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Abstract 

This article contributes to the debate about the history of the political economy of the European 

Economic Community (EEC). It retraces the efforts, during the early years of the EEC, to implement a 

‘European economic programming’, that is, a more ‘dirigiste’ type of government of the economy than 

is usually associated with European integration. Based on a variety of archives, it offers a new account 

of the making and failure of this project. It argues that, at the time, the idea of economic programming 

found many supporters, but its implementation largely failed for political as well as practical reasons. 

So doing, it also enlightens the role of economists during the early years of European integration.  
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1. Introduction 

This article contributes to the debate about the history of the political economy of the European 

Economic Community (EEC), and of the European Union (EU). Since the economic crisis of 

2008, this issue has been under intense scrutiny. In particular, several historical works have 

contended that neoliberalism was congenial to European integration. Crucial to this 

interpretation, the role of German ordoliberals has been strongly emphasised.1 Ordoliberalism 

played a major role after the end of WW2 in Germany, and eventually in European integration. 

In spite of notable differences, it inspired the doctrine of ‘social market economy’ that became 

the watchword of German economic policy, and later, of the EU.  

But, in a sometimes heated polemic, other authors have insisted on the different 

intellectual currents represented during the early days of European integration, and on the strong 

economic debates between their proponents.2 In particular, Laurent Warlouzet and others,3 have 

unearthed the role of a collective of economic ‘dirigistes’, who tried to create something akin 

to an economic planning in the European Economic Community (EEC) during the early 1960s. 

This suggests that the Common market made room for more interventionist policies. Indeed, 

largely inspired by the tools of French ‘indicative planning’, economic programming was 

generally presented as the production of guidelines concerning the objectives and the desirable 

means of economic development in the Community. These guidelines were to define a 

‘scientific’ economic policy. And yet, this attempt at planning the Common market remained 

largely unsuccessful. In the longer run, it was not only ineffective, but also completely 

forgotten.  

This article explores the origins, implementation and fate of this project. It adds to the 

existing literature in two main respects. First, it comes to terms with the reasons explaining the 

failure of economic programming. In contrast with existing works, that generally emphasise the 
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ideational ‘resilience’ of liberalism, the decline of Keynesian ideas in the 1970s, and the 

correlative upsurge of neoliberalism reshaped in the US, it highlights the problems encountered 

early on by economic programming in the EEC. Rather than concentrating on its supposed 

defeat on the plane of ideas, I will argue that two main reasons account for the failure of 

economic programming in the EEC: A political one, connected to the troubled context of the 

‘empty chair crisis’; and a practical one, connected to the limited ability to operate a planning 

body in the EEC functioning according to ‘scientific’ criteria.  

So doing, the article also provides a new picture of the role of professional economists 

during the early years of the EEC. Much work has been done on the role of jurists working at 

the intersection of European politics, practice and academia in the ‘co-production’ of the EEC. 

But less attention has been paid to the economists involved at the time. They are sometimes 

said to have been rather absent during the early years of the EEC, at least before monetary 

integration became a pressing issue.4 And yet, this article shows that many economists were 

involved in European policy making during the 1960s. They were not only mobilised because 

of their technical ability to help implementing certain policies; they also contributed to shaping 

and to legitimising those policies – with a limited success in this case.   

Hence, studying the making and failure of economic programming in the EEC tells two 

different, but related, stories. On the one hand, it shows how the critical political events of the 

mid-1960s affected not only the institutional set-up, and the decision making process of the 

EEC, but also its economic governance and policies in the longer run. On the other hand, it 

illustrates that the ‘superiority of economists’ should not be taken for granted in the making and 

legitimisation of an economic policy.5 As the case of economic programing in the EEC 

suggests, mobilising economists is not enough in itself to ensure the success of an economic 

policy. Overall, the article thus provides a richer picture of the reasons why economic 

programming in the EEC remained a path taken no further.    
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To this aim, this article draws on various archival material covering the whole process 

of creation and failure of economic programming. It includes official archives of European 

integration6 - such as reports, draft memoranda, debates of the European Parliament, and, most 

importantly, the archives of the Committee created to implement economic programming in the 

EEC. It also includes texts published by economists, politicians and civil servants who publicly 

discussed this policy and attempted to (de)legitimise it. These are not used as secondary 

literature, but as documents of the debates of the time. Finally, the investigation of actors’ 

trajectories and involvement rests on published autobiographies, as well as on private archival 

sources and oral history records. This diversity of archives made it possible to retrace the origins 

of European economic programming, the mobilisations that shaped it in the EEC, as well as the 

reasons of its relative failure.  

I will first sketch out the origins of indicative planning. Although these ideas do not 

have a single national origin, I will focus on the French context, because the most vocal 

advocates of programming in the controversies of European integration were, at least originally, 

French. In a second part, I will examine how these ideas were used and circulated by a collective 

of people during the early years of European integration, in order to promote certain policies. 

Finally, I will discuss how they failed to build up a ‘dirigiste’ Europe. In conclusion, I will 

reflect on the extent of this failure.  

