
ISSN: 2276-8157   http://www.irdionline.com/catr_article.html
  

173 
 

 International Journal of Social Science and Sustainable Development, Volume 5, Number 1, 2015 
 

A REVIEW OF THE CAPITALIST PERSPECTIVE ON LAND AND ITS RESOURCES 
 

Adamu, Sani Jauro 
Department of Geography 

Gombe State University, Tudun Wada Gombe, Gombe State, Nigeria. 
 

ABSTRACT 
Land is viewed by many as a vast family on which few are living, many are dead and 
countless others are still yet unborn. Land resources provide the basis for more than 
95% of human food supplies, clothing, and other needs such as wood, fuel and 
construction. The development of the industrial age have substituted coal, oil, and 
other minerals for fuel, construction and fibre needs, but have in no way removed the 
basic dependency of society upon the renewable resources of the land. This paper seek 
to review the capitalist perspective on land and its resources. It discovered that 
individuals and firms own most of the resources not government as expected, and the 
free market price mechanism limits consumption of land resources to only people that 
can afford to pay the price. This review recommends that individuals and firms should 
continue to own part of the land resources in order to encourage some of the 
investment, innovation, exchange, maintenance of properties and economy, while the 
resources that are very sensitive should be owned by the government. It also 
recommends that government must come in to discourage free market price 
mechanism and establish laws that will be regulating prices of commodities and check 
the excesses of the capitalist type of economy. 
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INRODUCTION 
Land as a whole comprises the soil, water, air and other natural resources tied to the earth surface. It 
provides us with the living space, the primary products that support our material needs and the opportunities 
and satisfactions dear to our ways of life (Barlowe, 1986). Begg Fischer and Dornbusch (2003) defines Land 
as an immovable factor of production that nature supplies, it is seen as a fixed asset in supply and its 
quantity is largely unaffected by economic decisions. 
Barlowe (1986) further added that land is viewed by Economists as intangible wealth of the economy, and 
for long centuries frequent wars were fought for possession of land and the average men and women 
everywhere live in close association with the fields, forest and fishing grounds that supplied their 
sustenance. Rights held in land often determine ones economic, social and political status. Hunger for land 
and its ownership still color the aspirations and thinking of millions of people (Barlowe, 1986). 
American Heritage Dictionary 2010 states that capitalism as an economic system in which the means of 
production and distribution are privately or corporately owned and development is proportionate to the 
accumulation and reinvestment of profit gained in a free market. Mc Connell and Bruce (2005) identified a 
capitalist as a person who supports capitalism, and or also owns or controls a lot of wealth and uses it to 
produce more wealth. Capitalism is also referred to as the free enterprise economy or market system because 
of the private ownership of resources (usually Land and Capital) and the use of market and prices to 
coordinate and direct economic activities (Jhinghan, 2008). Lipsey and Chrystal (2006), added that the 
capitalist system became prominent during the industrial revolution in England between 1750 and 1850 after 
the collapse of the feudalist system in which land was vested in the hands of the Lords, from England and 
spreads to other parts of Europe. 
 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Lack of uniformity in laws governing the operation of the capitalist Economic system across the world, 
active but limited government involvement in the capitalist Economic system, the conversion of land and its 
resources into speculative commodities even in rural areas, and the consequent pressure on land and its 
resources by the capitalist to exploit all the resources at their disposal in an effort to maximize their profit. 
This necessitated a review of the capitalist perspective on land and its resources in order to identify its 
weakness and proper suitable recommendation to that effect. 
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THE CAPITALIST CONCEPT OF LAND 
The basic Economic philosophy of a capitalist is best expressed by Adam  Smith (1976) who said in his 
book; The Wealth Of Nations that “every individual is continually exerting himself to find out the 
advantageous employment of whatever capital he can command, every individual endeavors to employ his 
capital so that its product may have the greatest possible value. 
According to Ekundare (2005), the fundamental view of capitalism on land resources as regards to 
ownership, use and control can be summarized into: 

i- The right of an individual to own land as a factor of production. 
ii- The right to organize and employ land as a factor of production for profit motive. 
iii- To exercise these rights within the constraints of economic activities such as public monopoly and 

legislation imposed by law. 
 
