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“Managing from the Top”: Globalisation
and the Rise of Regular Summitry,
Mid-1970s–early 1980s
EMMANUEL MOURLON-DRUOL
Regular meetings of heads of state and government seem, in 2012,
a common feature of international affairs. About forty years ago,
however, such meetings did not really exist: ad hoc summits were
the rule. Comparing the emergence of the European Council in
1974 and the G7 in 1975, this article explains why and how
summitry has become routine in international politics. To do so,
it examines the common roots of both summits, points out the
first differences between the two institutions, and, finally, underlines the common challenges they faced and the logic they shared.
Taken together, these three parts underline how, despite their obvious differences, the European Council and the G7 created a new
dimension of international politics.

In 2012, regular meetings of heads of state and government seem a common feature of international affairs. G7s occupy an important place in world
politics and, for almost half a decade, G20s constitute significant hallmarks
every year. The Lisbon Treaty, entered into force on 1 December 2009, further reinforced the European Council, in particular by creating a stable post
of president to replace a rotating six month-presidency. And many European
Councils have been convened recently to deal with the European debt
crisis—sometimes even once a month. In short, summitry, in 2012, is part
of everyday international life.
About forty years ago, however, such meetings were not routine. Ad hoc
summits were the rule. They were neither frequent, nor regular, and even
less truly multilateral. Though an old practice, as David Reynolds recalls, it
was only in 1950 that Winston Churchill coined the term “summit.”1 True,
important summits marked the twentieth century—for instance, Munich in
1938, Yalta in 1945 or Vienna in 1961. But these summits were the exception
rather than the rule. It is only with the creation of the European Council in
1974 and the G7 in 1975 that European/Western leaders started meeting on
679
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a regular and frequent basis—respectively, three times a year and once a
year. Institutionalised summitry thereby quickly became a new “way of life”
in international politics.2 Whereas summits used to be exceptional, since the
mid-1970s they have become routine.
This analysis explains why and how summits became “routine” in international politics by exploring the emergence of the European Council and
the G7 from their creation in the mid-1970s until the early 1980s, when a new
political generation replaced the founders of the first summits. It re-evaluates
issues that have so far been primarily of interest to political scientists and
lawyers rather than to historians.3 The rise of the Third World, the collapse
of the Bretton Woods system, the oil crises, the recession, and the rise of
unemployment were all global issues that implied a restructuring of global
institutions. The emergence of summitry is part of this wider set of issues
linked to the 1970s: how political elites dealt with global issues, understanding why and how political economy lay at their heart, and providing
insights into its link with the ongoing Cold War. Yet, whilst historians are
progressively re-evaluating the 1970s as a pivotal decade in post-war international history, the question of global governance is relatively absent from
the historical literature.
Globalisation, in one view, erodes the nation state’s capacity to act in
international affairs.4 The rise of multinational corporations, global capital
movements, the formation of transnational non-governmental networks, and
the growing influence of public opinion are all phenomena that, to different extents, are spreading across borders. Consequently, many international
issues from the 1960s until today are not necessarily best treated at the
nation-state level. Global, continental, sub-regional initiatives might be better suited to deal with the development of financial markets—in particular in
off-shore settings—environmental issues, and health concerns to name but a
few. Therefore, international actors other than states increasingly mattered in
international politics. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs), transnational
media, transnational networks, multinational corporations, public opinion,
global financial markets, were and are said to be central to decisionmaking—or at least central in trying to influence decision-making. If not
becoming irrelevant in international relations, the traditional nation-state was
thought to lack a bright future.
It is against the backdrop of this new wave of globalisation in the 1970s
and the rise of non-state actors that regular summitry emerged. Far from
having become irrelevant, Western governments tried to remain at the centre
of the international stage by adapting their actions to a rapidly changing
environment. With the European Council and the G7, Western states tried to
organise themselves in new co-operative structures. This is not to contend,
however, that the nation-state was the only relevant actor at the international
stage. Rather, the emergence of the European Council and the G7 showed
how nation-states tried to push forward a new form of international
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co-operation—regular meetings. Confronted with global crises in the
mid-1970s, heads of government decided to try to retake firmer control over
global developments. Between December 1974 and November 1975, two
“firsts” happened. In Paris, the first European Council—the meeting of the
European Economic Community (EEC) heads of state and government—
took place on 9–10 December 1974. Then, less than one year later, on
15 November 1975, the first meeting of heads of government of the most
industrialised countries—the G7—occurred at the so-called “Rambouillet
summit.”.
Yet surprisingly these two summits, comparable in nature—both aimed
at increasing co-operation amongst heads of government in times of crises—
are often seen as independent from each other. True, the European Council
was an extension of a regional organisation, the EEC, whilst the G7 was
a sort of diplomatic “UFO,” neither a clear international institution nor a
fully innocent meeting of the most powerful Western statesmen. And the
European Council had to deal with the specific problems of the EEC, whilst
the Rambouillet summit focused on the international economic and monetary situation. In consequence, there is a tendency in the literature—not
only regarding the creation of these institutions but also most importantly
on their development—to study them as separate entities.5 This inclination is
understandable. Until recently, virtually no historian had extensively worked
on these two institutions together, and given these summits’ sometimes fairly
technical peculiarities, an initial account isolating them from each other was
arguably more pressing. Moreover, the differences between the two institutions outweighed their similarities. The European Council, being a specific
institution of the EEC, then European Union (EU), had a direct impact on
the various dimensions of the emerging European polity, whilst the impact
of the G7 on the international system was much more complex and uneven.
But this does not mean that they were not inter-connected. That the
European Council could rely, initially, on the whole EEC machinery whilst
the G7 did not have any comparable structure is one thing. That the political
leaders in both instances had common goals and that the issues they discussed were similar—and most important, that an underlying trend towards
top-level co-operation had emerged—is another. The advent of this trend
is important. Revealing the link between the two types of summits and
uncovering the reasons explaining their development shed light on the new
dynamic they created, as well as their limitations. Possessing common roots
despite their institutional differences, and with shared challenges, the work
of the European Council and the G7 saw summits become a routine way of
conducting international politics between the mid-1970s and early 1980s.