2. The invention of French indicative planning 

The origins of the political economy of the EEC have been thoroughly researched. In recent 

times, an unparalleled attention has been paid to one ideology: German ordoliberalism. 

However, other, alternative economic ideas were defended and discussed during the making of 

the Treaty. In particular, another collective pleaded for a more active direction of the Common 
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market. They have been generally called ‘dirigistes’, in reference to their roots and influence in 

France.  

 

Dirigisme has its sources in the first half of the twentieth century. As J. Schumpeter, an 

acute observer of the time, put it, the period marked ‘the defeat of liberalism’ as it had triumphed 

in the nineteenth century:7 the liberal ideology of laissez-faire, until then largely dominant 

among economists, bureaucrats and politicians, was increasingly put into question. This was 

not only because of the increasing interest met with by the other great ideology of the time - 

socialism. In Europe, the First World War led to strengthening the grip of the state on the 

economy.8 The issue was made more pressing during the inter-war by the violent economic 

crisis that swept across industrialised countries, underlining the impotence of existing economic 

instruments. The eventual spread of Keynesian ideas further strengthened this trend towards a 

more active government of the economy.9    

In this context emerged a multitude of ‘modern’ concepts aimed at promoting a new 

mode of government of the economy, and at redefining the role of the state. Among them, the 

idea of ‘direction’ or ‘planning’ of the economy was extensively discussed. It was generally 

understood as the organisation by a public authority of the objectives and means of national 

economic development. However, it was not a homogeneous doctrine: the idea of a direction 

of the economy attracted left leaning minds, as well as disenchanted liberals and conservatives 

eager to celebrate the failure of the liberal order.  

In this nebula, the main conflict line appeared between the strong, centralised planning 

originally called for by socialists and later implemented in communist countries, and a more 

liberal, indicative direction of the economy. Its aim was not to replace free market with a state-

run economy with mandatory economic goals set to private companies. Instead, it was to entrust 
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a public authority with the role of indirectly guiding the market, by ‘indicating’ the economic 

goals that would best fit the pursuit of the common good, and by fostering investments in the 

sectors that were deemed most important for industrial development. In a nutshell, the aim was 

to replace the ‘negative’ liberty of laissez-faire by a more ‘positive’ liberty fostered by public 

intervention.  

As several authors have pointed out,10 this ‘liberal dirigisme’ thus had more complex 

relations with neoliberalism than the vocal criticism of economic planning expressed by some 

prominent neoliberals might suggest.11 Liberal dirigiste ideas were based on the analysis, shared 

with neoliberals, of the crisis of capitalism. To answer this crisis, some authors unambiguously 

categorised as neoliberal developed ideas closely related to indicative planning.12 Hence the 

‘liberal planism’ of Alexander Rüstow, a friend of the ordoliberals, or of Maurice Allais, 

atypical but leading figure of French neoliberalism, who advocated a ‘synthesis of the liberal 

technique [competition] and the social ideals’ of socialism.13  

Moreover, in France at least, the dirigiste collective bore striking sociological affinities 

– and indeed partly overlapped – with neoliberal collectives, where industrialists, bureaucrats 

and engineers were also to be massively found.14 Some prominent representatives of liberal 

dirigiste thought appear to have been connected to the neoliberal networks that were organising 

from the W. Lippmann colloquium in Paris in 1938. This is for instance the case of the 

economist Robert Marjolin, J. Monnet’s future aide, negotiator of the Treaty of Rome and first 

European Commissioner for the Economy.  

However, these proximities should not be misinterpreted. Liberal dirigisme did indeed 

support free market; but it was by no means an apology of a minimal state – nor even of a state 

whose role would be limited to setting the legal framework of the market. On the contrary, it 

rested on the idea of the state taking an active part to the economic life through specific policy 

instruments.  
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The success of dirigiste ideas was correlated with the rise of new social groups within 

industrial societies – not workers, but managers, experts and engineers. In a context of growing 

discontent toward politics, and parliamentary instability, dirigistes called for a new elite to exert 

power. This discourse had ambiguous undertones, sometimes alluding to a conservative distrust 

towards democracy.15 But their argument was wrapped up in a specific rhetoric: political 

passions were opposed to scientific knowledge; particular, short-sighted electoral interests were 

opposed to true general interest; incompetent decision-makers were opposed to qualified 

technicians.  

