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The Entrepreneurial State, written by Mariana Mazzucato, an 
economics professor at the University of Sussex, joins Thomas 
Piketty's Capital in the Twenty-First Century as one of the ‘big 
happenings’ in last year's economic publishing. Its great success 
was not only in terms of sales and the writer's popularity, as she 
became a major media presence and one of the most in demand 
speakers worldwide (as just one example, listen to her TED talk 
here http://goo.gl/EYqDtZ). The book also met with considera-
ble critical success — which is far from a given — as seen in pub-
lications like the Financial Times and the Huffington Post ranking 
it among the best books of 2013. 

The endorsements it earned, such as the ones quoted on the 
book jacket, make it clear why it earned such praise. Expert ob-
servers called it "incisive," said that it was a book whose "time 
has come," and noted that it provides a blueprint for choosing 
the most effective industrial policies. The book has been admired 
for the persuasiveness of its reasoning, for how it voices a stance 
that was needed and for constituting a practical guide for those 
working in policy making. All these things are true. 

Yet, the most interesting opinions may have been those that saw 
the book as a useful tool for moving past conventional wisdom 
around public intervention. This is the research's true point and 
indeed why it has been so influential. Mazzucato's book sets itself 
the task of debunking myths — often very deeply rooted — and 
invites us to change the lenses (and by no small degree) through 
which we are accustomed to looking at the relationship between 
the public and private sectors in the economy.
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Her essential thesis is actually rather simple. Readily-available 
data shows that the technological foundations of many of the 
private sector's greatest successes were designed and implement-
ed by the public sector, as she shows in the example of Apple, 
which she chooses because it is seen as an archetype of private 
initiative. It was the public sector that chose the technological 
fields in which to act, that made research investments in them 
over the long term and that financed innovative projects when no 
one from the private sector had yet to venture into these realms. 
"Spillovers" of those projects form the underpinnings of the Web, 
GPS, the voice-activated Siri system and many components of 
tools we use every day. This is to say that there is a lot of govern-
ment behind (and in) iPads, iPhones and iPods. This also goes for 
the most innovative products from the pharmaceutical industry 
and advanced alternative energy technologies, another two sec-
tors that Mazzucato studies closely. 

The common narrative — particularly in the world of innovation 
— wipes out any trace of this fact. Indeed, quite the opposite; 
beset with the rhetoric of the Steve Jobs' exhortation "stay hun-
gry, stay foolish," dominant economic discourse still sees the pub-
lic sector as an hindrance to innovation, part of the system that 
has to be restrained if we want the untrammeled private sector 
to create what the market demands. It asks for less government 
rather than a different government. 

Why has this happened? There are many reasons. One is because 
the government has always been an easy target. Another is because 
there has never been effective communication and marketing 
about what the government's role has been or could be. And 
there is absolutely no "counterculture" of the entrepreneurial 
state, public power that acts as an entrepreneur, meaning as an 
entity that has an idea, invests resources, sets objectives, has a 
plan of action to achieve them, and accepts the risk factor as part 
of its undertaking — all, of course, with strict attention to cost 
control and efficiency. 

Whatever the reasons — these and still others — this ‘blind spot’ 
in public opinion should be taken very seriously. There are major 
consequences of failing to see the fundamental contribution 
that the public sector has made to the economy, and particularly 
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to the most innovative, ‘trendiest’ sectors. This is about far more 
than just public image. There are far greater risks resulting from 
this failing. The risks are giving into the demands of those who 
— in the name of the inefficiency of public spending and ‘waste’ 
— want to cut spending indiscriminately, including cutting resourc-
es for investing in research in highly innovative sectors. Another, 
equally serious risk is fueling the ‘perception’ of the government 
as bureaucratic, slow, and unable to attract top talent. There is a 
very real risk that — in absence of awareness of the positive ex-
amples that public-private partnerships can bring — this model 
could go into decline, spiral into a mediocrity in its goals, tools 
and human capital. It could be a self-fulfilling prophecy, as they 
say, and this must be avoided. 

It is this cultural shift and change in the narrative about government in-
tervention in the economy that Mazzucato is promulgating in her 
book —which is a call to action for those who work in the public 
sector and an admonition to those outside of it. 

