley tariff in 1890, customs duties amounted to 49.5%. This tariff is
followed in France by a questioning of the free trade treaty signed between France and Great
Britain in 1860. On January 11, 1892, the law Meline is voted, it is adopted a customs tariff
protectionist with a double tariff: there is a maximum rate in the general case and a minimum
rate for the States that grant France customs benefits11. This is the end of free trade
established by the Treaty of 1860.
In addition, the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) was created in 1895, it includes:
The Federation Nationale des Syndicats, created in 1886 following the
Waldeck Rousseau Act authorizing the creation of unions. This federation is
inspired by the ideas of the socialist Jules Guesde - who contributes to
develop the ideas of Marx in France;
the Fédération des Bourses de Travail, created in 1892, whose revolutionary
syndicalist and socialist Fernand Pelloutier is at the head.
Finally, the Section Française de l’Internationale Socialiste (SFIO) was created in 1905. This
political party then gathered the different socialist currents into one party. With universal
male suffrage and the weight of the workers, a socialist government could be put in place.
Subsequently, anxiety increased with the Russian revolution of 1917.
11
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The French liberals publish works criticizing socialism with sometimes very evocative
titles: we can cite, for example, La tyrannie socialiste of Guyot [1893] or Contre le socialisme
of Leon Say [1896]. Several sessions of the Société d’économie politique are devoted to
socialism, as in April 1896 where the theme of the session is "From the struggle against
socialism" [SEP, April 1896]. The critique of socialism is also found in all the Courts and
Treaties published by the various liberal authors, notably Colson. The main idea developed by
liberals against socialism is the absence of “the essential stimulus of individual interest”
[Colson, 1924, p. 174] brought about by the system of limited property defended by the
different socialist currents [Klotz, 1980, p. 96; Silvant, 2010, p. 35], even though the criticism
sometimes focuses more on form than on substance, with expressions such as “socialist
utopias” [Colson, 1927, p. 217; 1931, p. 87, 92] or “regression to earlier and lower types of
civilization” [Guyot, 1893, p. 35]. Authors like Guyot think that one should not “open the
door lest they break it” [Guyot, 1896, p. III] to the Socialists, that is to say that no concessions
- such as income tax - should be granted to them.
Colson takes an opposite attitude. It proposes to take into account certain aspects of
the working-class condition. We have shown, by studying his analysis of social insurance [De
Paoli, 2018a] and assistance [De Paoli, 2017, p. 217-225], that he could be considered as a
liberal giving a place to the State more important than other authors of his time and that he
proposed practical solutions to the politicians to take into account the misery of the workers
while preserving the liberal order in place. The same thing happens with respect to the income
tax. By charging a little more to those who have the capacity, workers realize that their misery
is taken into account by governments. Colson hopes that in this way they will turn away from
socialism. The liberal order in place would not be threatened. It is therefore this consideration
of context and practice that leads him to position himself in favour of the progressive tax. In
addition, this tax makes it possible to answer another problem of the time, the decline of the
birth rate.

3°) The progressive tax allows to increase the birth rate
Since the 1860s, French economists have been worried about the stagnation of the
population [Breton and Klotz, 2006, p. 341-343]. Several members of the Société d’économie
politique publish books on the subject and debates are taking place on this subject. Colson is
also very marked by this question, he also publishes an article in La Revue des deux mondes
whose title is evocative of the importance he gives to it: "The task of tomorrow - The
population" [Colson, 1915]. Not only is the population stagnating, but it is also growing more
slowly than other European countries, especially Germany. Thus, in addition to the negative
effects from an economic point of view, economists are worried at the end of the century
about the balance of power in case of war with the country. Indeed, since the defeat in 1870,
there is the idea of revenge against Germany. However, the origin of this stagnation is known,
it comes from a decline in the birth rate.
Colson's second idea for progressive taxation is to say that he can encourage families
to have more children. He explains that tax laws should not limit birth rates. Each person must
contribute to the expenses of the State in proportion to his means. However, the ability to pay
is less important when the family is larger. To calculate taxable income, the State must take
into account the number of children. The tax law, with the income tax granting reductions of
expenses to large families, is therefore fair and favourable to the development of the birth
rate.