Three elements were crucial to dirigiste policies: first, knowledge of economic data - 

which implied adequate tools to gather it 16; second, the economic forecasting capacity based 

on the data collected, in order to set economic objectives - which implied economic models to 

analyse the data collected, precisely the task that the emerging econometrics was set to 

achieve;17 and finally, macroeconomic instruments in order to orient the market and its activity 

according to the analyses and forecasts made - which implied building up macroeconomic 

policy instruments echoing Keynesian principles.18 These principles justified the new 

importance that professional economists progressively came to assume in public affairs.19 

This growing importance was reflected, for example, in various proposals for the 

establishment of planning offices or economic councils, starting with the US of the New Deal.20 

It was also remarkable in France, from the inter-war period to the Vichy regime and beyond.
21 

There, the role of the economists associated with dirigisme fitted in the tradition of Saint-

Simonism, the philosophy of industrial organisation par excellence: in the same vein, dirigisme 

and Saint-Simonism promoted a figure of the economist characterised by technical and 

mathematical knowledge – the engineer-economist – who soon intertwined intimately with that 

of the ‘technocrat’. In the 1930s, for instance, one of the key places where dirigiste ideas were 
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debated was the group known as X-Crise, gathering young engineers, economists and 

industrialists concerned about the economic situation.22  

After 1945, while the discourse on the necessary renewal of the institutions and the elites 

gained ground, the dirigiste ideas were further taken up and developed by very different people 

pleading for ‘scientific’ reforms.23 This justified the creation of new tools and new places to 

give substance to such a renovation. Created in 1946, the Commissariat au Plan led by Jean 

Monnet was one of the essential places of these efforts, and best expressed the triumph of a 

vision of the active state and its social engineering function.24 

3. From national planning to European programming 

What was the specific contribution of dirigiste ideas and their advocates to the shaping of the 

political economy of the early EEC? The role of J. Monnet has been abundantly documented, 

and has even given birth to the idiosyncratic concept of ‘Monnetism’.25 But he was not isolated 

in promoting these ideas. Indeed, far from being outrightly rejected during the early years of 

European integration, they widely circulated and found many supporters. This was made 

possible by the brokering role of individuals connected with the dirigiste collective, who 

pleaded for the construction of particular economic instruments corresponding their ideas. 

Central to their justification was the claim that they offered the most (and only) rational 

economic policy for the EEC. Hence, they especially relied on the authority of economics and 

professional economists to operate and legitimise them.  

 

The beginnings of European integration were replete with dirigiste ideas and people. As 

is well known, J. Monnet himself had led the French Commissariat au Plan when it was created 

in 1946. Over the years, he had surrounded himself with a team of experts – economists, 

lawyers, engineers – who worked with him at the Commissariat. Several of them were to play 
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an important role in early European integration: for instance, the law professor Paul Reuter, a 

specialist of international law consulted during the negotiations of the ECSC, had been strongly 

impressed by the Tennessee Valley Authority, which model he imported in European 

negotiations of the High Authority.26 A similar case was the engineer and later successor of J. 

Monnet at the Commissariat au Plan, Etienne Hirsch, who was also to preside over Euratom.  

But, in this collective, it is worth focusing on two actors who played a very important 

role in the creation of the EEC and its economic policies: the economists Pierre Uri and Robert 

Marjolin. Both have remarkably similar and complementary trajectories. Born the same year, 

in 1911, they were first trained as philosophers before turning to economics.27 They both had 

travelled to American universities during the 1930s, which contributed to trigger their interest 

for economic problems. After their conversion to economics, they both – although at different 

periods – worked under the guidance of François Perroux, an atypical but major economist of 

the time, who contributed to the development of applied economics in France. They both were 

amongst the first French readers of Keynes, whom they both acknowledged as a major – if not 

unique – inspiration. During the inter-war, they had been close to the left – R. Marjolin even 

briefly working for the minister of Labour when the coalition of the left came to power in 1936. 

After the war, spent in London for R. Marjolin, and partly in hiding for P. Uri – he had Jewish 

origins – R. Marjolin became Monnet’s aide at the Commissariat au Plan, where P. Uri joined 

them in 1947.  

When the Commissariat started to face troubles and criticisms, they followed its 

charismatic leader and took the opportunity to pursue an international career. Indeed, as early 

as 1949, following the monetary crisis, attacks against French planning had been more 

frequent.28 In this context, European and international institutions could appear as providing a 

good chance to continue the work started in France with the Commissariat, but at another, more 

ambitious level. In 1949, R. Marjolin was appointed General Secretary of the OECE, which 
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gave him a strong taste of how international organisations operated; as for P. Uri, he followed 

J. Monnet at the ECSC in 1952, where he held the position of Director of the Economics 

Division. Finally, from 1956, they both were involved in the negotiations of the EEC: R. 

Marjolin as an advisor to the French minister of Foreign Affairs, while P. Uri took part in his 

quality of Director of the Economics Division at the ECSC, possibly directly recommended for 

the negotiations by J. Monnet.29 P. Uri mostly influenced the preparation and drafting of the 

Treaty, while R. Marjolin would take up leadership on the issue during the following years.  

