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The Chilean Antarctic Institute (Instituto Antártico 
Chileno - INACH) in addition to its fundamental 
mission in the scientific and technological fields, 

is also entrusted with the promotion of public awareness and 
awakening interest in Antarctic matters while the Chilean 
Antarctic Bulletin (Boletín Antártico Chileno) seeks to inform 
the Chilean and Antarctic community about activities of the 
Chilean National Antarctic Program, and more generally about 
subjects of interest in Antarctic affairs, mostly concerning 
scientific matters but also including topics that contribute to 
expand the global knowledge of Antarctica. 

In the past, INACH has dealt with those topics in a number 
of separate publications, covering, among others, the Third 
and Sixth Meetings of the Ibero-American Antarctic Historians 
(held respectively in 1996 and 2001 in Punta Arenas, Chile); the 
III International Arctic-Antarctic Symposium: Opposite Poles? 
(Punta Arenas, 1998); the Seminar on the Protection of American 
and Antarctic Ecosystems (1995); the RAPAL Workshop on the 
conceptual structure of “Associated and Dependent Ecosystema” 
and the Proceedings of VII SCALOP Symposium on Logistics 
and Operations (both of them at the University of Concepción, 
Chile, in 1998); the Second Antarctic Protected Areas Workshop 
(Lima, Perú, 1999); and the Workshop on a Management Plan 
for Deception Island (Santiago, 2002).

In parallel, the Chilean Antarctic Bulletin has alternated its 
current issues with thematic ones, and the decision to include 
the Proceedings of the II Workshop on the History of Antarctic 
Research in a special number of our Bulletin responds at the 
same time to the desire to provide access to these historical 
studies of the development of Antarctic research to a broader 
public, and to the interdisciplinary approach recommended by 
the International Polar Year (IPY) 2007/08.

Note from the Editorial Committee of 
the “Boletín Antártico Chileno”
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When the History of Antarctic Research Action Group of the Scientific Committee 
on Antarctic Research (SCAR) planned its second workshop on “Multidimensional 
exploration of Antarctica around the 1950s” our Chilean colleague Jorge Berguño 

unhesitantly offered to take over the organisation for a meeting on 21-22 September 2006. The 
idea was to provide a location, which would facilitate the participation of colleagues from South 
America in one of the countries close to Antarctica. This was realised in a wonderful meeting 
place on the top floor of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Chile in the heart of Santiago. The 
view over the city was splendid, a factor we particularly enjoyed during coffee breaks on the 
lofty terrace.

When the director of the Chilean Antarctic Institute (INACH) in Punta Arenas, José Retamales, 
welcomed 21 participants coming from Germany, The Netherlands, Sweden, Tasmania (Australia) 
and the United States, he could also welcome five participants from Chile and three from 
Argentine. Thirteen different papers covering a great range of perspectives were given. Moreover, 
two books on Argentine and Chilean Antarctic research were presented and distributed, thereby 
further enriching the deliberations of the workshop.

The picture shows some participants of the 2nd SCAR History Workshop. First row from left 
to right: Adrian Howkins, Cornelia Lüdecke, Mauricio Jara, Irina Gan, Nelson Llanos Sierra, Aant 
Elzinga, Jorge Berguño. Back row: Jason Kendall Moore, Mariano Memolli, Eugenio Genest, Pablo 
Wainschenker (hidden), Jan Huber, Peter Abbink, Consuelo León Wöppke, Adolfo Quevedo Paiva 
(hidden) (Source. Irina Gan).

The mixture of PhD students, historians, historians of science, and Antarctic veterans, as 
well as profound experts on the origins of the Antarctic Treaty System, its context and unique 
mode of operation, resulted in very lively and exciting discussions or comments.

The workshop was sponsored by the Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR), 
INACH, the German Society for Polar Research (DFG) and was supported by the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Chile to which we want to convey our thanks. Finally we greatly appreciate 
the publication of the proceedings by INACH.

Cornelia Lüdecke 
Munich

Introduction
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On behalf of the Chilean Antarctic Institute I am happy 
to welcome the participants in the Second Workshop 
on the History of Antarctic Research. The Institute 

is happy and proud to associate itself with the German Society 
for Polar Research and the Scientific Committee on Antarctic 
Research (SCAR) in sponsoring this workshop. Attendance by the 
Executive Secretary of the Antarctic Treaty and members of his 
Secretariat is a welcome sign of the interest that the Antarctic 
community assigns to this endeavour.

We are grateful as well to the Chilean Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs for allowing us to host the meeting at the Cardinal Samoré 
Conference Centre. I trust that you will find this environment 
appropriate and helpful for your important work.

