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Abstract

Based on the economics of Joseph Schumpeter, National Innovation Systems have
since the early 1990’s emerged as a holistic and socioculturally embedded alternative
approach to explaining economic growth. The idea that systemic relationships exist between
different sectors of the economy that influence the production and implementation of new
knowledge, and thus economic development is, however, much older than current research
indicates. We will argue the Neapolitan mercantilist Antonio Serra coherently presented the
kernel of a national innovation system already in his 1613 Breve trattato, including two of its
key elements increasing returns and synergies. The problems of establishing the institutions
conducive to economic growth faced by mercantilists at the end of the Renaissance are shared
today by policy-makers in the developing world, and it can therefore prove to be fruitful, if
not necessary, to explore the historical roots of this early innovation system approach. Indeed,
Serra’s work has been brought back to light on several occasions in the past centuries, each
time as a source of guidance in an era of economic turmoil: first on the eve of Italian
unification, then at the dawn of German industrialization. Following the failure of the Cancun
meetings in 2003 to reach a trade agreement between North and South, such turmoil is over us
again as it becomes increasingly clear that the reigning economic dogma has failed to deliver
on its political promises. We argue that, in the economic profession’s inevitable search for

new means and methods, Serra’s message is again relevant.

Introduction — Mercantilism as a National System of Innovation

It has frequently been noted that static, barter-centred mainstream economics, as a

collection of theoretical variants orbiting the neoclassical paradigm, is presently under siege



by a wider, more dynamic and socially embedded alternative that focuses on production and
innovation as mechanisms of economic growth (Broda 1996: 235; Magnusson and Ottosson
1997: 1-9; North 2001: 491). As a subset of the neo-Schumpeterian alternative, the innovation
system approach—broadly conceived as the existence of institutional synergies fuelling
innovative activity and economic growth—has become widely diffused in the past few years,
recently, with the Globelics network meeting in Rio de Janeiro late 2003, also entering
seriously into the discourse on Third World development. With its insistence on the social and
institutional embeddedness of the learning economy (Lundvall 1992; Ernst and Lundvall
2004), it seems to appeal to the dissatisfied without alienating representatives of orthodoxy.
Since Christopher Freeman and later Bengt-Ake Lundvall’s (Lundvall 1992) and Richard
Nelson’s (Nelson 1993) rendering of the concept of National Innovation Systems in the early
nineties this methodology has gradually been integrated into the policies of the OECD, the
European Commission, and UNCTAD (Lundvall et al. 2002: 214). One of the greatest
challenges facing the theory today, however, is that much of the work done on national
systems of innovation is post facto, in the sense that most research is done on systems that are
already mature, already diversified and successful (Lundvall et al. 2002: 226). Theories and
concepts that work wonders in countries with an industrial tradition dating back centuries,
may, however, become much less productive—if not downright destructive—in the context of
developing countries unless filtered through a historical lens. Identifying the necessary
conditions for the successful implementation of innovation systems in impoverished nations is
a project distinct from understanding how to stimulate long-industrialized economies.

It is therefore important to focus not only on the present and future of mature national
innovation systems, but also on their past; to identify the mandatory passage points inherent to
this approach and their historical origins in terms of both theory and practice. What, in other

words, did theorists in the industrialized world write about national systems of innovation as



such phenomena could first be observed? The history of national innovation systems has
already been traced back to the work of Friedrich List (Lundvall 1992: 16; Freeman and Soete
1997: 295-299), but its intellectual roots reach much deeper into the history of economic
thought. It is clear that List [1789-1846] and Wilhelm Roscher [1817-1894], the person who
put increasing returns back in the economists’ toolbox, both relied on a much older tradition
of political economy for many of the more synergistic aspects of their theories. Both List and
Roscher quoted and referred to a certain Antonio Serra, a Neapolitan Mercantilist whom
Schumpeter claims was “the first to compose a scientific treatise... on Economic Principles
and Policy” (Schumpeter 1954: 195), as an authority when arguing that Germany should
follow England’s path to industrialization (List 1841; Roscher 1881: 191). The purpose of this
paper is to outline Antonio Serra’s theory of uneven economic development in the context of
a national innovation systems approach to shed light on current policy concerns in the
developing world. This also means putting Serra’s theory in its own historical context.