Of course, their influence was far from unmitigated. One of the most exemplary cases 

of the transactions between dirigisme and other economic ideologies during the negotiations of 

the Treaty is probably to be found in the preparation of the Spaak report, seminal work on the 

way to the Treaty drafted in 1956 by P. Uri and the German Hans von der Groeben.30 According 

to P. Uri himself, the choice of H. von der Groeben, a civil servant at the Ministry of Economic 

Affairs of the liberal L. Erhard, was aimed at giving a ‘counterweight’ to the French economist 

and his dirigiste tendencies.31 But, albeit in a mitigated form, dirigiste imprint can be discovered 

in the Spaak report.32 Actually, parts of the report were copied from previous notes drafted by 

P. Uri, in which he explicitly proposed to adapt the model of the ECSC – an institution much 

more limited in scope, but shaped by dirigiste ideas.33 For instance, he continuously defended 

the idea that a European public authority would have to be endowed with important economic 

means allowing it to help underdeveloped regions, because such an action ‘is a fundamental 

necessity for the success of the Common Market’.34  

Indeed, P. Uri had described the ECSC as expressing a ‘new economic philosophy’,35 

defined by a combination of free competition and targeted public intervention.  To adapt it to 

the EEC, he advocated instruments designed to finance Community-based work, to support the 

industrialisation of the poorest regions and to offset the effects of opening the markets. For, far 

from automatically reducing under the effect of competition, ‘the gap [between regions of 
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unequal economic development] can increase cumulatively if the basic conditions for the 

development of production are not first created by public means’.36 This conception favourable 

to public intervention would inspire the European Investment Bank, which should have had an 

important role in the Common Market. Yet, it remained an instrument of rather limited powers 

This was not the only achievement of dirigistes in European integration, though. During 

the negotiations, R. Marjolin had suggested – with little success – to create a form of European 

‘economic planning’.37 It would have helped achieve the goals set by the Treaty in terms of 

economic policy coordination (see art. 2 and 3). But the efforts of R. Marjolin to create a 

European economic planning did not stop with the signature of the Treaty. The first 

Commission's vice-president and in charge of Economic and Financial Affairs continued to 

push for the creation of a common economic policy in the EEC.38 His proposal was fully 

elaborated in the memorandum on the transition to the second stage of the Common Market 

published by the European Commission in 1962. The memorandum advocated the 

establishment of a market based on a double foundation: the rules ensuring the proper 

functioning of competition, on the one hand, and an appropriate activity of the public authority, 

on the other. Indeed, as the President of the Commission Walter Hallstein wrote in the 

introduction, 

‘It is important to realise that in today’s world the economic order based on freedom 

cannot subsist without a permanent presence of the state in economic life. This presence of the 

state manifests itself in two ways: on the one hand, the state subjects to a regulatory framework 

all the fields of the economy, as well as all the fields that are in contact with the economy ; on 

the other hand, the state intervenes in the form of a constant modification of the factors at stake, 

by the innumerable acts in which its daily action on the economic world is expressed, in a word: 

by practising a “policy” in the proper sense of the term’39 
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While the ‘regulatory framework’ clearly referred to the competition policy outlined in 

the chapter written by H. von der Groeben, the German Commissioner in charge of competition, 

the ‘proper policy’ was dealt with in the chapter written by R. Marjolin. It first distinguished 

between two types of economic action: short-term action, which corresponded to the 

conjunctural economic policy advocated by German representatives, and others, and longer-

term action. However, this distinction was drawn only to be radically challenged. Indeed, the 

chapter went on to state that short-term policy could only be ‘rational’ if it was part of a broader 

vision: the ‘usual distinction between conjunctural economic policy and long-term policy is 

therefore arbitrary’.40 Short-term policy must in fact be subordinated to a more comprehensive 

approach – labelled medium-term programming.  

Programming was firmly distinguished from the ‘authoritarian planning’ practised in 

communist states. Rather, it was modelled after French indicative planning.41 Just like its 

French counterpart, its main aims would be to define ‘the desirable and possible course of the 

Community’s economic activity during the period considered’, to establish a prospective 

evaluation of the Member states fiscal situation and to evaluate ‘the likely, desirable or 

acceptable [sectoral] distribution’ of national incomes.42 Likewise, it was to be elaborated in 

consultation with trade unions and employers, and approved – but, importantly, not drafted – 

by the European assembly. The difference between ‘planning’ and ‘programming’ thus appears 

as a strategic one – for ‘programming’ was perceived as a ‘weaker’ and more neutral term to 

advance in the Community setting.43 

Ample justification was provided for such an economic programming of the EEC.44 The 

memorandum argued that it was a ‘necessary guide’ in order to coordinate and ‘enlighten 

national and Community’ economic policies, and make sure they didn’t contradict each other. 

As such, it was an ‘indispensable [counter-cyclical] instrument for a rational distribution of the 

limited financial resources available to the public authorities’. Without it, it would be 
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‘extremely difficult to implement common policies’, such as the Common agricultural policy 

or regional policy. Most importantly, it was not conflicting with competition policy, but, it was 

argued, complementing it. Therefore, ‘the Commission has not only the right but also the duty 

to organize its various initiatives within an overall framework.’45 That this would involve a 

relative centralisation of economic decisions at Community level was cautiously not made 

explicit, but logically followed from the argument.  