Regular and frequent summitry, as noted above, was something new in
the mid-1970s. It is thus worth explaining what summitry had been and, more
important, what it had not been, before that period. Important summits had
occurred earlier in the twentieth century, from Versailles in 1919 to Vienna
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in 1961. Why were they not regular? Quite obviously, many were just oneoff occasions. In addition, travel to a host city was not always easy. Going
to the Netherlands in May 1948 for The Hague Congress was “epic” and
constituted one of the most important concerns for the British delegation—
and certainly many others.6 Whilst the dislocation caused by the Second
World War helps explain these travel difficulties, technological advances like
jet airplanes progressively made travel easier. Travel apart, the participants to
these ad hoc irregular summits often did not know how the summits might
be structured. The frequency and regularity of European Councils and G7s
brought the important element of predictability in the organisation of heads
of government’s meetings.
In the post-1945 world, regional meetings and other gatherings did
not go beyond ad hoc summits. One exception was the “Commonwealth
Heads of Governments Meetings,” the first of which took place in 1971 in
Singapore.7 But Cold War summits were irregular and held in very different
circumstances from one to the other. The big “détente summits” happened
partly because of the relaxation of tensions between the two Superpowers,
like in 1972 between Leonid Brezhnev and Richard Nixon. More telling, they
were not multilateral. One of the major experiences in multilateral summitry
in the post–Second World War era occurred in 1975 in Helsinki with the
Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE).8 The summits
of the Non-Aligned Movement were irregular. The Group of 77, established
at the first United Nations Conference on Trade and Development in 1964 in
Geneva, was too loose and heterogeneous a coalition to undergo an institutionalisation similar to that of the G7.9 The Organisation of Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) never managed to move beyond the technical
meetings of oil ministers to regularise heads of government summits largely
because of a lack of political unity—the creation of the G7 underlined that
finance ministers meetings did not suffice and that prime ministers should
be involved in the process and its wider implications.
Why, then, did two types of summits—the European Council and the
G7—become routine starting in 1974–1975? Comparing the similarities in the
origins and creation of both summits gives the first elements of an answer.
Both summits had the same roots. Three characteristics stand out in particular. The first and perhaps most obvious point was the overlap in leaders.
Whilst the British premier, Harold Wilson, attended and supported the cooperative spirit of both summits, Helmut Schmidt, the German chancellor,
and Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, the French president, are the two figures usually associated with the rise of regular summitry.10 The well-known institutional preference of Giscard and Schmidt for informal personal co-operation
needs only brief recounting here. It stemmed largely from their earlier
involvement in the Library Group—an informal meeting of finance ministers
in the White House library—and in EEC settings. Both leaders shared a set
of common institutional preferences: informal top-level discussions without
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notes and advisers on the template of the so-called “fire-side chat.” These
discussions would not necessarily lead to specific decisions. Hence, Wilson
declared, “the participants at Rambouillet had specifically decided that they
should not take decisions.”11 Wilson and Giscard also shared what the French
president had dubbed dédramatisation, the creation of a more relaxed and
informal political atmosphere amongst senior officials. The British prime minister regularly insisted on this dimension. In discussing the number of times
a year that EEC heads of government should meet, he insisted, “the more
frequent the less dramatic.”12 A few years later, during a European Council
meeting in Luxembourg, Wilson similarly commented with satisfaction that
the meetings were “a workmanlike affair without the dramatics.”13
The French and German leaders repeatedly called for the re-introduction
of “political will” in decisions. Bypassing the “experts,” whom it was felt
blocked any move forward in international economic and monetary negotiations, under-pinned this notion. This strategy became clear in the discussions
leading to the inception of the European Monetary System (EMS) in 1978,
when Giscard and Schmidt used the European Council to short-circuit temporarily the EEC technical committees.14 As explained below, the gathering of
the most powerful Western leaders embodied a democratic improvement—
the re-introduction of elected leaders in the decision-making process—not
yet a marker of democratic deficit. As Schmidt noted, even if excluding the
experts would not be an easy task, it was the heart of holding a G7 summit:
“It should not be like Helsinki or Brussels, otherwise it will be limited to
public pronouncements and posturing for the press.”15
The sharing of institutional preferences, however, did not lead automatically to the creation of the European Council and the G7. The very reason
why an idea that was “in the air” became reality was the change of political leaders in early 1974—the coming to power of Giscard, Schmidt, and
Wilson—and, as crucial, the economic and monetary crisis. With that combination, there existed both a real need to improve and intensify top-level
co-operation and, concurrently at the highest level of responsibility, political leaders appreciating these types of meeting, willing to encourage them,
and making them happen on a regular basis. Involving heads of government in international economic and monetary co-ordination was not that
obvious. “If it were a political or military crisis,” Schmidt explained, “the
leaders would get together and act. Since it is economic, we leave it to
our Finance Ministers. If we leave it this way for five years, there will be
a political disaster.”16 The trigger of the economic and monetary crisis was
particularly clear in the case of the G7. The Rambouillet summit has often
been dubbed a “monetary summit” or “economic summit.” The case of the
European Council is perhaps less obvious but was in fact in the same vein.
The pressure of currency fluctuations was endangering the existence of the
core of the EEC, namely the common market and the common agricultural
policy (CAP). The economic crisis aroused the will to re-create tariff barriers
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amongst some EEC member states. Monetary instability put at risk the common pricing system of the CAP, centred on a common unit of account based
on gold to allow price comparisons across EEC countries. There was hence a
widespread sentiment of the EEC besieged by the crisis. Holding regular and
frequent heads of government meetings would help overcome this problem.
In short, it would help protect the acquis communautaire—the entire set of
rules the EEC had managed to develop since its creation.