The search for origins, roots and explanations is, at the same 
time but in different ways, the proper sphere and motive for 
action on the part of the scientist and the historian. As we all 
know, Antarctic ice sheet stability, as the main controlling factor 
in world sea levels, continues to arise the unanimous interest of 
the global scientific community, in particular after the latest 
report of the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

Concern for the future is inevitable. However, ice also 
encapsulates the past: a single ice core collected in Antarctica can 
also provide fascinating insights to the historian on the accumulated 
impact of the industrial revolution, global pollution spread over 
the earth and the sequence of its social and economic impacts 
in regions extending far beyond the Antarctic Treaty area.

A British Antarctic Survey (BAS) publication on Antarctic 
Research in the 1980s asked the following questions: “Where else 
can one find snow that fell when the Romans invaded Britain or 
samples of the atmosphere from before and after the advent of 
leaded petrol? Where else, alas, can one find nuclear weapons 
tests recorded for posterity in neatly stacked layers of harmless 
but detectable radioactivity?” Some say that the first ice core 
was recovered during the Norwegian-British-Swedish expedition 
of 1949/52 in the ship Norsel, and that this achievement during 
the geological and glaciological survey undertaken at the time 
provided the foundation for work on ice cores during the IGY. 

The respective labours of science and history show a similar 
path as exemplified by Dr. Elzinga’s interesting contribution to 
this workshop on a very early European Antarctic Project (EAP) 
a forerunner in the 1970s of the European Project for Ice Coring 
in Antarctica (EPICA) which finally succeeded in the 1990s. In 
its multidimensional exploration of the 1950s, the SCAR Action 
Group will test its ability to scrutinize “both sides of the coin”, the 
resulting legal-political framework and the underlying scientific 
principles, several times during this Workshop.

A key feature in both the old and the more recent Antarctic 
scientific ventures is the relative strength of its international 
cooperation component as well as the soundness of the 
underlying scientific principles and managerial capacities. 
The interrelationship of science and policy is therefore always 
a complex, challenging, unavoidable issue. Which one comes 
first? We are easily satisfied with the proposition that States 

attending the 1959 Washington Conference decided on the merit 
of the practice followed by the International Geophysical Year 
(IGY) that the 60º South Latitude parallel would encompass the 
area of application of the Antarctic Treaty. However, the first 
reference we can find to this boundary appears in a resolution 
approved by the International Geodetic Permanent Commission 
in October 1895 in support of a gravitation survey proposed by 
its Chairman, Professor Helmert, reflecting the firm conviction 
that further knowledge of the Antarctic region would be of the 
greatest benefit for higher geodetic theory, a belief shared by 
Georg Neumayer and Sir Joseph Hooker.

In open and covert ways, the expanding realm of science 
during the XIXth and XXth centuries, including international efforts 
towards more accuracy in world time, longitude calculations, 
weights and measures standards, world communications and 
the development of a geographic chart of the earth had already 
set conventional limits long before diplomats and politicians 
undertook the task of providing an international framework for 
Antarctica’s multinational scientific laboratory. It is probably 
more important to understand how science and policy meet, how 
they jointly strengthen the fabric of national and international 
societies.

In an interesting attempt to visualize the intellectual framework 
of Antarctic science, Professor Prabir Dastidar at the Indian 
Ministry of Earth Sciences has analysed the structure of the 
Antarctic Treaty system in the context of the research dynamics 
of Antarctic science. His endeavours to identify key players 
and frontier research areas in the field indicate that 41% of the 
scientific output is provided by the USA and the UK, followed by 
Australia, Germany, Italy and France, and that the six top players 
are, in fact, also those countries with a greater international 
cooperation component in their Antarctic programmes. Countries 
placed in a central position within a web of strong cooperative 
interactions are better placed to benefit from the commonality 
of intellectual resources and will have a broader picture of the 
general trends of global Antarctic research.

Chile is a firm believer that scientific cooperation has been 
from the genesis of the Antarctic System its cornerstone and 
mainstay. At the XVIth ATCM (Bonn, 1991) Chile proposed that the 
period 1991-2000 be declared as the “Decade of International 
Scientific Cooperation”, a pledge with a visible impact on the 
Antarctic scientific community, which witnessed an increase in 
scientific productivity: a rise in multinational scientific papers 
from 1991 to 1992 from 17.5% to 23.2%, proceeding towards its 
culmination in 1998, by the end of the decade.