Colson thinks [1916, p. 481; 1917, p. 78] that the application of this measure alone is
not enough to increase the birth rate, but it would make it clear that “to be considered as a
good citizen, it is necessary to prepare continuators for French culture [...], that anyone
compromises the future of the race is a criminal.” [Colson, 1917, p. 78].
Again, we think that Colson's developments are very inspired by the context of his
time. The birth rate being too low, the State can intervene to encourage individuals to have
more children. The author is not content with the income tax. It proposes to take into account
the number of children in the progression of inheritance tax and even to abolish any tax
reduction for persons with less than two children, to allocate assistance only to families with
several children and to reduce the length of stay in the army for fathers with at least two
children [Colson, 1915, p. 846-862].
This attitude can also be seen as an attempt to make liberalism and marginalism
compatible. Many studies show that at the end of the 19th century, the French Liberal School
fell back on itself. Its members thought that the political economy had reached a certain
degree of completion and many were not professional economists. The Liberals “were
sufficiently satisfied with their doctrine to spend most of their time on dissemination rather
than on perfecting it” [Etner, 1987, p. 105]. They were interested only in practical issues,
leaving out the theoretical novelties, especially those from abroad. In 1887, Charles Gide
created the Revue d’économie politique not to put the teaching of political economy under the
influence of the liberals and to focus on analyzes developed outside France. The liberals then
accuse the magazine of being the organ of the German historical school. Liberal ideas
continue to dominate the political economy despite the decline of the School until the First
World War [Breton, 1998, p. 414-421; Etner, 1987, p. 106; 1989, p. 105-123], thus preventing
new theories using mathematics from England and Austria from spreading in France. We
have shown that Colson is one of the first authors to teach in France the use of mathematics in
economics [De Paoli, 2018b]. As Richard Arena points out, there is also a “reconciliation of
the inductive method of the liberal current with the deductive method of the marginalist
current” [in Arena et al., 1991, p. 31]. Indeed, liberalism is associated with a form of social
conservatism, in addition to the three dogmas that it is private property, freedom of work and
freedom of trade, conservative concerns are defended with respect for traditions, authority,
security. Marginalism, meanwhile, is associated with tools rooted in methodological
individualism. Colson offers solutions to encourage every person to have more children, while
defending the traditional value of the family.

Conclusion
We have therefore found that Colson is opposed to the majority of French liberal
economists by defending the progressive income tax. This makes him a special case among
French liberals. While most liberals defend a tax-price and a real tax, the author here defends
the system of the ability to pay and a personal tax. He relies, as do other liberal economists,
on Smith's first maxim, that people must pay taxes in proportion to their faculty, but that
economists opposed to progression insist on the word "proportion". Colson insists on the
word "faculties". His defense of progressive taxation is based on practice, in the tradition of
economics engineers. In fact, he points out that the richest classes have resources that allow
them to buy the superfluous, while the poorest classes can only obtain what is needed. In this
way, by taxing a little more those who can, workers will see that their misery is taken into
account by the State and will not turn to socialism. Likewise, he thinks that by making people

with no children pay more taxes, citizens will understand that we need to increase the number
of children, which will help to make the birth rate go up again.
Colson's proposals can also be seen as an attempt to make marginalist tools compatible
with the social conservatism associated with liberalism. In fact, to defend the traditional value
of the family, the economist engineer proposes to encourage each individual to have more
children. It is therefore not surprising that in the 1950s, Divisia and Roy were considered two
of the three main continuators of the Marginalist School in France with the economist
engineer Maurice Allais [Arena, 2000, p. 971, 974-976, 998]. Knowing that both of them
were trained by Colson, we should consider a study to see more precisely what is the
influence of their master on this point.
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