Second, and more broadly, the direct involvement of heads of government in summits came from the rise of globalisation, understood as the
increasing interdependence of states, especially economically, and the proliferation of international bodies. The rise of globalisation—“the globalisation
of the economy” and “the shock of the global” are common expressions
used to characterise the 1970s17 —had already given birth, before the 1970s,
to the creation or strengthening of other political, administrative, and nongovernmental structures. Already in the 1950s and 1960s, various groups
arose in response to the increasing challenges posed by the Cold War
and the problems of the international monetary system (IMS). Transatlantic
networks like the Bilderberg Group and the Atlantic Institute, which both
emerged in the early 1950s, aimed at improving co-operation between the
two sides of the Atlantic.18 Set up in 1963 by William Fellner, Fritz Machlup,
and Robert Triffin, the “Bellagio Group” aimed at “bringing together academic, official, and occasionally business participants, to analyze and debate
policy-orientated studies—empirical and theoretical—of the major problems
raised by the progressive disintegration and collapse of the Bretton Woods
international monetary system.”19 The movement accelerated in the 1970s.
Klaus Schwab founded the European Management Forum in 1971—and
as the topics covered expanded beyond management issues, it was later
renamed World Economic Forum; it is best known for its annual meeting of
intellectuals, world leaders, economists, and journalists in Davos.20 David
Rockefeller founded the Trilateral Commission in 1973, involving North
American, European, and Japanese leaders.21
With the breakdown of the Bretton Woods system, international monetary co-operation witnessed the most intense administrative restructuring
of the early 1970s. The creation of the G-5 in late 1973, growing out of
the Library Group created earlier in the same year, included American,
Japanese, French, West German, and British finance ministers.22 In April
1972, the Committee of Twenty (C-20) comprised mostly of finance ministers and central bankers developed to deal with IMS reform.23 The growing
internationalisation of banking activities, coupled with the advent of floating
exchange rates, gave birth to many financial crises in 1973–1974, and later
to some co-operative responses like the creation of the Basel Committee on
Banking Supervision in 1975.24 The proliferation of international bodies was
such that Wilson raised the issue during the Rambouillet summit and declared
that the list of them that he had commissioned was six pages long.25 “We are
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not being good leaders to the world as long as this proliferation continues,”
he concluded. This observation also reflects a desire for informality stemming from the multiplicity of other big international institutions—the United
Nations (UN), the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), and more—deemed inadequate in the
framework of the mid-1970s crises.26 In discussing where G7 leaders should
meet, Schmidt remarked: “I think the meeting should be held outside Paris
so we don’t attract crowds and make a show of it.”27
It is important to note that whilst alternative options existed, they
proved unsatisfactory or simply did not function. The UN, the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the EEC’s multiple ministerial councils and specialised committees, and NATO could
not provide appropriate fora for the international economic co-ordination
envisaged by Gerald Ford, the American president, Giscard, Schmidt, and
Wilson. These institutions were too large and/or too formal. NATO heads
of state and government summits did exist, but they were—and are—
irregular unlike ministerial meetings, and they did not deal with economic
and monetary issues. The first such NATO summit was held in Paris in
December 1957; the second took place 17 years later in Brussels, in June
1974. UN Security Council effectiveness was gridlocked by Cold War tensions. Attempts at international economic co-operation were not successful.
“The Group of 20 failed,” Giscard told Ford in December 1974.28 The
Conference for International Economic Co-operation, also known as the
“North-South Conference,” held in Paris in December 1975, failed “in-asmuch as the objective was to create a new international framework for
economic cooperation.”29
Importantly, the diagnosis according to which existing international
structures were inappropriate was shared beyond British, French, and
German diplomatic circles. Ernest Preeg, Director of the Office of European
Communities and OECD Affairs, expressed it clearly: “The existing institutional structure of economic policy coordination is highly fragmented. . . .
The various issues are not brought together on a regular, systematic basis.
Discussions by the “Big 5” (France, Japan, the UK, the US, and West
Germany) Finance Ministers probably comes closest. Bilateral summits have
dealt with economic issues, but preparation is ad hoc and often sketchy.”30
The conclusion he drew was the need to strengthen and integrate policy
coordination—though his personal preference was for reinforcing the OECD.
The regular and frequent meeting of heads of government was thus the result
of a willingness to move outside of the usual international framework: UN,
GATT, OECD, NATO, International Energy Agency, and EEC institutions. The
issues tackled were different, there was a perception that some of the institutions had failed in dealing with them, and they could not achieve the
informality desired by the newer leaders.31 Wilson could thus conclude at
Rambouillet: “we have won ourselves a breathing space. The initiative on
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these issues has, at least partially, been transferred to the sort of people sitting around this table. . . .”32 Unlike other international fora, the G7 and the
European Council showcased a will to go beyond highly technical issues and
tackle political and global challenges.
Until the mid-1970s as a response to these challenges, virtually all international political actors, from the private and non-governmental to state
institutions and international organisations, were therefore perhaps imperfectly, but steadily, re-organising themselves. The one exception was heads
of government. In that respect, the final communiqué of the 1974 Paris
summit was remarkably straightforward:
Recognising the need for an overall approach to the internal problems
involved in achieving European unity and the external problems facing
Europe, the Heads of Government consider it essential to ensure progress
and overall consistency in the activities of the Communities and in the
work on political co-operation. The Heads of Government have therefore
decided to meet, accompanied by the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, three
times a year and, whenever necessary. . . .33

The rise of globalisation and the new constraints that appeared imposed
a re-definition of the state’s room for manoeuvre and, consequently, acted
as the decisive trigger to get heads of government involved in a summit.
It was no longer possible for a single country, acting alone, to find the
solution to global problems. The rise of globalisation and the diversity of
issues to resolve made ever more pressing the need to engage the only
individuals able simultaneously to deal with various policy areas, the heads
of government.34 And this concerned all types of international discussions:
North-South, East-West, consumers-producers relations, monetary questions,
and the global recession.
The case of energy was particularly important. Ford thus explained
to Schmidt: “We strongly feel there must be a higher unity amongst the
consumers—not on the basis of a confrontation, but to know that we as
consumers know our options, and soon.”35 Ford made the same point to
Giscard a few days later, a position equally supported by Takeo Miki, Japan’s
prime minister, in Rambouillet.36 Meetings of world leaders were not only a
consequence of interdependence, but also simply a consequence of the interconnectedness of issues. It quickly became clear that monetary relations did
not only involve strictly monetary matters, but also economic, financial, and,
indeed, foreign policy in general. Hence, heads of government had to have
a say in negotiations, since they alone had the overarching viewpoint that
would allow the handling of several issues at once.