 

In 1962, the project of European programming met with a favourable context. Indicative 

planning was in the early 1960s more than ever relevant in Europe. It is not to be overlooked 

that in France, the Plan had been in crisis for several years. But on his return in 1958, de Gaulle 

famously defined it as a ‘burning obligation’ which allowed supporters of indicative planning 

to return to the front stage for a while. Moreover, the Fourth Plan in 1962 expressed a concern 

to exporting this model: it emphasised that ‘the rapid establishment of freedom of trade can 

create problems, if it is not accompanied by the implementation of a common policy having for 

real content […] the first rudiments of a plan’.46  

And in fact, the idea of a policy inspired by indicative planning found substantial support 

in most other countries of the Community. During the reconstruction, European states had 

consolidated or developed more or less refined planning mechanisms.47 In the Netherlands, an 

Office for Economic Planning had been created by the economist Jan Tinbergen as early as 

1945. In Belgium, where it had been regarded with more suspicion, an equivalent institution 

had been created in 1959. In Italy, too, the minister of Finance – and convinced European 

federalist – Ugo La Malfa, had presented to the Parliament a project of economic planning in 

May 1962.48 Indicative planning thus seemed to benefit from a favourable context for its 

transposition at Community level.49 
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However, one country strongly opposed economic planning – national and European: 

the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG).50 There, such ideas had largely been rejected during 

the post-war period, as a reaction against the Nazi and communist experiments. Instead, the 

ruling party since 1949, the CDU, had adopted the ‘social market economy’ as the watchword 

that was to become the symbol of the ‘economic miracle’ under the minister of Economic 

Affairs, Ludwig Erhard. In this context, L. Erhard, himself a trained economist, was the most 

vocal opponent of the project of Community programming.  

His opposition culminated in the debate on the Commission’s memorandum for the 

transition to the second stage, held in the European Parliament on 20 November 1962. He did 

not reject the Commission’s memorandum as a whole. On the contrary, he emphasised that he 

was very satisfied with the chapter on competition, that he ‘could have written [himself]’.51 But 

economic programming was directly targeted by L. Erhard. He described the project as not only 

‘retrograde and centralising’ but also as necessarily ineffective. In his view, indeed, medium 

and long-term forecasting attempts represented vain efforts to ‘seize life in numbers’.  

To counter this criticism, R. Marjolin engaged in a wide-ranging promotion of his idea. 

The most visible attempt at publicly legitimising European programming took place at a 

conference on ‘European economic programming and national economic planning in the EEC 

countries’, which was organised in Rome from 30 November to 2 December 1962. The 

conference was chaired by the former Italian minister of Finance, Pietro Campili, while R. 

Marjolin acted as the general rapporteur.52 Besides representatives of the European 

Commission and of member states, practitioners of national economic planning were invited, 

alongside representatives of the main industries and trade unions.  

Moreover, an important group of professional economists – many of them 

econometricians or statisticians – was invited to attend the conference. Significant examples 

are Marcello Boldrini, president of the International Statistical Institute of Rome, Claude 
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Gruson, founder and director of the National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies in 

Paris, François Perroux, who founded and directed the Institute of Applied Economics, or Jan 

Tinbergen, first director of Economic planning in the Netherlands. The attempt to enrol part of 

the economic profession was not fortuitous: the advocates of programming sought to present it 

as a scientific policy, and thereby, legitimate and even necessary. To this aim, they clearly drew 

a line between rational programming and an ‘ideological’, politicised and unscientific 

economics – such as that advocated by L. Erhard.  

R. Marjolin, himself in an intermediate position between economics and European 

politics, gave the clearest expression of the criterion of rationality which was put forward. His 

main point was that economic programming had nothing ‘ideological’. On the contrary, he 

defined it as a purely technical instrument, ‘introduc[ing] a desirable element of rationality’ in 

the market.53 So doing, he opposed, without naming them, the ‘dogmatic’ conceptions of the 

German liberals. Their position, according to R. Marjolin, was all the more inadequate as, even 

in the FRG and in spite of the principles which were affirmed there, planning existed. Therefore, 

the opposition was purely ideological, i.e. irrational. This would have to be replaced by a 

depoliticised approach, based on sound statistical data and robust mathematical projections. He 

insisted that ‘the problem of programming is not a matter of economic theories or political 

ideologies, it is a technical issue’.54
  

The affirmation of this rational, technical and non-ideological, character of 

programming was widely accepted by most participants. This was not only a rhetorical claim. 

After the conference, programmers kept on striving to formalise economic programming on a 

European scale. In 1965, another symposium on ‘econometric models for programming’ was 

organised at the Florence School of Statistics.55 The continuity was clear with the conference 

in Rome: for instance, the patronage committee of the conference unsurprisingly included R. 