At the Chilean Antarctic Institute, we are firmly committed 
to a further increase of international scientific cooperation 
through the coming International Polar Year 2007/08, and 
while this Action Group continues to probe into the record of 
past international achievements, we hope that the tradition of 
collaborative research and free exchange of information will 
receive a boost from your deliberations under the able steering 
of Dr. Cornelia Lüdecke. 

Welcome by the Director of the Chilean Antarctic Institute

José Retamales
Director Chilean Antarctic Institute - INACH
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The 50th anniversary of the International Geophysical 
Year will be celebrated 2007. On this occasion an Action 
Group on the “History of the Institutionalisation of 

Antarctic Research within SCAR” had been established in October 
2004. It is the first international and interdisciplinary group to 
obtain insight into the development of Antarctic research and 
especially in its co-ordination. We want to study to what degree 
research in Antarctica has been driven by scientific criteria, and 
to what extent compromises were made in the light of political 
barriers, levels of technological development, logistical limitations, 
and physical hazards.

In historical perspective, a review will be made of essential 
background factors, both scientific and non-scientific, when nations 
were moved to participate in the International Geophysical Year 
(IGY, 1957/58) at the time of the Cold War. Pertinent in this respect 
are the different roles played by non-governmental scientific 
organizations as distinct from intergovernmental organizations 
or modes of international organizations. Additional socio-cultural 
and political background factors will be considered with regard 
to major nations that chose not to contribute to the IGY.

In the course of our workshops we want to investigate the 
engagement of different countries in Antarctic research. Various 
question wait for answers:

• What are the motivations to engage in Antarctic 
research?

• How were research agendas set up and implemented? 
• What kinds of arguments were used to promote Antarctic 

research? 
• What sort of funding was available, and did different modes 

of funding affect the character of an expedition and the way it 
was conducted? 

• What was the general orientation and scope of co-
operation?

•  What about the obstacles associated with multi-lateral or 
international co-operation?

•  And finally, who were the leading figures in the context of 
different national settings and for what reasons?

To answer these questions the 1st SCAR Workshop on History 
of Antarctic Research took place at the Bavarian Academy of 
Science and Humanities in Munich in June 2005. Participants 
came from Australia, Chile, England, Germany, The Netherlands, 
Sweden and USA. Abstracts describing the Australian and Russian 
activities were received also.

Adrian Howkins (USA) and Aant Elsinga (Sweden) explained the 
early Argentine and Swedish involvement in Antarctic research, 
while Johan van Bennekom (The Netherlands) talked about the 
Dutch interest in Antarctica. International co-operation long 
before the Antarctic Treaty was highlighted by Jorge Berguño 
(Chile) and me. John Behrendt (USA) took us along on dangerous 
early traverses to measure ice thickness during the IGY (1957/58), 
while Reinhardt Krause (Germany) gave a biography of Georg von 
Neumayer (1826-1909), after whom the German Antarctic Station 

was named. Peter Abbink Bennekom (The Netherlands) discussed 
the changes in the Antarctic Treaty in the 1980’s, when the number 
of consulting parties nearly doubled. I explained why the private 
attempt to organize a German IGY expedition by the physician 
and mountaineer Karl Maria Herrligkoffer failed due to opposition 
from scientific bodies in the 1950’s. The workshop ended with 
Balthasar Indermuehle’s (Australia) lecture on the history of 
Astrophysics in Antarctica, from the firs meteorite find in 1960 
until the use of the icecap as gigantic particle detector.

During the poster presentation, Jason Davis (USA) explained 
the changes to Antarctic identity rhetoric as demonstrated by 
papers published in the National Geographic Magazine. David 
Michael Dodd (Australia) addressed the Australian context of 
the history of Antarctic research. Helmut Honik’s (Germany) and 
my poster focused on the Bavarian officer Wilhelm Filchner, who 
led of the second German Antarctic expedition (1911/12) to the 
South-eastern part of the Weddell Sea, and who’s estate is placed 
in the Filchner-Archive of the Bavarian Academy of Science.

The mixture of PhD and graduate students, historians, 
Antarctic veterans, and historians of science, as well as profound 
experts of the Antarctic Treaty System, resulted in very lively 
and interesting discussions.

Thanks to our colleague Jorge Berguño we are very happy 
to meet again for the 2nd SCAR History Workshop at Santiago de 
Chile. The idea was to facilitate the participation of colleagues 
from South America and to open the discussion for scholars of 
countries neighboring Antarctica.

Now we have 13 contributions from six countries among them 
two written contributions from Sweden and United States, the 
authors of which can not attend the workshop physically. These 
contributions will be presented by Jorge and me.