Linked to this desire to prevent economic and monetary disintegration
was a third important dimension, namely the memory of the 1930s. The crux
of the interwar period had been the “dual crisis”: the simultaneous collapse
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of the international economic system and the international political system.37
Whether mistaken or not, many leaders in the 1970s feared the same would
happen again. Schmidt explained at Rambouillet: “I am deeply worried.
1975 is very different from 1932, but the behaviour of governments—trying
to ride it out—could be similar. We can’t use the methods of recent years
for a situation that none of us have lived through.”38 Miki similarly warned:
“We must avoid the mistakes of the 1930’s.”39 One way to counter the risk
of another “dual crisis” was to facilitate, if not institutionalise, the meetings of the heads of government of the most developed economies to deal
simultaneously with the international economic system and the international
political system. Ford declared at the beginning of the Rambouillet summit
that “it was necessary to work together in the economic field in order to
stabilise the political background.”40 To a large extent, the inception of the
G7 and the European Council was thus aimed at creating, maintaining, and
fostering trust amongst Western and EEC leaders.41
Trust was both a purpose and a value to be nurtured by holding summits. It was, indeed, a reason why summitry became regular: to ease and
improve co-operation in times of turmoil. That summiteers in the mid-1970s
were fluent in English undoubtedly helped the exchanges. Takeo Fukuda,
Japan’s prime minister during the 1977 London G7 summit, recalled his time
in London between 1930 and 1933 and “thought that there was now [in
1977] a better chance of international economic cooperation.”42 Of course
the outcomes of such summit-level gatherings did not sometimes go far
enough. But at least some attempt existed at co-operating in an international
forum on a regular basis to discuss political economy—which had not really
been the case in the 1930s. On a more psychological level, both summits
also sought to restore confidence in the economic and political system, to
smooth out the distress caused by the crisis in industrialised countries, and
to iron out the contradictions between individual policies. In less than three
years, the Bretton Woods system had collapsed, the energy crisis occurred,
and above all global recession emerged: confidence was needed to overcome the crisis.43 Schmidt frequently stressed the psychological dimension of
summitry: “If we could create the impression we intend to work together and
coordinate our policies, that will be enough.”44 Confidence would encourage investment. Hartmut Soell, one of Schmidt’s biographers, even wondered
whether the economic summit was not a “soul massage.”45 Overall, the idea
was to create some sort of collective leadership through an apparent unity.
The circumstances of the genesis of both summits also highlight their
common logic. The decision to convene both adhered to an earlier existing practice, the organisation of a “test meeting,” finally followed by a dress
rehearsal. Indeed the European Council largely grew out of earlier ad hoc
EEC summits, whilst Rambouillet stemmed largely from the practice of the
Library Group. Both ad hoc EEC summits and the Library Group constituted
an institutional practice that Giscard and Schmidt were willing to reproduce
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once they became heads of government.46 This explains why both summits
ensued relatively quickly after the two men came to power and were seen as
a success: they were built on a longer tradition of co-operation. Earlier proposals for holding such summits occurred in the EEC and at the global level,
but they did not bear fruit.47 As explained earlier, the economic and monetary
context of the mid-1970s allowed these ideas to gain ground. Concerning the
G7 summit, Giscard only cursorily mentioned the idea of a top-level meeting
during the Franco–American summit at Martinique in December 1974.48 A
more detailed discussion occurred between Giscard and Schmidt the following July.49 Schmidt subsequently took the lead. Since Giscard was suggesting
a monetary conference, which held little appeal to other Western leaders,
the German chancellor envisaged a more attractive economic summit.50 The
proposal found support at the 31 July 1975 Quadripartite Meeting on the
margins of the Helsinki conference.
Another common point was a test meeting that aired the idea of a
summit. This had been one of the main functions of an informal dinner
of EEC heads of government held in Paris on 14 September 1974.51 Giscard
wanted to show by example the type of meeting to institutionalise in the
EEC. Similarly, in discussions at Helsinki in August 1975, Schmidt, Giscard,
Ford, and Wilson first discussed the possibility of having the most industrialised countries meet to discuss the economic and monetary situation.52
The format of both meetings remained undefined. The eventual Paris summit of December 1974 would be less informal than that in September; and
Rambouillet included Japan and Italy. Nevertheless, in both cases, the test
meetings in Paris and Helsinki fulfilled the function of concretely articulating the proposal amongst some of the future participants. Finally, the
European Council and the G7 both experienced a successful first dress
rehearsal. The December 1974 Paris summit and the Rambouillet meeting
of November 1975 constituted the first actual full-scale instances of the type
of meeting that Giscard and Schmidt in particular wanted to see in the
future. It was therefore crucial that all participants found the experience
worthwhile and were willing in both cases to reproduce it. Admittedly, the
obvious differences between the summits surfaced almost instantaneously.
The date of the next European Council had been set after the Paris summit;
at Rambouillet, it remained unclear whether the experiment would be reproduced. The immediate follow-up to both summits would further accentuate
their differences.
The question of subsequent meetings points to a first central difference
between the two summits, namely, their institutionalisation—the process by
which each summit became an established custom.53 Before turning to this
issue, however, it is first necessary to examine the way in which both summits were prepared, as it reveals much about the nature of the summit itself.
An important dissimilarity concerned the diplomatic machinery for preparing, holding, and following-up the summits. Interestingly, the Paris summit of
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1974 and subsequent European Council set in motion the traditional national
and EEC diplomatic machineries. National ministries prepared the European
Council discussions according to their competencies. The European Council
itself benefited from the support of a permanent institution, the general
secretariat of the Council of Ministers.