Serra’s work belongs to the Mercantilist tradition of economic literature. ‘“Mercantilist’
is a term commonly used today to cover all economic theory and practice between the
Scholastics and Adam Smith [1723-1790], and is—in modern textbooks—a decidedly
derogatory term describing “bad economists” who, if one were to take the verdict of
mainstream economics seriously, confused the hoarding of gold with the augmentation of
national wealth: the so-called Midas Fallacy (Perrotta 1991).* When Adam Smith wrote his
Wealth of Nations in 1776, however, modern nation states had been created, the Renaissance
and Enlightenment had brought their huge innovations and inventions, the institutions of
modern capitalism had gradually been established, and the first Industrial Revolution was in
full swing. From the perspective of modern textbooks, then, all this was believed to have been

created by “bad” economists pursing “bad policies,” bullionist economists who had

! The Midas Fallacy is in fact part of a collective delusion shared by many that, in the words of Foucault,
economics “sprang up in Western thought, fully armed and already full of danger, at the time of Ricardo and J-B.
Say” (Foucault 2002: 181).



supposedly made the fundamental mistake of confusing gold with real wealth. In reality
Mercantilism, while in many ways a theoretical hydra (Magnusson 1999), provided the
theoretical impetus for the creation of the early modern state, and in many cases presented the
same systemic rendering of the economy as our contemporary innovation system approach.
Many institutions that can be taken for granted in the industrialized world today, however,
had to be constructed from scratch in the 1500°s to 1700’s. The developing world, lacking
these institutions, thus faces many of the same challenges that Europe had to overcome in the
early modern period. It is noteworthy that the important theoretical work tended not to come
from the leading nations, like Venice or the Dutch Republic. Theory seems to have originated
in the attempts of people in the periphery, Naples in Serra’s case, to understand and copy the
fortuitous conditions that caused the wealth of some cities, and the urban, maritime and
manufacturing bias of this wealth accumulation. An even earlier theory to the same effect, but
with much less analytical acumen is found in France during the late 1500°s (Laffemas 1597).
Only those intimately familiar with the historiography of economic analysis will know
that Antonio Serra was involved in a debate very similar to that separates economists also
today. Where his rival Marc’ Antonio de Santis, to whose work Serra’s Breve trattato was a
response, sought to improve the Neapolitan economy manipulating monetary and fiscal
variables, Serra insisted that the unfavourable monetary and fiscal situation of Naples merely
reflected underlying factors in the real economy, factors that could be influenced and
developed through governmental interventions in the real, as opposed to the monetary,
economy. These two conflicting ways of structuring the economic sphere—one focusing on
monetary variables and the other on knowledge and production—came into conflict across
Europe in the early seventeenth century, the most polemical expressions of this debate
occurring within a few years of each other in London and Naples. The similarities between

these two disputations have been pointed out in passing several times in twentieth century, but



the Neapolitan version of the conflict has received much less scholarly attention (Seligman
1920: ix, Schumpeter 1954: 355; Rosselli 2000). This pan-European phenomenon thus found
its most renowned manifestation in the English mercantilist debates between Edward
Misselden [1608?7-1654] and Gerard de Malynes [1586-1641] in the early 1620°s (Misselden
1622 & 1623, Malynes 1622), even though the analytically much superior equivalent
unfolded in Naples a decade earlier. The theoretical contributions of Antonio Serra [fl. 1613]
and Marc’Antonio de Santis [fl. 1605], arguing the relative positions of Misselden and
Malynes respectively, have seldom been discussed at any length, and Serra’s Breve trattato,
while often mentioned in passing in historical surveys of economic thought, thus remains
largely unanalyzed in the historiography of economics.

Historically, it is interesting to note that economists who have resurrected Serra
consciously have taken an interventionist stance in the methodological debate, arguing that
the necessary institutional preconditions for economic growth could only be implemented by
a strong state (Custodi 1803: xvii; List 1841). Innovation system theorists today often call for
many of the same things (Ernst and Lundvall 2004), but mercantilism in general and Serra in
particular have not yet been re-evaluated in terms of this alternative, broader, more nuanced
conception of the interface between state and economy. We will argue that Serra’s theories
remain relevant for the innovation system approach, particularly as regards key factors that
get the virtuous circles of economic development started. Serra was, in particular, the first
economist to systematically introduce two mechanisms that are at the core of the process of

economic development: increasing returns and cumulative causations.

Antonio Serra and his Historical Context.