During the 2nd workshop we will learn about the path from 
exploration to co-operation within the polar years and the 
discussions about German naming and a new map of Antarctica 
in the early 1950’s. We also focus on Chilean Antarctic science 
from the mid-40’s to the end of the 50’s, India and Antarctica in 
1956, the U.S. Antarctic mind in preparation for the IGY Antarctic 
program, and the Australian response referring to politics and 
science. The logic of risk assessment in the planning for the IGY 
will be described as well as glacial and permafrost exploration 
in the Dry Valleys during the IGY by personal records of Troy 
L. Péwé. This is contrasted by an early European Attempt to 
launch an Ice Coring Project in Antarctic – long before EPICA. 
The intellectual sources of the Antarctic Treaty, the British 
initiatives in the making of an Antarctic Treaty and the policy 
behind the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic co-operation in the 1960’s 
will be discussed in the end.

Finally we will collect ideas for the preparation of the 3rd SCAR 
history workshop concerning when, where, and under what title. I 
am very glad that you decided to participate in the 2nd workshop, 
to contribute a paper and to the discussion. I am looking forward 
to it and due to this I herewith open the workshop.

Welcome by the Chair of the SCAR Action Group History of Antarctic Research

Cornelia Lüdecke
Chair of the SCAR Action Group History of Antarctic Research, Munich
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ARTICLES

ABSTRACT

This paper recollects the significant contribution made 
by Argentinean Antarctic scientific research since the early 
years of the nineteenth century. The role of learned societies 
such as the Instituto Geográfico Argentino, outstanding 
individuals and academic and scientific institutions is also 
recalled, as well as the support provided by Argentina to 
some of the first Antarctic expeditions. The importance of 
Argentinean participation in the International Polar Years 
and in the International Geophysical Year (IGY) is underli-
ned an the role played nowadays by the Instituto Antártico 
Argentino in preserving the Argentinean polar tradition is 
stressed by the author.

INTRODUCTION
Since the middle of the 19th century, the southern regions 

attracted the interest of some European and American nations. 
Most voyages were concerned either with geographical 
investigations or with the search of new living resources 
– seals and whales. This kind of economic interest drove 
most voyages in the region and generated several disputes 
related to the possession of these rich sites. 

The interest of the international scientific community was 
expressed during the significant VIth International Congress 
of Geography in London (1895) which encouraged scientific 
research in such remote regions. It was widely expected that 
new discoveries would provide further richness and power 
for these nations. 

Argentina shared this early interest for discoveries in 
the Antarctic, and during the late XIX century Argentine 
scientific contributions began to become a reality. This 
study summarizes how Argentine science in Antarctica has 
progressively consolidated, until its full involvement in the 
International Geophysical Year (1957/58). 

 

EARLY INITIATIVES 

NATIONAL PROJECTS

In 1880, President Roca supported a proposal for an 
expedition to the austral regions, including Antarctica, 
made by the Italian officer Giácomo Bove (1852-1887), who 
had participated in the Swedish North Pole Expedition led 
by Nils Adolf Erik Nordenskjöld (1832-1901). This initiative, 
called “Argentinean Austral Expedition”, was sponsored by 
the Instituto Geográfico Argentino. The Institute was created 
in 1879, as a scientific society for geographical studies. 

Among its members were Francisco Pascasio Moreno, José 

León Suárez and Jerónimo Remorino. Moreno, a naturalist 
and early explorer of Patagonia, instigated the establishment 
of a system of protected areas in Argentina. He was one of 
the founders of the Argentine Scientific Society (1872) and 
first and long-life Director of the Museum of Natural History 
of La Plata City (1877). He was awarded the King George IV 
medal, by the Royal Geographic Society, for his studies on 
the Argentine-Chilean boundaries in Patagonia (1897). Dr. 
León Suárez, diplomat, lawyer, international servant, was 
a conservationist jurist who, as early as 1925, warned the 
League of Nations, on behalf of the Argentine Government, 
on the need to regulate exploitation of marine resources, to 
avoid rapid extinctions (Marschoff & Sánchez, 2006); while 
Dr. Remorino was the Argentine Minister for Foreign Affairs 
between 1951 and 1955, during Peron’s presidencies. He 
participated in diplomatic talks with Chile after the British 
naval voyage to Deception Island of HMS Snipe in February 
1953 resulted in the removal of Argentine and Chilean huts 
in Whalers Bay.

The Instituto Geográfico Argentino regularly published a 
bulletin which mainly focused on austral lands. 

With reference to Bove’s proposal, the President of the 
Institute, Dr. Estanislao Zeballos said “a scientific society 
like the Instituto Geográfico Argentino could not remain 
indifferent to such a programme, given its potential to 
obtain significant results for science and to contribute to 
the knowledge of an almost unknown region of our Republic.” 
(Destefani, 1988).