By contrast, the Rambouillet meeting—and subsequent G7 summits—
involved a specific diplomatic practice: use of so-called “sherpas” instead of
any transnational administration. A sherpa was discretionarily nominated by
his own head of government. As Raymond Barre, Giscard’s sherpa, explained
in his memoirs, sherpas were invited to say nothing to their administrations
and report exclusively to the head of state.54 The identity of the sherpa also
underlined the difference between the G7 and the European Council. In the
case of the former, economic and monetary experts dominated. These have
included, for instance: Barre, professor of economics, former vice-president
of the Commission in charge of the economic and finance portfolio; Bernard
Clappier, governor of the Banque de France; Rinaldo Ossola, DirectorGeneral of the Banca d’Italia; Horst Schulmann, senior economic adviser
to Schmidt; George Schultz, professor of economics and American secretary
of the Treasury. In the latter, the preparations followed the pattern of a normal administration’s bureaucracy. Finally, the use of the term of sherpa was
in itself telling. Continuing the metaphor of the “summit,” sherpas helped the
heads of government reach the meeting.55 The European Council, although
equally a summit meeting, came by less spectacular arrangements—and the
term, “sherpa,” was not used.
A second important difference concerned the agendas of the summits. Whilst the meetings of EEC heads of government quickly became
the “European Council” and dealt with Community problems,56 the G7’s
name in its early years was as fluctuating as the monetary relations it aimed
at stabilising. Giscard initially called it “réunion économique et monétaire
restreinte”; others called it an “economic summit”; and the subsequent meetings were christened “Rambouillet II,” “Rambouillet III,” or “summit of the
most industrialised countries.”57 Their agendas were originally to be limited
to economic and monetary affairs. The French government, in particular,
proved extremely reluctant to have these summits deal with political issues.
Over time, however, the G7 slowly expanded its agenda and started dealing
with political issues either in quadripartite meetings—held formally outside the summits—or eventually during the summit itself. For instance, a
quadripartite meeting during the Puerto Rico summit in 1976 discussed Italian
problems.58
In 1977 however, the London summit witnessed a considerable widening of the agenda, partly due to the pressure of the new Jimmy Carter
Administration in the United States. In addition to the traditional discussion
of the economic situation, the summiteers now tackled nuclear proliferation
and human rights. It was also the first meeting to see the participation of the
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European Commission at some sessions, thereby acknowledging the growing influence of the G7.59 Again, the European Council had obviously a more
comprehensive agenda. By nature, it dealt with all topics relevant to the EEC,
ranging from agriculture to regional development and monetary policy. The
European Council incorporated one important new dimension, however: the
discussion of European political cooperation (EPC). Since 1970, EPC constituted the intergovernmental framework running outside the Treaties of Rome
in which EEC member-states discussed foreign policy issues.60 Its communautarisation—its inclusion in the EEC framework—had long been opposed
by the French government. Interestingly, the European Council was to deal
both with Community and EPC matters.61 It thereby underscored that at
the outset, the G7 had no ambition of a strictly political nature, whilst the
European Council, by contrast, did. The G7 would be caricatured as a world
government, but it always fell short of this description; whilst early on, some
European policy-makers considered that a European government could only
grow out of the European Council, rather than the European Commission.62
Finally, and most important, was the issue of institutionalisation. From
the very beginning, it was obvious in the case of the European Council
that regular meetings would transpire. They might be disputatious; they
might receive praise; they might attempt reform; but the principle of regular meetings of EEC heads of government was never really called into
question.63 The Single European Act (SEA) of 1986 partly constitutionalised
the agreement, but EEC member-states and institutions had long accepted the
uncodified principle. All European actors perceived the European Council
as an institution well before the SEA. Various documents taking stock of
European integration—for instance, the 1975 Marjolin Report on Economic
and Monetary Union, heads of government themselves and virtually all the
political and administrative personnel involved in EEC policy-making consider the European Council a proper body in the EEC institutional landscape.
Furthermore, if the European Council did not have a secretariat of its own—
it used instead that of the Council of Ministers—its function was embedded
in the EEC framework; it had to respect the rules enshrined in the Treaties
of Rome. The case of the G7 was, by contrast, more ambiguous. Rambouillet
did not set a date for a future meeting. Helmut Sonnenfeldt, Counsellor at
the American State Department, explained that no one seemed “very keen
on any sort of institutionalized follow-up.” He stressed, however, the importance of mentioning at least “the commitment of the participants to consult
and cooperate more closely in the future without any specific mention of
how and where.”64 And, indeed, a second meeting quickly took place in
Puerto Rico in 1976, although it seemed to accomplish little.
The G7 was an exercise in inter-state co-operation, but without a clear
legal basis and not even a gentleman’s agreement like the final communiqué
of the Paris summit establishing the European Council. Rambouillet came
about more due to circumstances requiring the holding of a summit than
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anything else. Finally, as noted earlier, the G7 did not have the backing of
a transnational administration—a permanent secretariat—comparable to the
UN, the International Monetary Fund, or the World Bank. Hence, if it was
probable that such meetings would carry on roughly once a year, it could not
be admitted openly. Already in 1976 the Japanese prime minister suggested
that the next meeting should take place in Japan.65 Whilst the readiness to
hold subsequent meetings existed, it could not be made public. It was only
at the 1977 London summit that it became clear that another meeting would
take place soon. There were many good reasons explaining this reluctant
formalisation. An open institutionalisation would indeed have even more irritated non-participants, especially the smaller EEC members, whilst it would
have increased the criticisms against the creation of a would-be world government. The elitist club of the G7 wanted to preserve the exceptional and
informal character of its meetings, thus acknowledging regular and frequent
future summits could not occur immediately and openly.
The issue of institutionalisation further helps understand the nature of
both summits. For the EEC, the question of holding regular heads of government meetings was longstanding. In the 1960s and early 1970s, several
proposals appeared but never were implemented. The G7 did not follow
such clear precedents. True, the Library Group provided a template that,
mutatis mutandis, guided Rambouillet. Moreover, there had been dreams
of a world government, partly manifested in the creation of the Trilateral
Commission, but this was not central to the Rambouillet meeting. The nature
of the G7 and its place in the international institutional structure was therefore not fully apparent or obvious. Comparing the two also helps better
grasp the extent to which the on-going Cold War influenced their inception. Admittedly, in both cases, the Cold War was more implicit than explicit.