Marjolin. The event brought together nearly 180 economists, practitioners and academics, who 
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exchanged around the econometric models they used in planning activities. Discussions 

revolved primarily around national models; but, as the head of the Economic Structures 

Division of the EEC, a subordinate of R. Marjolin, Roland Tavitian, made clear, the 

Commission hoped the conference to bring ‘more clarity to the slow and laborious development 

of a coordinated economic policy at European level’.56 

Similar arguments were repeated, refined and disseminated on numerous occasions 

during the following months. Etienne Hirsch, former Commissaire au Plan and President of 

Euratom, published an article on the application of the French Plan to the European Community 

in the second issue of the Journal of Common Market Studies.57 In the following issue of the 

same journal, J. Monnet himself advocated the European transposition of the Plan.58 P. Uri, 

who remained an advisor to R. Marjolin and an expert involved in the preliminary work of the 

Commission,59 was particularly active in the promotion of planist ideas. For instance, in April 

1963 he took part in the VI International Congress of the Collective Economy, in Rome.60  

There he delivered a vibrant defence of European programming, distinguished from a 

simple coordination of national plans. He described programming as a ‘new synthesis’ between 

liberalism and public intervention. He stressed that it would be democratic if, as in France, it 

was drafted with the social partners, and approved by an elected assembly. In a context of debate 

about the increase of powers of the self-defined European Parliament – an idea reluctantly 

accepted by R. Marjolin in 1965 only, and one of the bones of contention in the ‘empty chair 

crisis’61 – this suggested that programming did not in itself directly imply a strengthening of 

the supranational assembly. In fact, it would rest in the hands of an expert Committee, in charge 

of the technical analysis of the economic situation, and of another Committee, in charge of 

proposing appropriate action.  

When the proposal was eventually debated in the European Parliament, in January 1964, 

it is in terms strikingly similar to that used by R. Marjolin that the German MEP and rapporteur 
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of the Committee on Economic and Financial Affairs, Hans Dichgans, although a member of 

the CDU, supported the project. Observing the failure of pure liberalism in the XIXth century, 

he stressed the need for an organised intervention of public authority in the economy.62 He 

presented planning as ‘a technical means of economic management and not the acceptance of a 

certain way of conceiving the State. It is […] a neutral method, I would even say similar to the 

statistics currently applied by all economic policy systems.’ The report was, of course, warmly 

welcomed by R. Marjolin, who once again stressed that programming was neither dirigiste, nor 

liberal: it was beyond the ‘ideological’ divide, a purely scientific activity.  

Hence, in spite of challenges raised by other economists, of ordoliberal persuasion in 

particular,63 the claim that programming was the most rational, ‘scientific’, economic policy 

largely succeeded. It had the convenient effect of depoliticising the debate, and to present 

programming as a purely technical matter.  

4. The imperfect legitimisation of European programming 

At first, the mobilisation of programmers seemed to be a success: The first programme was 

presented by the Commission to the Council in April 1966 and published in the Official journal 

of the EEC in April 1967. Yet, it was largely regarded as a failure.64 Hardly followed in practice, 

it was quickly forgotten. This seemingly paradoxical situation, I will argue, is connected to the 

unfortunate coincidence with the ‘empty chair crisis’ and the reluctance of Member States to 

delegate their economic policy. But the initial failure of the programme was also connected to 

the incapacity of European programmers to legitimise their endeavour as ‘scientific’ economic 

policy making. While, in line with the dirigiste ideal of social engineering, professional 

economists contributed to drafting it, the preparation of the first programme fell far short of 

their own claims of scientificity. This weakness in turn undermined the legitimacy claimed by 

R. Marjolin for his project.  
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On 10 July 1963, R. Marjolin submitted to the Commission a draft recommendation to 

the Council for the establishment of a Medium-Term Economic Policy Committee (MTEC)65 

– the institution of Community programming. The presentation was cautious. He repeated that 

economic programming was needed to ‘rationalise interventions’, i.e. to prevent them from 

disrupting market forces more than necessary and to make sure that they would not contradict 

each other. Indeed, ‘one may ask why what is useful for short-term policy would not be useful 

for medium-term policy’. The purpose of the Committee would be to prepare a draft medium-

term plan, based on the analysis of the economic situation and perspectives provided by a group 

of experts. This would allow to define the ‘guidelines’ of the economic policy to be followed 

for a five-years period, to monitor the policies actually pursued by the Member States, and to 

deliver opinions on the economic situation and the measures to be taken.  

 

The draft was slightly amended by the Commission, so that the proposal transmitted to 

the Council stressed, for example, more strongly that there would be nothing binding in the 

programme. In this softened version, the Council adopted the project in April 1964, despite the 

reluctance of the Germans. The Committee held its first meeting in December 1964. Its 

secretariat was given to Bernard Molitor, Head of division at R. Marjolin’s Directorate General, 

and it was chaired by Wolfram Langer, Secretary of State at the German Ministry of Economic 

Affairs – a sign of goodwill to the Germans.66 It also included, among others, Pierre Massé, the 

French Commissaire au Plan – later replaced by François-Xavier Ortoli, his successor. 