The Antarctic chapter of this expedition unfortunately 
could not be achieved. However, in 1896, Zeballos’ successor, 
Dr. Francisco Seguí, addressed to the President a new 
polar project. Support was granted by the Government, by 
deploying the corvette Uruguay, which, years later would serve 
for the rescue of Otto Nordenskjöld’s Swedish expedition. 
As a result of this project, the Government also passed a 
law which regulated the hydrographic survey of Patagonian 
coasts, in order to improve the knowledge of these areas 
and their adequate hydrographical charting. The expedition 
performed surveys on Staten Island (Isla de los Estados) and 
along the Beagle Channel, a narrow passage between the 
Chilean and Argentine portions of the Island of Tierra del 
Fuego. Although the Antarctic chapter of this expedition 
was not undertaken at this time, one of the goals of these 
expeditions was to provide support to the polar routes to 
Antarctic explorers and in the 1904-1905 austral summer, 
after providing relief to the meteorological station on Laurie 
Island, South Orkney Islands, the Uruguay returned via the 
South Shetland Islands and Gerlache Strait to search for the 
French Antarctic Expedition, while performing useful scientific 
work at Deception Island (Comerci,1980; Headland, 1989).

In 1882 professor of mathematics Eugenio Bachman 

History of the Argentine Scientific 
Research in Antarctica

EUGENIO A. GENEST
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(1835-1896), from the University of Córdoba, addressed a 
letter to the president of the Instituto Geográfico proposing 
the creation of an expedition to establish bases in different 
Antarctic areas. Such an expedition should have an international 
nature and should carry out simultaneous observations of 
various physical and natural phenomena in different scientific 
domains (in particular, gravimetry and meteorology) with 
the aim of verifying principles governing the great laws of 
meteorology and gravimetry in the Southern hemisphere 
(Destefani, 1988; Comerci y Capdevila, 1984). Bachman’s 
plan prophetically announced many years in advance the 
resolutions of the Congress of Geography in Berlin in 1899 
and the future installation of permanent stations in Antarctica 
(Comerci & Capdevila, 1984).

PRIVATE REQUESTS 
In parallel, other private requests were addressed to the 

Argentine Government, such as those presented by Mr. Julio 
Popper (1886) and Mr. Luis Neumayer (1894), who requested 
authorization of the Government to organize expeditions 
to Antarctica. Both projects had gained support of Instituto 
Geográfico Argentino, though eventually they failed before 
having started. However, these efforts show to what extent 
the need of exploration and discovery in the region was 
encouraged by the Institute. 

In a paragraph of one of these letters of support, 
addressed to the Argentine President, the encouragement 
of the Instituto Geográfico was clearly evident: “The Instituto 
Geográfico Argentino, with the aim of assist the progress 
of national geography, has decided to support once again 
expeditions to austral regions, believing that today is a 
convenient moment to carry out such efforts. This represents 
a concern for the scientific and the commercial communities. 
Having into account that the increasing development of the 
Republic now demands the consolidation of its effective 
dominion over the whole region, on which our country has 
unquestionable rights” (Comerci & Capdevila, 1984)

ARGENTINA IN THE INTERNATIONAL ANTARCTIC YEAR

BACKGROUND
In July 1895, the 6th International Congress of Geography 

was held in London with the aim of dealing with Antarctic 
matters. Most of conspicuous scientists around the world 
attended the Congress. The interest for Antarctic exploration 
was activated, since no important discovery had been 
made during the last half of the century. The following 
recommendation was approved: “exploration in Antarctic 
regions is the major task of geographical exploration to be 
performed. The Congress recommends to scientific associations 
all over the world to support and facilitate the means to succeed 
in such exploration before the end of the century”. Four years 
later, in 1899, the VIIth International Congress of Geography in 
Berlin recommended once again the realization of scientific 
expeditions to Antarctica. As a result, five expeditions were 
organized. The British National Antarctic Expedition, on board 

of the Discovery led by Robert Falcon Scott (1868-1912); the 
Swedish South Polar Expedition, on board of the Antarctic and 
led by Otto Nordenskjöld (1869-1928); the German South Polar 
Expedition, on board of the Gauss, led by Erich von Drygalski 
(1865-1949), the Scottish National Antarctic Expedition, on 
board the Scotia led by William Speirs Bruce (1867-1921), and 
the French Antarctic Expedition, on board the Français and 
led by Jean Baptiste Charcot (1867 –1936). 