Very few facts concerning Antonio Serra and his life are available to us, but enough is

left to make a rough sketch of the life and times of this unfortunate and sometimes maligned



economist. Antonio Serra was a doctor of law imprisoned, possibly on charges of
counterfeiting, by the Spanish Viceroyalty of Naples during the monetary crisis and economic
depression that marked the birth of the seventeenth century (Custodi 1803; Schefold 1994;
Granata 1998). The economic crisis was not a localized phenomenon, but rather the reflection
of a deeper, multilateral reconstruction of the European social and economic spheres (Gould
1955: 121-133; Wallerstein 1979; Kindleberger 1991: 149-175). The age of exploration had
made many institutions antiquated, and the center of commercial gravity in Europe shifted
slowly from south to north as traders and explorers commercialized the Baltic and Atlantic
seaways (Schmoller 1967; Hinton 1959: 12-24; Finkelstein 2000). The counterreformation
only contributed to the economic decay in the Italian peninsula (Reinert & Daastal 1997).
Based on these changes, it is not surprising that the various sciences experienced a
concomitant revolution in reaction to an expanding world in flux (Ryan 1981: 519-538;
Bouwsma 2000: 67-85).

We shall indeed argue that a necessary precondition for what Foucault named the
‘epistemologization of economics’, the birth of economics as a science, was the formation of
the possibility of progress, of a never-ending frontier of increasing knowledge and increasing
wealth. Whereas economics had existed in practice for millennia, it only emerged in coherent
theory following the “general intellectual ferment” resulting from the cosmological revolution
at the end of the sixteenth century (Kuhn 1957: 1-7). This new conception of an infinitely
expanding cosmos in flux (e.g., in Bruno 1584) was, one could argue, the dynamic
precondition for the mercantilist reinterpretation of the economic sphere: economic activities
suddenly were empowered with the ability to propagate wealth on an aggregate level.
Whereas Aristotle and the Scholastics resisted economic initiatives on the grounds that they
inevitably exacerbated social inequality through diverging incomes (Finkelstein 2000: 89), the

mercantilists realized the economy could be directed towards increasing the material welfare



of the entire population: enlightened statecraft could increase the common good. Mercantilist
literature can thus not be properly understood without reference to their cosmological context:
the understanding of an expanding cosmos brought an end to the economy as a zero-sum
game. Both cosmos and the economy ceased being static and incapable of growth. At the
same time a religious reinterpretation meant that innovation was no longer a term of heresy.
In 1278 Roger Bacon was arrested in Oxford for “suspicious innovations,” when Francis
Bacon wrote his Essay on Innovation around 1605 innovation was something to be actively
sought for in order to improve the lot of mankind (Reinert and Daastal 1997). The zero-sum
game Weltanschauung slowly disappeared and the learning economy was born.

The overriding economic question of Serra’s day was why all the gold and silver that
flowed into Spain from the Americas rapidly flowed out of an increasingly impoverished
Spain and ended up creating unprecedented wealth elsewhere, particularly in Venice and in
the Dutch Republic. To Serra the explanation of this phenomenon was to be found in the
study of the real economy, not in the study of monetary phenomena. To him, the key to this
mystery was that different economic sectors were subject to different economic laws;
manufacturing was subject to increasing returns as production expanded, and agriculture was
not. Serra explained the underlying causes in the Realokonomie that determined the flow of
gold in and out of nations. To Serra, a deficit of gold was but a symptom of other ills that
could only be explained in the realm of production. As Schumpeter says about Serra’s work:
“Essentially the treatise is about the factors on which depend the abundance not of money but
of commodities—natural resources, quality of the people, the development of industry and
trade, the efficiency of government—the implication being that if the economic process as a
whole functions properly, the monetary element will take care of itself and not require any
specific therapy” an argument recently revived by Alessandro Roncaglia’s excellent survey of

the history of economic thought (Schumpeter 1954: p 195; Roncaglia 2001: 52).



As part of this epistemic shift of the late Renaissance, Antonio Serra sought to uncover
the mechanisms of economic growth, and, in doing so, produced the earliest known
systematic treatise on political economy. Serra’s theories can only be described as avant-
garde; his insights are in many ways both valid and neglected even today, and may indeed
help explain the mechanisms of uneven economic development: why some countries become
richer while others become poorer in an era of globalization. Serra was the first economist to
explore and establish the rules and principles governing economic expansion, and by
observing and categorizing his material surroundings, Serra was able to illuminate the root
causes of national wealth creation in terms of the synergies between different sectors of the
economy. He was, in other words, not only the creator of the first model in the history of
economic thought, he also created a theory of uneven growth and was the first exponent of

what we today call a national system of innovation.