No single head of government declared the necessity of a meeting with his
colleagues to face the Soviet threat or to maintain détente. Yet examining
the Cold War dimension helps explain the nature of both meetings. Whilst
the European Council appeared as a Cabinet meeting of EEC heads of government, the G7 appeared more as a co-operative forum amongst leaders
trying to defend a common model of economic development: liberal capitalism. The question of institutionalisation became linked finally to that of the
non-participants to the summit. Here again the difference was patent: in the
European Council, the question did not really exist, since from the beginning the European Commission took part in the meetings as did all EEC
member-states.66 The G7 situation was more complicated. The relations with
other international institutions and groupings—say OPEC and the developing
world—remained to be developed. The central challenge was the internal
European implications of the G7. The participation of the Commission to
the G7 meetings progressively settled the question, as the Commission represented the EEC in discussions where the topics dealt with fell under its
competences.
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In spite of their apparent differences, both summits saw their existence re-enforced during 1977. For both institutions, this marked the end
of some sort of “trial period.” Indeed, in early 1977, the EEC heads of
governments showed their willingness to reform the functioning of the
European Council: consequently, they implicitly confirmed the usefulness
of this new institutional tool.67 In 1977, G7 participants left London in June
almost taking for granted that another meeting would take place the following year. The on-going discussion about global economic imbalances,
in particular, required another meeting. There was, admittedly, no formal
institutionalisation. Yet it was an important step, since until then, a confirmation was required to organise a new meeting. It is also noticeable that from
1977 onwards, contemporary advisors and diplomats no longer talked of “a
new Rambouillet” but, instead, referred to the G7. A proper and undisputed
way to name things underlined this more formal recognition. Most important, the maturity reached by the two summits after three years of experience
stressed their more profound similarities.
Both summits faced very similar challenges and, crucially, belonged to
the same institutional logic. The G7 and European Council faced at least three
major challenges: keeping their exchanges informal, dealing with extensive
media coverage, and facing the debate over the legitimacy of their existence.
In the first of these challenges, the European Council and the G7 were meant
to be “fire-side chats,” and in their formative period, many heads of governments regularly recalled this as a motto. An argument might be made that it
was somehow a lost cause: could the most powerful Western leaders really
hope to meet in an informal setting? This issue underlined the fundamental
paradox of these summits, based on what is an oxymoron: the institutionalisation of informality. Regardless, one of the recurrent issues at stake in the
early period of regular summitry was to keep the sessions informal. Schmidt
regularly made this point in European Councils.68 And Giscard, with respect
to the G7, recently recalled that the original idea was for heads of government “to actually talk.”69 Amongst other reasons, one of the main problems
was the progressive increase in the number of participants. The G7 enlarged
to include Canada in 1976 and the president of the European Commission
in 1977, but it also saw an increasing number of ministers and senior officials. The European Council’s members quite logically grew steadily with the
enlargement of the EEC. With time, therefore, summit informality became
increasingly difficult to maintain.
With respect to the publicity given to the meetings, Ford raised the
point about what public opinion expected from the Rambouillet meeting
in a letter to his counterparts on 11 November 1975.70 The media covered
the informal summits extensively and, accordingly, often raised very high
public expectations. The crux of the problem lay in reaching a balance
between secret and frank discussions and public and diplomatic statements.
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Robert Hormats, advisor in the American National Security Council, aptly
summarised the situation:
The essential dilemma of the summit is that it will try to project publicly
that Western leaders are able to manage current problems at a time when
they do not fully understand the nature of the new types of problems
they confront. The trick will be for the leaders to avoid both deluding
themselves by boldly confident statements (which could tend to divert
them from serious inquiry into their common problems) and lapsing into
a categorization of their frustrations (which if made public would further
erode confidence in democratic leadership).71

Indeed, if perceptions developed that a summit yielded no results, the
easiest scapegoat was the fact of having held a summit. During a European
Council in The Hague in November 1976, Giscard pointed to the interaction
between public opinion, the media and the summit meeting discussions:
if the public knew the descriptive and passive nature of the exchanges
we have just had, it would have very serious doubts on the ability of the
European Council’s members to face their responsibilities.72

This obviously had an impact on the course of the summits themselves.
If prime ministers needed to act in concert to yield results, they had also an
obvious need for interim decisions for their own domestic public opinion;
but these interim results might in turn endanger the longer-term process.
Schmidt evoked this apparent tension at Rambouillet: “We should not, at
this time, make these arrangements public. But we should agree here and
stop the discussions. I say this from an economic and political point of view.
People just don’t understand the future of the monetary system. People are
reading of the irritations among us on this issue, and when they read of
these irritations they become irritated themselves.”73
This tension was a good permanent example of the conflict between
domestic developments and international endeavours. A show of—at least
apparent—responsible leadership, could allay pressure “from below.” This
would be clear in 1977–1978, both in the G7 and in the European
Council. Not to endanger their domestic economic stability, the German
and Japanese governments could not risk too strong a reflation of their
economies, whilst for international economic co-operation they had to contribute their share to restore global balances. A consequence of this quest for
“concrete results” was that unless the summit had a major issue to “solve”—
British renegotiation, international monetary stability, international economic
imbalances—then it was difficult to call the session or even the entire presidency in the case of the European Council a success. The European Council,
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in particular, became in many ways the “test case” of an EEC presidency.
This was problematic since it nurtured in turn the temptation to focus on
either bold declarations of intentions—but deprived of effect—or cosmetic
measures—at least accomplishing something. Here lays the crux of the problem of summitry: the most powerful leaders cannot say that they simply want
to meet to exchange freely their views, because they are the most powerful
leaders and this power must be exercised at some point. The two summits
were therefore permanently walking a tightrope: they must involve a lot of
preparatory work to make decisions, but care must be taken not to lose the
informality of their sessions.