Members of the Commission were R. Marjolin and Lionello Levi-Sandri, the Italian 

Commissioner in charge of Social Affairs – or, depending on the session, H. von der Groeben, 

the German Commissioner in charge of Competition policy.  
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Moreover, on the creation of the Committee, eighteen ‘particularly qualified’ experts 

were placed under the direction of the Belgian A. Kervyn de Lettenhove to carry out most of 

the technical work leading to the drafting of the first programme.67 They collected, compiled 

and analysed statistics on which the Committee based its recommendations. But, as had been 

advised, it also early on consulted trade and employers’ unions that had requested to be involved 

in the process. These included the Union of Industrial and Employers’ Confederations of 

Europe, which supported a better coordination of economic policies, but warned that it should 

not mean an increased public interventions, and the European Trade Union Confederation, 

which expressed a strong wish to be closely associated to the work of the Committee.68  

 

As for the outcome of this work, the programme submitted in 1966, it was clearly shaped 

by the French model. The programme had roughly the same structure as the third French plan 

(1958-1961).69 It first stated the overall objectives of the medium-term economic policy of the 

EEC, that is ‘to create optimal conditions for continuous and harmonious growth, thus ensuring 

both a high level of employment and internal and external stability’.70 It insisted on the need, 

to achieve these goals, to tightly combine public and private means, public intervention and 

market competition. On the basis of the experts’ work, the second chapter reviewed the 

prospects of the Community up to 1970, providing general and sectoral statistics. It then went 

on to define general orientations regarding both supply and demand, and, in the final chapters, 

considered in more details several areas (employment, public finances, regional policy) – even 

though R. Marjolin firmly denied any ambition to offer detailed ‘sectoral programmes’.71  

 

But, in spite of these similar presentations, the authors acknowledged that the 

programme was much less detailed than a national plan. As we will see, they also pointed out 

that it was, in many regards, much less satisfying.  
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When the programme was formally adopted, in April 1967, its most consistent 

opponent, Chancellor L. Erhard, had been replaced by Kurt Georg Kiesinger, who had formed 

a coalition government with the SPD. He appointed as minister of Economic Affairs another 

professor of economics, Karl Schiller. A member of the SPD favouring an economic ‘synthesis’ 

between competition and public intervention, K. Schiller was much more sympathetic to the 

idea of programming – and indeed proposed something akin to it in Germany, the 

Globalsteureung (global steering) of the economy.72 And yet, the programme never became the 

European equivalent of the French plan that R. Marjolin had expected. Rather to the contrary, 

governments remained suspicious of Community attempts at influencing their economic 

policies. Moreover, instead of improving, in the longer run, it evolved towards something 

‘weaker’ than a plan indeed – before disappearing unnoticed.  

A first reason for the failure of the programme, was undoubtedly the institutional 

context. It coincided with the ‘empty chair crisis’, the most serious crisis that had hit the 

Community at the time. On the one hand, in spite of its technical nature, the work of the 

Committee – as that of the other institutions – had been significantly impaired by the absence 

of French representatives.73 On the other hand, the consequences of the crisis itself were most 

serious for the Committee. On a personal level, R. Marjolin, who had endorsed, albeit 

reluctantly, the proposals of W. Hallstein, had triggered the anger of the French President. After 

the crisis, the most fervent advocate of European programming was targeted by de Gaulle, and 

was to leave the Commission in 1967.74 He was thus unable to push for the enforcement of the 

programme.  

More generally, as P. Ludlow has argued, the crisis had shifted the debate from the 

question of what the EEC should do (its policies) to how it operated (its institutions).75 In this 

regard, the Luxemburg compromise, rather than a major change, ‘essentially reaffirmed the 
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existing state of affairs’76 – a pragmatic solution underpinned by the remarkable economic 

successes achieved during the first years of the EEC. On the contrary, taking the Committee 

and its programme seriously would have involved further centralisation of economic policy 

supervision at the EEC level. This was a highly salient sovereignty issue – much more than the 

contemporary, but discrete, case law of the then largely ignored Court of Justice77 – possibly 

touching on the ‘very important [national] interests’ mentioned in the Luxemburg compromise. 

Therefore, while planist policies found support at the national level, the timing was poor to 

transfer them to an institution at the European level.  

A second, internal, explanation for the failure of the programme is to be found in the 

work of the Committee itself. For the archive reveal another problem that had appeared in the 

process of drafting the programme. The Committee was quickly confronted to the limits of the 

adaptation of policy instruments inspired from national planning at Community level: the 

Community did not have the resources of states, and was thus unable to produce the reliable 

economic data necessary to the operating of economic programming.78 From its first meetings, 

the Committee identified these difficulties. An interim report submitted by experts in April 

1965 highlighted the statistical problems encountered in their work, and regretted that 

‘considerable progress still needs to be made’.79  

Given the magnitude of the problems, it was decided to ask the Statistical Office of the 

Communities to develop its work in this direction. Moreover, during a meeting in June 1965 a 

draft letter on the problem of statistics to the President of the Commission was discussed by the 

Committee.80 But delays were accumulating because of the technical difficulties that prevented 

the experts from developing meaningful forecasts.81  

These practical difficulties forced programmers to present their conclusions with 

extreme caution. The first programme stressed in its introduction that 
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‘[The Committee] was able to measure ... during the development of this programme, 

how important it was for the design of a medium-term economic policy to have sufficient and 

comparable statistical information for the various Member states ... Therefore, the Member 

states and the institutions of the Community should intensify their efforts already undertaken to 

improve the statistical knowledge of economic facts’82  

Taking note of these reservations, the Commission in turn underlined them in the 

document accompanying the draft sent to the Council.83 While it highlighted the merits of the 

programme, it also emphasised its ‘shortcomings’ and the difficulties faced by the Committee. 