She reminds those in the public sector of what it has done and — 
more importantly — what it could do if we decided to ‘rethink’ 
the State, seeking to equip it for the completely new reality of a 
globalized economy in which innovation-based production is the 
only way to ensure more advanced industrial systems are com-
petitive. 

To those outside of the public sector, she points out the private 
sector stands on the ‘shoulders of giants’ — the government's 
— to stay on the markets, and that those shoulders include gov-
ernment-owned research centers, programs financed with public 
resources, businesses that have received subsidies or institutional 
venture capital interventions. 

Mazzucato makes her arguments vigorously. She touches on 
many issues of innovation policy and asks searing questions. Why 
should we helplessly give into the litany of voices saying that the 
government doesn't know how to choose the sectors in which 
to act and that the private sector has to do that? Why don't 
public banks play the role of ‘patient capital’, helping business-
es on which private lenders are not willing to bet? (With some 
exceptions: examples from many emerging economies show how 
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their potential can be tapped). Why do we give into industrial 
and financial lobbies that want lower taxes without considering 
that their profits are often based on productions made possible 
by public spending? Rather than accepting it as inevitable, why 
don't we try to limit the trend of large groups acquiring inno-
vative startups to replace their large in-house research depart-
ments, which are therefore being gradually dismantled? How can 
we reverse the trend of socializing risk and privatizing profit in a 
model in which businesses (as European data shows) invest little 
in research and benefit — without giving anything in return — 
from public resources for basic research? 

The answer to these questions is a paradigm shift, a ‘new vision 
of the public sector’, letting ourselves consider the role of the 
courageous, risk-taking State. This shift is all the more difficult to 
make for a culture like ours these days with its obvious difficulty 
in associating the words "innovation" and "State." 

But this was not always the case. We need only look back a few 
years to see the role the State had in Italy when it was in the hands 
of people with a very specific vision anchored in innovation. To 
name just two, people like Enrico Mattei and Oscar Sinigaglia 
show how it is a matter of taking back up a thread from our past 
so we can apply the ideas of this book to our situation1 . Without 
going very far back in time, we need only to look at examples like 
Finmeccanica and STMElectronics to see how this mindset led to 
impressive results in our not-too-distant past. 

Mazzucato's book is intensely useful for reasons operating on 
several levels. 

First, there are those on the theoretical level. The book recon-
textualizes thinkers like John Maynard Keynes and Karl Polanyi 
and exhorts the public sector to take a leading role in the entire 
innovation system, with greater awareness of its importance in 
building the economies of tomorrow. 

This exhortation is followed immediately by very specific recom-
mendations for European observers. These recommendations are 
all the more important because they come at the start of the 
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1Both Mattei and Sinigaglia were influential 
managers in the Partecipazioni Statali (i.e. 
State owned Industrial conglomerated stemming 
from the acquisitions carried starting in the early 
20’ – IRI – and from the monopoly on the energy 
sector, ENI). More specifically Enrico Mattei (1906 
– 1962) enlarged and reorganized ENI, negotiated 
oil concessions in the Middle East as well as a 
significant trade agreement with the Soviet Union 
which helped break the oligopoly of the 'Seven 
Sisters' that dominated the mid-20th-century oil 
industry. He also introduced the principle whereby 
the country that owned exploited oil reserves 
received 75% of the profits. Oscar Sinigaglia 
(1877-1953) was a manager who, beginning in 
the 1930s, started reorganizing the Italian steel 
industry. After the war, the Sinigaglia Plan in 1948 
led to a strong increase in the capacity of the 
industry and was one of the basis for the economic 
miracle of the 1950s and 1960s.
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Structural Funds programming period 2014-2020. In all regions 
of the EU, these are the opportunities — often the only ones — 
for handling economic policy choices with credibility based on 
available resources. Moreover, the Structural Funds entail some-
thing far beyond a mere financial budget. It is also the — very 
political — moment in which regions adopt programming docu-
ments setting objectives and outcomes and defining organiza-
tional structures and practical tools for achieving them. This is all 
done in connection with the Europe 2020 strategy, as an anchor 
point that — at least in theory —ties to the same objectives this 
multi-level organization made up of extremely different actors. 