Antonio Serra in the Historiography of Economic Analysis

Serra’s Breve trattato, while certainly being one of the more impressive analytical
achievements in the history of economic thought, especially given the circumstances of its
writing, was not well received by his contemporaries. After presenting his work in an
audience with the Spanish Viceroy in Naples, Serra was ridiculed and thrown back into jail
where, as far as we know, he ended his days (Anonymous 1846: 520). The Kingdom of
Naples continued to treat the symptoms of the outflow of gold and silver rather than its
causes, and for a long period joined the rest of Italy in the periphery of the world system.
After this, Serra and his work remained shrouded in darkness for more than a century. It was
seemingly a pure coincidence that the Tuscan mathematician Bartolomeo Intieri [1678-1757]
rediscovered the Breve trattato while stationed as administrator of the Medici estates in

Naples in the middle of the eighteenth century. Intieri is best remembered for having founded



the chair of political economy at the University of Naples, the first of its kind anywhere
outside Germany and Sweden/Finland. The chair of political economy was given to the
influential economist Antonio Genovesi? in 1754 and Intieri gave him the only known copy of
Serra’s Breve trattato as an inaugural gift. Genovesi later donated this book to Ferdinando
Galiani, the ardent anti-physiocrat, who was the first author to write on Serra. Galiani gave
the book to his student and fellow economist Giuseppe Palmieri [1721-1793], who gave it to
the Neapolitan nationalist Francesco Salfi, a friend of Baron Pietro Custodi (Custodi 1803:
xxviii). Custodi honored Serra’s memory by including it as the first tract in his 50-volume
collection of pre-nineteenth century Italian economic thought (Custodi 1803: xxviii; Ziersch
1905: 29). It is through this 1803 edition that Friedrich List and Wilhelm Roscher were so
heavily influenced by Serra’s work. The single known copy of the Breve trattato at the time
thus passed, like a “proverbial lamp of life and learning”— a “lampada di vita”—through the
hands of the greatest Italian economists of the time (Croce 1970: 151).3

This first known copy of Serra’s tract was finally donated to the Biblioteca
Ambrosiana in Milan, and eight more copies of the original seem to have been discovered.
Several editions have appeared in Italian, but apart from a translation of a few pages in Arthur
Eli Monroe’s 1930 Early Economic Thought (Monroe 1930), the Breve trattato has not been
available for an international audience. 390 years after its first publication, however, this
might be in the process of change. The first complete translation of Serra’s 1613 treatise, into
Portuguese, was published in Curitiba, Brazil in 2002 (Serra 2002). It was predated by an
article in a Brazilian student journal, Oikos (Padula 2002), and, given the pertinence of its
message, one can hope that a critical mass of interest for Serra’s work soon will be reached

and an English translation published.

2 A few years later, Genovesi’s brother Pietro translated the 1695 work of John Cary, a Bristol merchant, on the
trade of England into three Italian volumes. Cary was the English mercantilist who most strongly emphasised the
role of technological change in economic growth.

® If one accepts Schumpeter’s verdict of the standing of Italian political economy at the time, this means that
these men were also the world’s greatest economists during this period (Schumpeter 1954: 176-177).
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In addition to the translation problem the full title of Serra’s work, A Brief Treatise on
the Causes that can make Gold and Silver plentiful in Kingdoms where there are no Mines,
has been an obstacle to Serra’s recognition in the historiography of economics (Perrotta 1988:
12-13). Judging from the title alone, the treatise may mistakenly be seen as an example of the
Midas Fallacy of the stereotypical mercantilist, i.e. the above mentioned idea, born in Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations, that mercantilists confused wealth with gold. Friedrich List indeed
accuses Jean Baptiste Say [1767-1832] and John R. McCulloch [1789-1864] of judging Serra
only on the basis of the title of his work (List 1841: 456, 460), and the same could be said for
Lionel Robbins in the twentieth century (Robbins 1998: 49). While it is true that the title of
Serra’s work seems indicative of a bullionist orientation, we will argue that this may be
explained in light of Serra’s broader attempt to ingratiate himself with the Spanish viceroy.

