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The Council of Europe, located in Strasbourg and founded in the aftermath of the Congress of The 

Hague in 1948, is one of the oldest European organisations, and also one of the most overlooked and 

perhaps undervalued. Confusions with the European Council are the norm rather than the exception. 

Both historical research and the general public rarely look to Strasbourg, with the limelight being taken 

by the European Union and its predecessor organisations. Whenever the Council of Europe is in the 

news, it is most likely its court, the European Court for Human Rights, founded in 1959, which makes 

the headlines. So where did it go wrong for the Strasbourg institution?

Historian Birte Wassenberg’s thorough account of the history of the Council of Europe from its 

inception to the most recent period documents the difficulties and achievements of the Council of 

Europe in detail. Wassenberg follows the history of the Council of Europe chronologically, dividing her 

account into three distinct periods: the founding phase and »honeymoon« years (1948–1969), the 

period until the fall of the Berlin Wall (1969–1989) and finally the post-communist period (1989–2009).

Part of the answer why the Council of Europe was not able to remain at the centre stage of the 

European integration process lies in the fact that from its inception in 1949 the Council of Europe 

struggled to define a common line amongst its heterogeneous membership. This struggle can often be 

reduced to the opposition between intergovernmentalists and federalists. Also, within the Council of 

Europe’s institutional framework it was often a rather progressive Consultative Assembly which had 

difficulties imposing its ideas for advanced European cooperation on a more reluctant Council of 

Ministers. This limited the progress and the possibilities of the Council of Europe to define itself as the 

political centre of European integration and to take the lead in the unification of Europe. 

With the founding and achievements of new and more cohesive supranational institutions such as the 

European Coal and Steel Community in 1951 and, more importantly, the EEC in 1957, even in the 

»honeymoon« period the Council of Europe was struggling not to lose control of the integration 

process. As Wassenberg shows, this competition is a red thread running through the organisation’s 

history. Still, contrary to the EEC the Council of Europe steadily increased the number of its members, 

18 by 1965, and can be said to be the most encompassing of the European organisations. Partly as a 

reaction to the EEC and its focus on economic integration, the Council of Europe focused its activities 

on human rights, culture (European Cultural Convention, 1955), law, education and, from very early 

on, the environment – areas into which the EEC had not (yet) ventured. In these areas the Council of 

Europe established lasting and, as Wassenberg demonstrates, often very successful cooperation 

between members on an intergovernmental level. 
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An enlarged European Community in the 1970s was partly encroaching on the Council of Europe’s 

domains, for instance by establishing a political cooperation. This was the trigger for the Council of 

Europe to search for new areas of activity in order to avoid falling into oblivion. During the 1970s it 

focused on promoting the European idea and values, and in the 1980s it strived for a pan-European 

identity through enlargement with western European countries (in particular Spain and Portugal) and 

intensified cooperation with central and eastern European countries, especially after Mikhail 

Gorbachev came to power in the Soviet Union.

As with any study on European integration, the context of the Cold War is important. While the Council 

of Europe was keen to present itself as open towards the East, achievements of the early period such 

as the European Convention of Human Rights (1950) and the European Social Charter (1961) were 

clearly designed to set Western Europe apart from the people’s democracies in Central and Eastern 

Europe. With détente, in the mid-1960s the Council of Europe developed its own »Ostpolitik« led by 

the Assembly that was characterised by a more flexible attitude towards the communist east. The end 

of the Cold War then presented the Council of Europe with the unique opportunity of becoming the 

central actor in the reunification of the continent, as it was able to utilise the privileged contacts 

established during the mid to late 1980s. Indeed, as Wassenberg shows, the Council of Europe did 

become the roof of Gorbachev’s »Common European Home«, enlarging its membership from 23 to 47 

in the period 1990 to 2009. 

Wassenberg’s study relies mainly on the archives of the Council of Europe. Understandably, given the 

scope of the book, it was not possible for her to delve into member state archives. While this has 

resulted in a somewhat inward-looking assessment of the Council of Europe and description of the 

wide range of its activities, it will be up to other researchers to delve deeper into certain issues with the 

help of a wider array of source material. The aspect of network formation through European-wide 

committees with the participation of national civil servants, experts and other stakeholders could, for 

example, be the object of further studies. Wassenberg’s decision not to investigate the history and the 

mechanics of the organisation and instead to focus on the purely diplomatic and political history of the 

organisation is, in the opinion of the reviewer, a flaw as it deprives the reader of a deeper 

understanding of the workings of this institution and the outlook and the identity of its staff.

It is commendable that Wassenberg ventured into more recent periods for which archival material was 

not available, something historians rarely dare to do. Given the important role the Council of Europe 

has played in integrating central and eastern European countries since 1989, this choice was justified. 

This volume covers a lot of ground and it works admirably well as a handbook on the history of the 

Council of Europe. Not least, Birthe Wassenberg’s achievement consists in contributing to lifting this 

organisation from oblivion and giving it its deserved place in the history of European integration. 
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