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RE-EVALUATION OF THE PAST AND DISCUSSION OF THE FUTURE
A PERSPECTIVE CENTRED ON ECONOMIC GROWTH *

Antonio Barros de Castrg**

1 INTRODUCTION
After twenty years of stagnation of per capita income, the possible return of
growth has heated up the debate about the legacy and the future possibilities
of the Brazilian economy. The discussion, however, immediately ran into
problems relating to economic science.

In fact, the central preoccupation of economics has crystallised around
the formal representation of how markets, operating freely and unhindered,
generate equilibrium. From this perspective, economic growth is a consequence
of the decisions of individuals to expand their businesses through opportunities
revealed by markets. The rapid growth of certain countries and the stagnation
of others are usually seen as exceptional situations which do not deserve the
attention of economic theory ~ and which, moreover, will disappear as the
result of the ‘cleansing’ and stabilising action of competition.

Despite this fundamental departure from mainstream economics,'
episodcs of rapid growth have been continually registered — and, in fact,
multiplied during the second half of the twentieth century. Such episodes
may be classified into three types:

1. Economies with abundant natural resources suddenly open to
economic exploitation. In this cype of experience it is essential that
markets be unhindered, so that resources can be moved en masse
towards the new opportunities and that rapid growth materialises.
In shorr, this is an extreme case of comparative advantages suddenly
revealed and exploited. One of the most notable examples is the
growth of Argentina between 1870-1914. This is, in fact, the only
case which may be found in conventional economic theory — it is
useful to emphasise that here rapid growth resulted from something
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