Considering the increasing convergence required between differ-
ent EU policies, this is one of the turning points — if not ‘the’ 
turning point — where European regions have a chance to give 
themselves a well-defined economic profile, decide what to focus 
on and allocate resources accordingly, choosing how to position 
themselves in an increasingly competitive global context. On this 
exact point, suggestions come from the Structural and European 
Investment Funds, not only because their strategic objectives in-
clude bolstering research, technological development and inno-
vation, but also because they define a number of practical tools 
for giving substance to this direction. For example, consider the 
requirement that regions concentrate available resources on a few 
objectives of an ‘innovative’ nature to avoid waste and achieve 
critical mass. Or that the regions must define a “Smart Specializa-
tion Strategy” — in a collaboration with stakeholders in order to 
bring out the area's potentials and specializations — as precondi-
tion for accessing European funds. This is a way to require regions 
to equip themselves with a strategic vision and build frameworks 
to incentivize growth dynamics based on innovation. Or consider 
the option of adopting governance models for innovation with 
resources allocated to strengthening the administrations' institu-
tional capacity, which is one of the eleven priority objectives of 
the 2014-2020 programming.

This is the juncture at which Mazzucato's book has come to help 
public actors ask the right questions: what areas and strategies 
should they choose to position their areas in the European and 
worldwide context? Which tools and incentives should they adopt 
to ensure that the public sector that is taking risks is gaining cor-
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responding advantages when the investments are successful? 
Which are the most efficient modes of public/private partnership 
to catalyze interest and build ‘symbiotic’ rather than ‘parasitic’ 
relationships in the system of innovation? This book also prompts 
us to ask how we can reorganize the public administration so 
that it has the resources and personnel for jobs related to local 
competitiveness befitting this quite ‘groundbreaking’ mission. It 
spurs us to ask which system of incentives to use so that different 
institutional levels can focus resources on specific objectives in 
the mid-to-long term rather than scatter those resources. How 
can we redefine public demand so that in a time of lean public 
budgets it can be an effective stimulus for those creating innova-
tion? How can we evaluate the performance of the public sector, 
measure it and correct it?

These are just a few of the possible questions that this book 
might suggest. Its timing could not be better. As we've noted, 
Mazzucato's book comes at a time that is “seminal” because, 
under the EU umbrella, many regional economies are redefining 
industrial strategies as part of their cohesion policies and ways of 
implementing them. This is also a moment in which the EU itself 
is reconsidering its programming and financial tools in this area 
— seeming to have finally understood the potential of a policy 
that can help redirect investment choices at different levels of 
government. A good example of this is the push given to Horizon 
2020, the new framework program for direct funding for research 
and innovation, which strengthens ties with local policies. Anoth-
er example is the discussion started — about which the book has 
some interesting observations — about the role of the European 
Investment Bank, asked to have a bolder and stronger interven-
tion role to spur quality growth in the EU economy. 

That's not all — in addition to its coinciding with European pro-
gramming, there are other equally important factors to be con-
sidered in cultural terms. In considering the impact of Mazzuca-
to’s book we should note that it arrives at a time of historical shift 
where the State — on a more general level — must understand 
how to make use of all the tools it still has and to do so with 
courage and without getting in its own way. With the ‘Financing 
State’ parable having played itself out, squeezed between tight 
budgets and European constraints, the government must con-
centrate its resources and take up new spaces that have been too 
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long relegated to a kind of ‘soft policy’. For instance, there is the 
intelligent use of public leverage; defining terms of a public-pri-
vate partnership that is truly equal; building networks between 
businesses and connections that are structural rather than ran-
dom between businesses and universities. All these factors help 
increase productivity and innovation capacity and support the 
overall competitiveness of the national industry. 

Moreover, the financial crisis, the increase in inequality between 
the ‘happy few’ of the finance industry and top executives and the 
great mass of workers, and the repercussions of the globalization 
process on a social level have spurred public opinion to question 
axioms of the economy that had been considered untouchable 
up until a few years ago. As paradoxical as it might seem, it is in 
the time of greatest crisis that we need to talk about a different 
kind of a government. We need to talk about a government that 
is stronger and more ambitious, about an Entrepreneurial State, 
now that the very idea is no longer an outrage to conventional 
wisdom (and indeed is anything but). 

The book's huge influence and success is owed both to Mazzucato's 
original analysis and direct — indeed, goading — language and to 
its perfect timing, inserting itself at this critical juncture of highly 
topical questions.
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