The Breve trattato did, however, have many messages, and the work has thus led
parallel, yet intertwined lives. The colonial context of its writing, as well as the unhappy fate
of Serra himself, made him an icon of patriotism for Neapolitan writers prior to the Italian
Unification. Francesco Salfi’s 1802 eulogy for Antonio Serra, while appearing in the
bibliographies of most scholarship pertaining to Serra, must be read in this light. It is a
lengthy, pathos-filled ode to Italian genius under Spanish oppression, and much like Serra
himself, it is deeply embedded in the context of its writing. Salfi wrote approvingly of Pietro
Verri, Cesare Beccaria, and the entire pre-Risorgimento movement of Italian economic
nationalism. Being part of the cenacle of intellectual forerunners of those who redefined the
concept of italianita on the eve of unification, Salfi himself proposed an Italian federation
already in 1821 (Salfi 1997: 145; Arpaia 2002: 192-214). His use of the Breve trattato
betrays a nationalist agenda by its emphasis on the italianita of Serra’s achievements, and
there are few efforts to approach the Breve trattato from angles of analysis or history. Again,

however, Serra’s treatise is also of interest for the history of national innovation systems. The
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colonial legacy of the Third World remains one of the most insurmountable obstacles facing
development economics. Serra’s Breve trattato, written when Naples was a Spanish
Viceroyalty, faced the very same obstacle and points to a way out. Serra’s way out is
essentially the same that was recommended by List and successfully followed in the 19"
century by the United States and the European nations that industrialised after England.

We must keep in mind that the core of European colonial policy was to prohibit the
establishment of manufacturing — i.e. increasing return activities — in the colonies, such
activities being reserved for the Mother Country. Serra’s insistence on the role of
manufacturing in creating economic welfare is therefore a denunciation of colonial policies of
all ages, including that of today’s neo-colonialism. Serra shares a deep concern about the
uneven relationships of production between nations with 20" Century economists, with
Cardoso’s dependency theory and the national innovation systems approach alike (Kay and
Gwynne 2000). Custodi presented Serra as “animated by the purest patriotic love,” and indeed
brought the Breve trattato forward in a conscious attempt to provide “zealots of the public
good” the necessary analytical tools to catch up with England and France (Custodi 1803: xi-

XVii).

The Anatomy of the Breve Trattato

The Breve trattato was formulaically dedicated to the Viceroy of Naples, the “Illustrious and
Excellent” Pietro Fernandez de Castro, Count of Lemos [1587-1622], and is consistent in its
praise of Catholic doctrine and authorities (Serra 1803: 3; Sumberg 1991: 370). Serra’s work
is furthermore not at all “brief” in comparison with contemporary economic tracts, and the
bullion mentioned in the title is never considered more than a consequence of underlying

economic mechanisms. The wording of the title—a brief pamphlet on how to acquire gold in
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nations with no mines—thus seemingly reflects clever marketing more than it reflects the
actual content of the Breve trattato. Indeed, we find Serra framing the entire work in Spanish
and Catholic admiration when he concludes the treatise by commending the pontificate of
Clement V111 [1536-1605] for its sensible policies (Serra 1803: 173-176). Serra thus ironically
encloses what is basically an anti-colonial argument for Neapolitan economic independence in
veneration of the very forces he resists.

Summoning a literary topos of his time, Serra begins the Breve Trattato by rhetorically
asking what the causes of wonder are.* He quickly concludes that they are great ignorance and
great intellect, and dedicates his work to the propagation of the latter in matters of national
finance. Serra does not wish to discuss politics, as he doubts he can do better than the
ancients. The same applies to justice and jurisprudence, for which he relies on Roman Law.
He instead wishes to write on a third aspect of statecraft—the economic part on which
“nobody, ancient or modern,” had written with “doctrinal method before” (Serra 15-16;
Schefold 1994: 14). Serra argues that “experience is master of things, to which even the most

powerful reason yields.”®

Like in the later German tradition, Serra clearly defines economics
as an Erfahrungswissenschaft, a science based on experience rather than on a priori
assumptions. This reasoning also echoes the work of his English contemporary and creator of
the modern concept of innovation, Francis Bacon [1561-1626] (Reinert & Daastgl 1997).
Very much in the spirit of Bacon’s New Atlantis, Serra also summons the vision of a ‘never-
ending frontier of knowledge’ when he complains that “there are still people who think
everything they do not understand is impossible even though many such things, including

ancient and modern discoveries, are now discussed that had once too been thought impossible

by everyone” (177).