A final important challenge, linked to the two previous ones, concerns the legitimacy of the meetings. The situation was indeed difficult for
both institutions. Were a summit to reach a significant result, the decision
taken could be criticised as undemocratic. This was for instance a criticism made against the European Council after the creation of the EMS in
1978. The European Council suffered reproach for having taken a decision
binding all member-states without having duly respected their individual
democratic decision-making processes.74 Conversely were a summit not to
reach any particular decision, it would be seen as a failure. It would then
nurture the feeling of impotent political leaders, thereby calling into question the legitimacy of their meetings. This had been the criticism often
expressed after G7 meetings. Critiques of summits can include being an
illegitimate world government or an occasion for the exchange of pointless
claptrap. Yet, there was another side to this coin. Originally, the summits
were seen largely as a democratic enhancement. It is clear that at least
Schmidt and Giscard considered that, given the constant growing influence of experts, time was ripe for democratically elected leaders to restore
their grip on international negotiations at the expense of “technicians,” and
re-introduce political will. Whether in retrospect over-ambitious or naïve,
the idea of holding summits of heads of government was, as Giscard put
it, that “closer cooperation [could] re-establish control of the general economic development.”75 “Economic technicians lacking political perspective”
had indeed so far dominated talks on international monetary reform.76 The
weight of international capital markets in international relations was growing. Yet the issues were attaining decided significance in global economic
and political developments. And compared to the experts—not to mention
financial markets—Western leaders were democratically elected and, hence,
they also had legitimacy to act.
Even more important than the comparable challenges summits faced
was the similar logic they shared. Three dimensions of this logic stand out.
Perhaps the most important but also the most complex to gauge empirically was the socialisation of leaders.77 The summit was an opportunity
for heads of government simply to meet. Until the mid-1970s, quite surprisingly, prime ministers rarely used to meet in multilateral frameworks.
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Tending to be bilateral, trilateral, or even quadripartite, their meetings seldom involved more participants and lacked a regular and frequent basis.78
By contrast, ministers met more regularly and more often, in the EEC Council
of Ministers, the G-5, NATO, or the UN. It also contributed to the reinsertion of Japan in regular international relations. The G7 in Tokyo in 1979 was
the first major international conference organised by the Japanese in their
history. The Rambouillet summit constituted the first stepping-stone of this
reintegration.
The question of issuing a communiqué at the end of the conference revealed this point, as Sonnenfeldt noticed: “The Japanese desperately
need some kind of communiqué to lend stature to what they consider
their first major international conference since the 1930s. . . .”79 Similarly,
Greece organised its first European Council since its EEC entry in Athens
on 4–6 December 1983. Importantly, regular summitry proved instrumental in helping the new political generation elected in 1979–1981 to get
acquainted with each other. For instance, the Luxembourg European Council
in June 1981 and then the G7 meeting in Ottawa in July represented the first
important international conferences that the newly elected French president,
François Mitterrand, attended. They represented important steps in trying to
dissipate misunderstandings linked to the election of a socialist president at
the Élysée Palace—and conversely were occasions for the new president to
discover the international scene.80
Regular heads of government summits were occasions to foster interpersonal trust amongst Western leaders. This is obvious in the case of strong
inter-personal relationships like that between Giscard and Schmidt.81 Yet the
reverse was also true. As Barre underlines, if summits were an occasion
to develop trust amongst leaders, this was highly contingent: “le courant
passe, ou non.”82 Importantly therefore, summits allowed co-operation without trust, precisely because co-operation was per force regular and frequent.
And this was a crucial new step, particularly with respect to what had happened in the 1930s. Willing or not to co-operate, a head of government
had to go to these summits from the mid-1970s onwards. A Eurosceptic
or a Europhile had to attend European Councils. Throughout the second
half of the 1970s and in the 1980s, British prime ministers remained little enthusiastic about European co-operation, but they still had to come
and share their thoughts with their European partners in an EEC framework. Similarly, regardless of their views on how international economic
and monetary co-operation should function, Western leaders had to confront
international issues at a G7. The German and Japanese governments were
not keen on reflating their economies in 1977 and 1978 but took limited
steps in that direction partly because participation in G7s made plain that
some concession on their part was needed.
Second, both summits shared a common institutional logic, namely
the quest for some kind of new collective leadership. The crises were
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undermining confidence in individual national leaderships, thus prompting some collective action at global—Western—level, what Schmidt dubbed
“management from the top.”83 The need to offer a united front in world
affairs partly originated from the contrast between oil producers and oil consumers. The oil producers, with OPEC, presented a common front—albeit
limited—to Western countries and oil consumers. The latter therefore wanted
to compensate for this shortcoming because, in contrast to OPEC countries, they knew that they shared more in common than economic interests.
As mentioned above, the Rambouillet summit spelled out this reasoning.84
The perception of an EEC leadership vacuum had also been a key motivation
leading to the creation of the European Council; so, too, was the weakening
of and dissatisfaction with American leadership in the Western alliance in
encouraging the creation of Western economic summits.85
Immediately after the Paris summit created the European Council,
Giscard informed Ford: “The diplomatic problem remains for you to
establish relations with a single Europe. We engaged in an objectively
frustrating enterprise. Previously the will to establish a strong, unified
Europe wasn’t very strong. We are planning EC summit meetings three times
a year for consultation.”86 Giscard clearly saw a connection between regular
and frequent EEC summit meetings and the question of EEC leadership.
The European Council might not be a panacea, but at least the EEC was
heading in the right direction. Part of this institutional logic concerned
the new international political life that the summits created around them.
These moments – preparation of the summit, discussions outside of the
plenary session, discussion on the margins of the summit—were often the
most decisive ones. Pre-summit bargaining became increasingly structured.
An important dimension of the success of a given summit therefore laid in
effective preparation by the G7 sherpas or the European Councils foreign
ministries. Many last-minute agreements arose during coffee breaks or dinners, rather than during plenary sessions.87 Finally, other meetings devolved
from a summit also mattered greatly. For instance, the quadripartite meeting
in the margins of the G7 in Puerto Rico in 1976 was the occasion to discuss
the situation in Italy. All this re-enforces the point that studying summitry is
not to say that summiteers were almighty, but rather that a new institutional
dynamic was emerging.
Another important dimension of this institutional dynamic came from
the fact that these summits represented places where the political and the
economic could meet. And so, from the mid-1970s onwards, both summits
witnessed economic and monetary co-operation becoming high politics.
These issues had mattered before. But after 1974–1975, they reached the
very top of the political agenda. The creation, and most importantly the
confirmation, of summits of heads of government sustained this trend.