The Right of an Individual to Own Land 
In the capitalist system, individuals and firms own most of the resources including Land, not the government 
(Mc Connell and Bruce, 2005). Begg Fischer and Dornbusch (2003), further said that it was this extensive 
private ownership that gives capitalism its name. This right to private property, coupled with the freedom to 
negotiate binding legal contracts, enables individuals and business men to obtain, use and dispose of 
property resources as they deem fit. David and Jean (2000) further added that the right to bequeath i.e. the 
right of property owner to designate who will receive their property when they die and sustain their 
institution of private property. Capitalists therefore sees land as property that can be owned, transferred, 
inherited, sold or speculated (David and Jean, 2000). 
 
The Right to Organize and Employ Land as a Factor of Production 
Grossman (1999) opined that private owner’s objective is to earn a handsome profit from the use of 
productive assets. This is obvious and the profit motive coupled with the institution of inheritance and 
bolstered by the Law of Contract is the great engine of capitalism, indeed the greatest source of economic 
drive in all history to date (Grossman, 1999). 
Mc Connell and Bruce (2005) added that in the capitalist system each participant acts in his or her own self-
interest, each individual or business seeks to maximize its satisfaction or profit through its own decision 
regarding consumption or production. The result is competition among independently acting buyers and 
sellers of products and services, therefore the capitalist sees Land as a factor of production on which they 
build their industry to yield income and measure the wealth of individuals. 
 
Exercising These Rights within the Constraints of the Law 
According to Lipsey and Chrystal (2006) the final characteristics of the market system as evidenced in 
modern economics is active but limited government involvement. The government provides the legal 
framework for and the services needed for the capitalist system to operate effectively. This legal framework 
sets the legal status of business enterprises, ensures the right to private ownership and allows the making and 
enforcements of contract. Ekundare (2005) added that discreet units of government referee economic 
relationships seek out foul play and impose penalties. 
Mc Connell and Bruce (2005) stated that by supplying a medium of exchange, ensuring product quality, 
defining ownership rights and enforcing contract, the government increases the volume of safety of 
exchange. This widens the market and fosters greater specialization in the use of property; such 
specialization promotes a more efficient allocation of resources. 
Begg Fischer and Dornbusch (2003) argued that it often thought that the ideology of early capitalism was 
typically that of “Laissez faire” which means no interference in economic activities by government. But this 
is not correct even in Britain the most advanced capitalist country because in England like most other 
countries in Europe the prevailing doctrine in the second half of the 19th century was Mercantilism. The 
doctrine is that the state has the right and duty to both regulate and protect private enterprise regarded as an 
instrument for the state greater power and glory. 
Jhinghan (2008) added that even during the heydays of individualistic capitalism in the United States 
(between the Civil war and great depression) the dominant ideology was that of not pure but “modified 
Laissez Faire”, one which on one hand a  diluted free competition with tariff protection and large federal 
subsidies for rail road construction and on the other hand increasing accepted government regulations of  
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public utilities. Balchin, David and Chen (2000) added further that in Germany, France, Russia and Japan – 
all relative late comers to capitalism and industrialization, Laissez faire was regarded as luxury that only the 
most advanced capitalist countries could afford. In this countries under the impact of nationalist sentiments 
active government protection and promotion of domestic private (and sometimes state owned) industry was 
readily accepted and sought in the decades before the First World War. 
Udu (2003) therefore concluded that capitalism is gradually changing from a free economy towards one that 
is increasingly regulated by the state. 
 