SUPPORT TO FOREIGN EXPEDITIONS

In December 1901 the Swedish expedition led by 
Nordenskjöld arrived at Buenos Aires and took with it the 
Second Lieutenant of the Argentinean Navy, José María Sobral 
(1880-1961), who was in charge of undertaking activities in 
meteorology, magnetology and geodesy. He also became the 
first Argentinean who wintered with the crew at the station 
set up in January 1902 at Snow Hill, to the northwest Antarctic 
Peninsula. This expedition, performed with the agreement and 
support of the Argentina government, had serious difficulties 
caused by the shipwrecked of the Antarctic, on February 10, 
1903. The Argentine Government, warned by scientists such 
as the above mentioned Francisco P. Moreno, deployed the 
corvette Uruguay for the rescue, which eventually succeeded 
to bring all expeditioners back to Buenos Aires. The rescue of 
Nordenskjöld’s expedition was world-wide known and became 
one of the most epic stories of the Antarctic exploration.

 The news of the wreckage led another explorer to arrive to 
Buenos Aires. It was the French Charcot on board of Le Français 
who set up a station on Booth-Wandell Island (Graham Land) 
where he wintered over. What had happened to Nordenskjöld 
led Charcot to take some additional precautions. Therefore, 
he agreed with the Argentine Navy that, in case if he had not 
come back to Buenos Aires during the summer 1904/05, the 
Navy would search for him in the Antarctic, a task performed 
by the corvette Uruguay. The Argentinean Government also 
provided fuel and food to Charcot’s expeditions, whose ship 
Le Français was also repaired while docked in Buenos Aires and 
subsequently bought by the Argentine government.

In December 1903, the Scotia arrived at Buenos Aires, 
and Bruce managed to obtain the support of the Argentina 
government to provide him with fuel, supplies and maintenance 
operation of the ship. Bruce acknowledged this support 
and offered the Laurie Island rudimentary facilities to 
the Argentinean Meteorological Office, to continue the 
meteorological observations initiated by the Scotia’s 
expeditioners. By Decree Nr.3073 “D” Nr. 27 (January 2nd, 
1904), the Argentine Government accepts the existing 
facilities at South Orkney Islands. Subsequently, the General 
Directorate of Argentine Post Offices, by Resolution 101 “D” 
(January 20th, 1904), designates Mr. Hugo Acuña in charge of 
the Orkney station’s post office. This first Argentinean hut 
became a permanent station, the only station in Antarctica 
at that time. The meteorological and magnetic observatory 
of Laurie Island, South Orkney Islands, is the oldest and only 
scientific station which has been in continuous operation 
for more than 100 years. 
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OTHER NATIONAL INITIATIVES

The Argentina Republic reacted positively to the invitation 
made by the VIIth International Congress of Geography in Berlin, 
to contribute to Antarctic research, and decided to install a 
meteorological, magnetic and geophysical observatory on 
New Year island, north of Staten Island (Isla de los Estados), 
with the aim of being a base for future observations carried 
out in southernmost regions. The President of the Republic 
supported by his Cabinet signed a resolution dated October 
10th, 1900 and construction of the observatory began in 
November 1901. The observatory was active from early 1902 
until late 1917. Therefore, Argentina became the first South-
American country which significantly contributed to the 
development of European and international science in the 
domain of polar research. Lieutenant (afterwards Captain) 
Horacio Ballvé became the first Head of the observatory, and 
his name is also associated to a method for compensating 
the results of the magnetic compass.

After Charcot’s expedition ended, Argentina also decided 
to purchase Le Français to carry out the deployment of Orkney 
station. The ship was renamed El Austral and left Buenos Aires 
on December 1905. But unfortunately during her second 
voyage she was almost completely destroyed by a tempest. 
The relief was then taken over by the corvette Uruguay and 
during her voyages the crew from the Naval Hydrographic 
Service established the first Argentinean nautical chart of 
Antarctica (N° 31), issued in 1916. 

On 17 January 1905 the first meteorological observations 
were made by scientists at an observatory set up in the 
same place where the first whaling station belonging to 
the Compañía Argentina de Pesca was based, at Grytviken, 
South Georgia Island. The meteorological station was the 
first one to be permanently established in the sub-Antarctic 
regions and was operated from 1907 onwards by the Oficina 
Meteorológica Argentina (Palazzi, R.O.1988 & Headland, R. 
K. 1989). 

INSTITUTIONAL CONSOLIDATION: BEFORE THE IGY

In 1932/33 the Second International Polar Year was held. 
Argentina cooperated in particular by providing support to 
the Orkney observatory, whose data were significant for 
geophysical and meteorological research. (Comerci, 1980).

