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ABSTRACT 

The evolution of the international patent system has been a complex and multifaceted process, 
shaped by technological advances, economic imperatives, and political conflicts since the late 
nineteenth century. Initially emerging during the industrial revolution in Europe, the patent system was 
born out of a surge in inventive activity but was not directly aligned with economic development or 
innovation. In fact, during the mid-nineteenth century, opposition to patents grew in response to 
concerns about monopolies stifling national economies and international trade. For instance, the 
Netherlands abolished its patent system in 1869, only to reintroduce it decades later, while other 
European nations adopted protectionist laws disadvantageous to foreign competition. 

Early patent grants, such as those in Renaissance Italy and the Venetian Patent Act of 1474, primarily 
honoured inventors rather than conferring exclusive economic rights. The Statute of Monopolies (1623) 
in England marked a shift, laying the foundation for modern patent law by recognizing inventors’ 
rights primarily for the benefit of society rather than the individual. By the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, the system spread to continental Europe, the United States, and Latin America, each 
adapting patent laws to promote local industries and industrialization. 

A significant turning point came with the increased internationalization of trade and innovation in the 
late nineteenth century. Despite widespread adoption, the "patent controversy" of this era revealed 
tensions between expanding inventors' rights and fears of monopolistic abuses. This controversy 
influenced international efforts, culminating in the Paris Convention of 1883, which established 
essential principles- national treatment, right of priority, and working requirements—each designed to 
harmonize and facilitate global patent protection. 

Throughout the twentieth century, a series of revision conferences refined the system, gradually 
shifting focus from local working and revocation towards compulsory licensing, and ultimately 
reducing the regulatory autonomy of less developed countries. These changes increasingly favored 
the interests of industrialized nations, particularly with the advent of global agreements like TRIPS. 
Overall, the development of the international patent system has reflected a recurring struggle 
between rewarding individual innovation, advancing societal interests, and balancing disparities 
between developed and developing nations. 
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 Introduction 

The international patent system emerged as a 
response to growing innovation and 
industrialization during the nineteenth century, 
especially following the transformative effects 

of the Industrial Revolution in Europe. During this 
time, a surge of new ideas and inventions 
accelerated economic development across the 
continent, but the development of patent laws 
did not always align directly with technological 
progress. Instead, patent systems were often 
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met with scepticism and strong opposition, 
especially in the mid-1800s, as concerns grew 
about the monopolistic nature of patent rights 
and their role in restricting both competition 
and international trade. For example, the 
Netherlands abolished its patent system in 1869 
due to these concerns before reinstituting it 
later.[2][4] 

Early patent laws were primarily designed to 
protect national interests and support local 
industry, functioning much like trade tariffs that 
barred foreign inventors and safeguarded 
domestic businesses. At the same time, 
landmark legislation such as the Venetian 
Patent Act of 1474 and England’s Statute of 
Monopolies (1623) laid the groundwork for 
modern patent protection by formalizing 
inventor rights while emphasizing societal 
benefit. Throughout the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the system was gradually 
adopted in the United States, France, Germany, 
and Latin America, where local working and 
protectionist measures were central features.  

It was only towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, amid expanded international trade and 
global technological exchange, that countries 
began to see the value in harmonizing patent 
laws. This led to foundational agreements like 
the Paris Convention of 1883, which established 
principles such as national treatment and the 
right of priority, allowing inventors a basic level 
of protection internationally. The introduction 
and revision of such treaties marked the 
beginning of global cooperation in intellectual 
property rights and set the stage for ongoing 
evolution in response to industrial and 
economic shifts.[4][5][2] 

Early Patent Grants 

The first recognized patent grant was issued in 
Florence and Venice in 1421, with the Venetian 
Patent Act of 1474 aiming to increase the 
"honour of inventors" rather than granting 
monopoly rights akin to modern patent 
systems. These early patents were focused 
largely on local industry and crafts rather than 

technological progress or economic 
development. 

 Statute of Monopolies and Its Influence 

The English Statute of Monopolies of 1623 is 
often cited as a turning point, establishing that 
only "the first and true" inventor could be 
granted protection, thus shifting emphasis from 
royal privileges to societal benefits arising from 
inventions. This notion evolved into an institution 
consistent with liberal economic thought, 
propelling the idea that patents were a means 
to stimulate industrialization. 

 Expansion in the 18th and 19th Centuries 

The patent system spread from England to 
continental Europe and the United States. 
National variations reflected each country’s 
priorities, often emphasizing local working of 
inventions and importation for economic 
growth. For example, the French system 
emphasized exploitation within France, while 
American law sought to import foreign 
inventiveness. Latin America’s earliest patent 
edicts—such as Brazil’s in 1899—reflected similar 
aims. 

Patent Controversy of the 19th Century 

As industrialization advanced, a "patent 
controversy" arose. Some nations, like the 
Netherlands, abolished their patent systems 
temporarily due to opposition to monopolies 
and their effect on both national economies 
and international trade. Others, like Germany 
and Switzerland, only adopted patent laws after 
initial resistance. There was increasing tension 
between the economic benefits of protection for 
inventors and the restrictive, anti-competitive 
aspects of monopolies. 

Rise of International Patent Agreements 

By the late 19th century, nations such as Britain, 
France, Belgium, and the USA sought to 
harmonize patent protection to attract foreign 
inventors and foster economic development in 
their own territories. The Paris Convention of 
1883 marked a major step by introducing- 
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 The principle of national treatment 
(equal protection for foreign and local 
inventors). 

 The right of priority (allowing inventors a 
period to file in multiple member states). 

 Working requirements (obligation to 
exploit the patent in each country). 

Revision Conferences and Evolution of Principles 

The Paris Convention has been revised multiple 
times to address exploitation requirements, 
compulsory licensing, and sanctions for non-
working patents- 

Brussels (1897-1900)- Set a minimum three-
year period before revocation for non-working 
could occur, with justification left to national 
laws. 

Washington (1911)- Shifted toward compulsory 
licensing in place of simple revocation, with a 
continued focus on local working. 

The Hague (1925)- Clearly introduced 
compulsory licensing as a principle, but left 
operational details and standards ambiguous, 
especially around what constituted "abuse" and 
the balance between societal and inventor 
interests. 

London (1934)- Further affirmed compulsory 
licensing but imposed a three-year monopoly 
period for patentees, creating practical 
challenges in enforcing local working where 
licensees could not be found easily. 

Impact and Modern Trends 

The emphasis of international patent law has 
shifted over time—from strict local working 
requirements and the risk of forfeiture for non-
use, to systems incentivizing licensing and 
commercial utilization. However, recent 
agreements, such as TRIPS under the WTO, have 
gradually diluted provisions for compulsory 
licenses, reflecting the interests of more 
industrialized countries and reducing 
developing countries' regulatory flexibility. 

Conclusion 

The evolution of the international patent system 
has been shaped by technological, economic, 

and political considerations unique to each era. 
While initiated to protect inventors and 
encourage technological dissemination, its 
frameworks have often favored the economic 
interests of more developed, industrialized 
nations over those of developing regions. The 
history of the patent system is marked by a 
tension between the societal need for access, 
technological progress, and the rights and 
rewards conferred upon inventors. 
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