* Interestingly, Adam Smith’s first work, on astronomy, starts with the same question (Smith 1811: 55).
® Serra, Antonio, Breve trattato. p. 60. In Italian: “Essendoci I’esperienza maestra delle cose, alla quale cede ogni
potentissima ragione.”
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The Breve trattato itself is divided into three main parts. The first of these, and the
most interesting from a purely analytical standpoint, is devoted to the mechanisms of
economic growth on a generalized level and concludes with a discursive comparison between
Venice and Naples meant to illuminate the power of his arguments by showing the
consequences of following the right and the wrong policies respectively. The second part is a
lengthy refutation of his opponent de Santis’ arguments, and the third consists of Serra’s own
advice on how to make Naples abound with gold and silver. He concludes the work with a
detailed index of uncommon quality given the period in which it was written. It has, though,
been noted that Serra’s grammatical structure is awkward by seventeenth century standards.
We will, however, agree with Rodolfo Benini, who contends that this reflects Serra’s poor
familiarity with the written vernacular. Indeed, the grammatical structure of the work is
consistently Latinate, rather than Italian (Benini 1892: 225).

Unlike most economic tracts predating the twentieth century, Serra’s Breve trattato is
peculiar in its generally pacifist nature. A similar extolling of peaceful trade would have to
await Montesquieu’s 1748 L Esprit de Lois, and even after this cornerstone of the
Enlightenment Project praised the “sweetness of commerce” for “breaking the back of
barbarism in Europe,” economics never entirely discarded its violent tenor (Montesquieu
1748 book xxi, chapter 20). It is here interesting to note that Serra shared this pacifist
orientation with Friedrich List, whose 1841 work is purposefully critical of Adam Smith’s
praise of war (Smith 1976: ii, 456). Serra’s pacifism could conceivably have resulted from his
attempt to get at the underlying mechanisms of economic growth, which was a project quite
removed from the search for a short-term fiscal surplus characterizing some mercantilist
tracts. It does, however, securely place Serra on the modern side of the epistemic shift we

discussed earlier, since the Breve trattato no longer operates within the boundaries of a zero-
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sum cosmology. Far from extolling the virtues of piracy and conquest, Serra is interested in

the ways of producing wealth rather than merely redistributing it.

Serra’s Methodology

“Having considered many of Italy’s cities,” Serra tells us that he has “tried to
investigate, in the faint light provided by [his] miniscule intellect... the causes that make gold
and silver flow in Kingdoms without mines” (4-5). The goal of his endeavour, he argues, is to
“arrive at the intrinsic of truth” relating to the “common good of the Kingdom” (6-6). Serra’s
vision, to use Schumpeter’s terminology, clearly establishes him in what Werner Sombart
calls the activistic-idealistic tradition of economics, rather that the passivistic-materialistic
tradition of today’s mainstream. We find Serra concluding his chapter on governmental policy
by criticizing those who might find fault with him for his method, claiming instead to
consciously adopt a relativist methodology in contrast to those “preferring the certainty of the
thing to the nobility of the subject,” (39) thus in a sense foreshadowing Amartya Senn’s
statement that “most economists would rather be accurately wrong than approximately right.”
It was the end result, rather than the method of achieving it, that Serra wanted to focus on, and
echoes from Machiavelli to the German Historical School resound when he argues “Science
does not by itself have a universal method of understanding the truth,” as its “subject changes
across time and space” (12).

De Santis, Serra claimed, was simply attacking the symptoms rather than the causes of
an underlying economic illness that had to be cured before the economic crisis could be
ameliorated: “There can not be a cure, while the cause [of the illness] is still present” says

Serra.® He is crystal clear in his conviction that while others were attacking the symptoms of