In 1940 the Comisión Nacional del Antártico was created 
with the aim of dealing with matters related to the Argentine 
interests in Antarctica. This Commission proposed a survey 
plan to the settlement of stations. As of 1941 the Argentine 
Navy carried out a number of reconnaissance expeditions. 
Beacons were also installed, in support of Antarctic shipping. 
By 1946, the Commission submitted an action plan including 
settlement of a station or a meteorological and geophysical 
observatory; repair and installation of nautical signals; 
installation of automatic meteorological equipment and 
supervision of whaling activities. 

By early 1950, the idea of organizing an International 
Geophysical Year, as a continuation of the International 

Polar Years held in 1882/83 and 1932/33, was gaining support 
within the scientific community. 

In parallel with these ideas, Argentina created the Instituto 
Antártico Argentino (IAA), on April 17th, 1951 (Decree 7338/1951). 
The IAA was created based “on the need for a specialized 
organization, which on a permanent basis, guides, controls, 
directs and undertakes research and technical and scientific 
studies associated to the Antarctic region”. The IAA was the 
first scientific institution exclusively devoted to Antarctic 
research all around the world, and its example was followed 
afterwards by other countries. 

On December 20th, 1954, the Argentinian Polar 
Expedition set off and by January 1st 1955 it reached 
the Filchner Iceshelf at the Weddell Sea. Belgrano 
Base was established on an ice plain distant 1.300 
km from the South Pole and the expedition leader 
General Pujato and his team explored a vast 
unknown zone, before undertaking a pioneer flight 
to reach 83º 10’S.

As of 1955, the IAA began to publish a series of scientific 
publications called “IAA Contributions” which aimed to 
increase the universal knowledge related to Antarctica. The 
first issue -“Contribution to the Knowledge of the Argentinean 
Antarctic Sector”-, by Isaias R. Cordini, was followed by further 
scientific work carried out in Deception, Melchior and Anvers 
Islands, among others. 

In order to co-ordinate the IGY preparation, the International 
Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) created in 1951-1952 a 
Special Committee for the IGY, the Special Committee of 
the IGY (SCIGY). Scientists from all around the world were 
invited to take part in a series of coordinated observations 
of various geophysical phenomena. The participation of the 
Argentine Republic included the attendance at preparatory 
meetings and the development of a research program on 
oceanography, glaciology, geomagnetism, seismology, air 
chemistry, meteorology, auroras and ionosphere. So as to 
reinforce its commitment with the IGY, the Argentine National 
Commission for the IGY was created in 1956.

THE IGY AND ITS LEGACY

ARGENTINE CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE IGY

The national program for the IGY included a series of 
works from January 1957 up to December 1958. Conspicuous 
campaigns were for example the winter oceanographic 
campaign of San Martin Icebreaker in 1957, the joint campaign 
on board of the American ships Sanaviron and Vema (1957/58) 
and the campaign on board of the ship Cánepa to the Drake 
Passage. These expeditions had the objective of studying the 
oceanographic conditions in the southern Atlantic Ocean. 

THE ANTARCTIC SCIENTIFIC SYMPOSIUM: IGY RESULTS

During the V Meeting of the Special Committee of the 
IGY and the II S.C.A.R. Meeting (1958), Argentina proposed 
the organization of an Antarctic Scientific Symposium 
to evaluate the first results stemming from the IGY. The 
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proposal was accepted, and the Argentine Government 
tasked the Instituto Antártico Argentino (IAA) to coordinate 
such an event. 

The Symposium took place in November 1959, in Buenos 
Aires, and scientists from the twelve nations which participated 
of the Antarctic chapter of the IGY attended the Meeting. 
Representatives of World Meteorological Organization 
(W.M.O.), the Special Committee of the IGY (C.S.A.G.I.), the 
International Council of Scientific Unions (I.C.S.U.), and the 
afterwards renamed “Scientific Committee for Antarctic 
Research (S.C.A.R.) took also part of the Symposium. 

Pioneer Antarctic researchers, such as Gaston de Gerlache 
de Gomery (son of Adrian), Phillip Law, Takeshi Nagata, Paul 
Emile Victor and Raymond Adie chaired different scientific 
sessions of the Symposium. 

The Symposium allowed the scientific community to 
gather, for the very first time after the IGY, and share their 
significant results. 

CONCLUSION 

The brief summary of Argentine scientific activities in 
the Antarctic until the International Geophysical Year (IGY) 
presented in this study demonstrates that the early interest 
in the Antarctic Region was shared by both the Argentine 
Government and its citizens. Such an interest was particularly 
aimed to the build-up of a system which combined the 
likelihood of achieving a better scientific knowledge of the 
area, and the consolidation of a territorial claim.