As Schmidt famously and constantly repeated, “monetary policy is foreign
policy.”88 Indeed economic, monetary and financial affairs would no longer
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be separated from other foreign policy considerations.89 The breakdown of
Bretton Woods in the early 1970s, the energy crisis, the devaluation of the
dollar in 1977–1978, and the establishment of the EMS in 1978–1979 were all
foreign policy issues, as much as more “traditional” areas of external relations. This series of crucial economic, financial, monetary adaptations lay at
the heart of international politics in the 1970s—and arguably until today—
and their political, social, and psychological consequences were far-reaching.
Crucially, from the mid-1970s onward, regular summits contributed greatly
to political economy becoming central to Western foreign policy.
Finally, this quest for some kind of collective leadership had an interesting link, albeit secondary with the on-going Cold War. As explained earlier,
the European Council and the G7 were not the direct products of the Cold
War, nor even of détente, but instead originated in the economic and monetary crisis of the early 1970s. Cold War related matters did emerge in the
quadripartite meetings and European Councils, but they were not central to
their early years of operation—the period 1979–1981 represents the real turning point. Put differently, had the Cold War not existed, the creation of the
G7 or the European Council would have occurred anyway. Yet, as an attempt
at overcoming the crisis, the summits defended the model of economic and
political liberal capitalism—as opposed to that of the socialist economies.
Hence, when the idea of an economic summit emerged in 1975, Ford commented: “the perception of us working closely would help us with the
producers and the Soviets.”90 During the summit itself, he added, “This summit is designed to deal with economic questions but in a more fundamental
sense it springs from the enormous interdependence of our societies and the
common values which we share.”91 More tellingly, during the quadripartite
meeting in the margins of the Helsinki conference, Giscard stated:
The current economic and financial crisis deeply affects the Western
world. . . . On top of all this comes along an ideological conflict which
remains very active. . . . In that respect, the apparent inability, where
we stand, to face this crisis is for the West a very serious element
of weakness. . . . Therefore we must show that we can exercise our
collective responsibility.”92

Ford advanced a similar reasoning during Rambouillet: “We must ensure that
the current world economic situation is not seen as a crisis in the democratic
or capitalist system.”93
The link between summitry and the Cold War was also obvious in the
case of Italy. As Ford explained, “an invitation to Italy [to the Puerto Rico
summit] would provide a strong demonstration of Western support for the
Christian Democrats and strengthen their election chances.”94 The question
of Italian unemployment, Schmidt argued, could help save the country from
falling under communist influence.95 The summits were also an occasion to
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re-assert the commitment of the Western Powers and EEC to public freedoms,
open trade, human rights, and democracy—the core values of the West.
Accordingly, the European Council of July 1975, celebrating the UN’s thirtieth
anniversary, reaffirmed the commitment to democracy and human rights.96
A year later, the European Council reasserted its commitment to combat
terrorism.97 Repeatedly G7 final communiqués, at Rambouillet, Puerto Rico,
and London, confirmed the Western Powers’ attachment to liberal capitalism.
The Rambouillet declaration of 1975 thus read: “We came together because
of shared beliefs and shared responsibilities. We are each responsible for the
government of an open, democratic society, dedicated to individual liberty
and social advancement. Our success will strengthen, indeed is essential to,
democratic societies everywhere.”98 This was an important re-assertion since
the crisis was severely affecting the liberal capitalist model. A final example
helps to realise better the importance of appearing united: photographs taken
after G7 and European Councils were—and still are—often dubbed “family
photographs.” Such terminology gives a good hint at what these summits
were about, namely showing unity without necessarily hiding the differences
between some of its members.
In spite of their obvious differences, the European Council and the
G7 faced similar challenges and, most important, shared a similar institutional
logic: the “routinisation” and progressive institutionalisation of summitry as
the response of nation-states to the challenges posed by a new wave of
globalisation. Over time, it appeared that the European Council’s impact
on the EEC/EU would grow incomparably greater than the impact of the
G7 on the international system. Yet comparing the two institutions in their
early stage of development allows a better grasp of the new modes of governance emerging in the mid-1970s, namely attempts at top-level co-ordination.
It exposes how they fit into the wider framework of already existing institutions and rapidly developing transnational non-governmental organisations
and other informal networks. There was also a top-level dimension to this
re-composition of international politics. The emergence of permanent fora
of discussion amongst heads of government in 1974 and 1975 created a
new way of life in European and international politics. It modified international co-operation, changed some inter-institutional relations, considerably
attracted the attention of public opinion, and induced some transnational
networks to rethink partly their lobbying strategies.
This institutionalisation had of course its own contradictions, mostly
stemming from the seeming difficulty to institutionalise informal meetings
of prime ministers or to imagine meetings of the most powerful Western
leaders without the involvement of the media and the dramatisation of
events. But the G7 and European Council quickly reached such importance
that they would, in turn, be criticised. The crux of the story was, however, that with the creation of the European Council and the G7, summitry
became routine. Significantly, the use of the word “summitry” was fading
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away. To be sure, newspapers still composed their headlines with “summit”
highlighted to attract the attention of the reader and show that something
exceptional was transpiring. Yet the heads of government sought to show
that nothing remarkable was happening as their regular and frequent gatherings were routine. EEC heads of government consistently fought against
the tendency of christening their meetings “EEC summits,” labelling them
instead “European Councils.” Similarly, although less effectively, G7 members tried to drop the “summit” term and call instead their gathering just
“meeting.”
Overall, the idea was to show that summitry should become part of
everyday international governance, and that meetings of heads of government should not be interpreted as something exceptional. The reason regular
and frequent summitry matters is therefore not so much for the “decisions”
taken but, instead, for the new way of life it created. G7s and European
Councils of late twentieth century international politics were not akin to the
Great Power diplomacy of the nineteenth century. G7 and European Council
participants knew perfectly well that they could not behave in the same way,
that their means of action and influence were obviously different, and that
the issues and processes at stake—socialisation, trust, and legitimacy—were
incomparable. The key was not the ability to wage war, but to respond to
rapidly evolving global political and economic conditions. Nonetheless, for
all their challenges and problems, that summits became regular underlined
that far from being a stagnant decade, the 1970s was indeed pivotal—one
during which the international order that emerged after the Second World
War began to be challenged.
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