Types of Land Use in a Capitalist Society 
Udu (1990) identified two main types of land use in a capitalist society as commercial agriculture land use 
and private industrial land use. The commercial agricultural land use is in the form of large farm ownership 
while the private industrial land uses are in the form of industrial, residential and commercial structures 
owned by individuals and private organizations. 
 
LAND CAPITALIZATION IN NIGERIA 
According to Udo (1990), in Nigeria private ownership of land started with the arrival of the whites which 
lead to the capitalization of land. Communal land immediately after independence was converted into 
speculative commodity even in the rural areas; rich people bought much of the arable land leading to the 
commercialization of land. 
Udo (1990) further stated that in post-colonial Nigeria, efforts have been made by different government 
towards Nationalization of land for example, the Yakubu Gowon’s indigenization Decree (1972) and the 
General Olusegun Obasanjo’s Land Use Decree of 1978 which include the allocation and distribution of 
land. However this mode of plot allocation has been subjected to abuse with reported cases of delays, 
bribery and corruption etc. By and large, land in Nigeria today, for whatever purpose has become a privilege 
rather than a right, thus an exclusive reserve of the favored elites. 
 
Advantages of the Capitalist View of Land and its Resources 
The capitalist system of dealing with lands has the following advantages: 
Mc Connell and Bruce (2005) identified that individual or private property rights encourage investment, 
innovation, exchange, maintenance of property and economic growth. In fact the title to the deed of a cattle 
ranch for instance assures the buyer that the seller is the legitimate owner. 
Balchin, David and Chen (2000) opined that the freedom of enterprise and choice enables entrepreneur to 
obtain, use and dispose land as they deem fit. Begg (2003) added that the element of self interest in the 
capitalist system is a motivating force of all choices as each economic unit tries to do what is best for itself. 
They try to maximize profit or minimize loss. Property owners try to get the highest price for the sale or rent 
of their resources. 
Gill R.T (2003) concluded that capitalism brought about the remarkable advances in productivity and 
material wellbeing in the course of the 19th and 20th century. 
 
Weakness of the Capitalist Perspective on Land and its Resources 
The weaknesses are as Follows: 

 Private individuals and firms own most of the resources not government. 
 The rights of property owners to designate who will inherit their property when they die. 
 In the capitalist system each participant acts in his or her own interest, and each of them seeks to 

maximize his profit. 
 The ideology of some capitalist is that of Laissez faire (which means no interference in the 

economic activities by government). 
 Free market price mechanism limits consumption of land resources to only people that can afford to 

pay the price. 
 It establishes prices which are too high and unrelated to the effort of the entrepreneur and therefore 

constitute an element of exploitation on the consumers. 
 It causes fragmentation of urban lands among very many owners with the result that it may be 

difficult to assemble a sufficient large unit of land for other economic project. 
 



ISSN: 2276-8157   http://www.irdionline.com/catr_article.html
  

176 
 

A Review of the Capitalist Perspective on Land and its Resources 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
i.  Private individuals and firms should continue to own some of the resources in order to encourage 

investment, innovation, exchange, maintenance of property and economic growth while the resources 
that are very sensitive should be owned by the government. 

ii.   Participants should be encouraged to continue to act on their own and each of them should continue to 
maximize their profit, but government must come in to discourage the free market price mechanism and 
establish laws that would  be regulating prices of commodities and check the excesses of the capitalist 
type of economy. 

iii.  The government should put in place legislation to prohibit fragmentation of urban and rural    land, and 
conversion of land and its resources into speculative commodities. 

iv. Government should also put in place legislation that would prohibit property owners from    designating 
who will inherit their property when they die. 

 
CONCLUSION 
Having identified the weaknesses of the Capitalist perspective on Land and its resources and the 
recommendations drawn thereof it would therefore go a long way in making the Capitalist system the best 
economy among others. More so, it is a system that encourages hard work, innovation, maintenance of 
property and economic growth thus making it acceptable by many countries across the globe (world).  
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