Similarly, while the President of the Committee on the Economy and Finance of the European 

Parliament, the German Ilse Elsner (SPD), endorsed the programme, she conceded that ‘this 

first attempt has revealed another handicap … : neither our statistics nor our methods of analysis 

are sufficient to identify and evaluate many economic phenomena.’84 When he resigned as head 

of the Committee in 1967, W. Langer could only recall the efforts still to be made in this 

matter.85  

This insistence on its methodological limits weakened the legitimacy of the programme: 

after having studied the draft submitted by the Committee, the Commission adopted most of it 

– but claimed the right to authoritatively rectify certain points ‘underestimated’ by the report.86 

Likewise, when the project was discussed by the ministers of Economic Affairs of the Member 

States, they indicated in December 1966 their wish to ‘put the work back on the job’ by having 

it studied, not by experts, but by their permanent representatives.87 The German minister, K. 

Schiller, directly called for the programme to adopt more optimistic forecasts for the FRG.88 

Thus, despite all their efforts to assert its ‘objective’, scientific character, programmers were 

unable to impose the programme. In this case, legitimation through economics had flatly failed.  

The authority of Community programming was not to improve in the following years. 

After R. Marjolin left the Commission, his successor was far less enthusiastic about 
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programming. He was indeed replaced as Commissioner in charge of Economic and Financial 

Affairs by Raymond Barre. Appointed in part because of his loyalty to de Gaulle, he also was 

a professor of economics – but of more liberal leaning.89 Indeed, in the 1950s, he had been one 

of the introducer of F. Hayek and W. Eucken in France.90 But things didn’t change significantly 

when, in 1973, a former Commissaire au Plan (1966-1967), François-Xavier Ortoli, was 

appointed President of the Commission. The Commissariat he had been working in was already 

far weaker, and much more liberal than the institution set up by J. Monnet.91 More generally, 

planist ideas started to lose their appeal in the wake of the economic turmoil of the early 1970s.  

This did not mean the end of programming. Five medium-term economic programmes 

were drawn up until the early 1980s. But, as a glance at the third programme issued in 1973 

indicates, the following programmes emphasised a flexible and rather vague coordination of 

economic policies, rather than the more ambitious goals defined by R. Marjolin.92 After only a 

few years, in 1974, while the programme continued to be officially the guideline of Community 

economic policy, the MTEC was merged with the Short-term Economic Policy Committee and 

the Budgetary Policy Committee – confirming its limited autonomy.93 

5. Conclusion 

During its early years, the EEC was the subject of important economic debates. R. 

Marjolin and his friends pleaded, at first rather successfully, for an ‘economic programme’, 

inspired by the tools of French planning and conflicting with ordoliberal ideas. This was to 

make for a far-reaching economic governance of the EEC. Economists played an active role in 

these debates. They both contributed to designing a policy, economic programming, and to 

legitimising it when it was challenged by its opponents. But, contrary to what could have been 

expected in the context of the time, it never became what its advocates had hoped.  
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Their failure did not result of an incompatibility of economic programming with the 

Treaty of Rome. Nor did it reflect a defeat on the plane of economic ideas: Rather to the 

contrary, they found many supporters. Instead, the very limited success of economic 

programming in the EEC at the time can be explained, I have argued, by the political and 

practical difficulties encountered by programmers. Politically, in the troubled of context of the 

‘empty chair crisis’, the project of strengthening EEC powers associated with the Hallstein 

Commission, and programming, was increasingly put aside. Practically, the strategy of 

legitimation through economics and economists was to prove inefficient. This was not only the 

case because of controversies between economists, but also because of their inability to adapt 

national planning tools to the limited resources of the EEC.  

Their failure was not complete, though. On the one hand, it should be noted that during 

these early debates, the institutionalisation of economic expertise within the European 

institutions began.94 For, as the efforts to involve economists had shown, the inability of the 

European Commission to provide for its own, reliable economic expertise was a major 

weakness. On the other hand, this programming ‘moment’ of the EEC would open the path to 

other initiatives. In particular, it would find echoes in the idea of a European industrial policy 

aimed at encouraging the emergence of European ‘champions’.95  

Indeed, several civil servants and experts involved in the programming experience were 

later keen on pleading for a strong industrial policy. This was for instance the case of Robert 

Toulemon, a former Head of Cabinet of R. Marjolin in 1962-63, who was appointed General 

Director for Industrial Affairs in 1968.  Likewise, Michel Albert, who had worked at DGII from 

1966 to 1969, as well as for the Commissariat au Plan, was a most vocal proponent of European 

industrial policy in the 1980s. Finally, Jacques Delors, himself a former civil servant of the 

French Commissariat, was actively involved in the promotion of an EEC industrial policy from 
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the early 1980s. Industrial policy could thus draw upon the projects of European economic 

programming elaborated in the early 1960s.  
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