® Serra, Antonio, Breve trattato. p. 135.
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Naples’ poverty in the sphere of finance and monetary policy, he himself is explaining the
causes of it in the real world of production. Serra’s model simplified the economy by
identifying a series of interrelated causes that produced a serendipitous clustering of economic
progress. The most important cause in Serra’s model was, however, always that of
governance—a qualitative concept that he explicitly established as a mediator between theory
and practice, between the governing effort and the various levels of abstraction. It is exactly
“this cycling in and out, this continual changing of focus and perspective” which, according to
Tony Lawson, is “the only way of gaining an understanding of society and economy”
(Lawson 1997: 236). This indeed defines the core of the approach of the German Historical
School to economics. The Breve trattato provided guidelines for questions of economic
policy, but could not provide any detailed quantitative analysis of economic events. Many
modern models, on the other hand, have, based on the a priori acceptance of certain
assumptions ranging from the scarcity postulate to the “rational” calculation of marginal
utilities, come to handle quantitative changes in aggregate models with great zeal and, to use a
term from the period, perfected panurgy. The qualitative dimensions of human effort,
however, have become much harder to analyze within the framework of modern models.” The
dangers inherent to such an approach were already quite clear to Antonio Serra when he wrote
his Breve trattato in 1613, but it has, until the recent advent of alternative approaches like the
innovation system, been consciously or unconsciously forgotten in the attempt of economics

to become more like the natural sciences (20; Mirowski 1989; Weintraub 2002).

Serra’s Causes of Economic Growth

There are, according to Serra, two main categories of factors affecting the economic

development of a nation: the natural and the accidental. Both are essentially ways of creating

" For a discussion of this, see Drechsler (2004).
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a “surplus,” either through the bounty of nature or the toil of man. Of these, the accidental
factors are further subdivided into subsets of particular and common causes of wealth.
Particular factors, Serra argues, “may occur in only one kingdom and no others,” whereas
“common factors may appear in all kingdoms alike.” (21) The particular causes are
contextual and consist of the twin factors of agricultural abundance and geography. The
common causes, on the other hand, are results abstract ideas that can come to fruition and
improve the state of affairs in any nation, constituting the most important causes of the wealth
of nations; they are “the quantity of industry,” “the quality of the population,” “the
extension of trading operations,” and “the regulations of the sovereign.” Serra was quite
certain that his modelling of the economic sphere included all pertinent causes of wealth,
arguing “other causes besides the ones mentioned do not exist, as they are either subordinated
or consequential to the ones mentioned” (39).

A synoptic model of the treatise indeed conveys a coherence of thought and an
apparatus of thinking about economic matters that seems to contradict Michel Foucault’s
statement that economics, while present in the realms of positivity at the beginning of the
seventeenth century, did not breach the threshold of epistemologization until the advent of
Locke and Cantillon (Foucault 2002: 207). Serra’s Breve trattato was far ahead of its time in
the sophistication of its structure and argument when compared to the works of his
contemporaries. In the words of Walter Ziersch, “Serra stands on the ground of reality, and
we cannot find any assertions in his work that are not based on facts” (Ziersch 1905: 66). One
should therefore not be surprised to find that Schumpeter argued the text was the earliest
scientific treatise on economic principles and policy.

The natural causes, while alluded to in the full title of Serra’s work, receive brief
coverage, as they were of little relevance to his own context. Serra argues that “the natural

class comprises only one situation: when there are mines of gold and silver in a country” (20).
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Italy was, however, generally lacking in mineral wealth, and the Tuscan silver mines operated
by the Medici Grand Dukes were the only exceptions identified by Serra (20; Morelli 1976).
The core of this part of the Breve trattato therefore deals with the various accidental causes of
wealth.

Of these accidental causes, Serra first discusses the subgroup of the particulars.
These, according to Serra, are causes of wealth that are unique to certain kingdoms and
impossible to manipulate through policy. The first such factor, the abundance of agricultural
surplus, might seem surprising at first, but can arguably be explained by the context of Serra’s
writing. Apart from the agrarian revolution in northern Europe in the sixth to the ninth
centuries, agricultural technology remained largely unchanged from Roman times to the
advent of agronomic theory in Britain on the eve of the industrial revolution (White 1964: 40;
Duby 1974: 189). Efforts to increase agricultural surplus were therefore aimed at the
expansion of tillage to less productive plots of land rather than at the refinement of technique,
a typical example of the decreasing returns to scale discussed among Serra’s common causes
of national wealth (Benigno 1989: 80). The fertility of the soil and the serendipity of the
climate were the principal indicators of agricultural production, and agricultural surplus could
therefore, at the time, be considered immutable by human intervention. More than 160 years
later, Adam Smith—seeing progress as the result of the division of labour—asks himself why
there are so few possibilities for the division of labour in agriculture (Smith 1976: i, 9).

Serra’s second particular cause is easier to accept from today’s perspective, in that it
reflects the location of a nation compared to surrounding countries. Serra pres