Until present, the Instituto Antártico Argentino is still 
encouraging and undertaking research in the Antarctic region 
fostering the same spirit of international cooperation and 
sharing of technical and human resources and scientific results 
as those which inspired the great historic polar events, such 
as the International Antarctic Years (1882/83 & 1932/33) and 
the International Geophysical Year (1957/59).
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ABSTRACT

This essay endeavours to describe and assess the multiple 
factors that influence and to a certain extent determine 
the present legal, political and scientific configuration of 
Antarctica. The central element in such configuration is the 
Antarctic Treaty, also known as the Treaty of Washington (1959) 
which establishes “a special legal and political status” for 
the entire region south of 60º S. The Treaty is also the focal 
point for international scientific cooperation in the Antarctic 
Continent and the foundation for the development of a 
regional or at least separate subsystem within the international 
system, at present known as the “Antarctic Treaty System”. 
This paper is also an enquiry on the relationship between 
the development of scientific cooperation and the special 
character of the Antarctic international legal regime. 

TERRA AUSTRALIS

A starting point to this enquiry is the contrast of the 
old myth of Terra Australis or the Southland with the reality 
of Antarctica, as given by scientific knowledge, historic 
perspective and our own contemporary perception. The 
distinction is essential but does not, and should not imply 
that the more modern representations of the Ice Continent 
totally supplant the mythical Southland. However, both the 
inference that there is some continuity, in the thread of 
exploration, the nature of scientific questions addressed 
to this subject and the web of legal-political obligations 
knitted around the Southland, or the contrary assertion 
that no continuity exists at all between the Terra Australis 
and Antarctica, are not neutral or devoid of political and 
legal consequences. The Terra Australis epoch is covered by 
a particular legal perspective which shall be replaced by a 
different one when Antarctica is discovered. The advocates 
of the separation of Antarctic history in a pre-scientific 
period (Terra Australis) and a scientific period starting with 
James Cook circumnavigating the Southern Ocean, tend to 
deny the importance of all the cartography, exploration, 
discovery, place-names and scientific observations made 
before the great British navigator.1 

Antarctica is in fact the real Terra Australis. With a 
diminished landmass, if compared to the splendid vision of 
the XVI and XVII Century Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese and 
French cartography; but still spinning around the South Pole 
and with a surprisingly similar outline. Gaps in geographic 
knowledge and different scientific standards separate the 
present Antarctica from the Austral Continent imagined 
by the travellers and philosophers of the Enlightenment. 
References to the Terra Australis in the introduction to Buffon’s 
“Histoire Naturelle” were based on assumptions made by the 
French academic Jean Planas that Antarctica should not be 
colder than the Arctic; but Pierre de Maupertuis’ “Lettre sur 

le Progrés des Sciences”, addressed to the King of Prussia, was 
not entirely devoid of scientific merit when it maintained 
that the Earth became flatter at both Poles.2 

A significant number of geographic explorations were 
undertaken since the sixteenth century to conquer what 
Wilhjalmur Stefanson baptised as the “Theoretical Continent”. 
He defined it as a constantly shrinking landmass, drawn over 
Mercator’s 1538 chart, and he examined how and to what 
extent explorers “since the time of Columbus, have been 
busy proving that the Antarctic Continent is actually smaller 
than it has been thought to be”. Under this assumption, 
Terra Australis becomes a working hypothesis and Antarctica 
is conceived as the product of more than one century of 
exploration and scientific research.3 

The extraordinary nature of the “Ice Continent” also 
contributed to create a different challenge: “At the same 
time, legal title traditionally resided in terra firma, not glacies 
firma. The floating ice-shelves and marine-based west ice 
sheet might be considered, on technical grounds, parts of 
the seas, not parts of the continent. Antarctica, moreover, 
resisted the traditional mechanisms of occupation –control 
over native peoples, agricultural settlement by immigrants, 
and even meaningful economic outposts that required at 
least a modicum of administrative machinery. By the time 
effective occupation of Antarctica was possible, largely 
in the form of permanent scientific bases, international 
circumstances had profoundly changed: Western civilization 
was rapidly divesting itself of former colonies, the concept 
of sovereignty over terra nullius was eroding, discovery had 
brought the West to environments that were uninhabitable 
except through technological life-support systems, and the 
whole superstructure of Western law was challenged by 
alternative legal orders and desired new political and economic 
institutions. International law thus recapitulated the peculiar 
status of Antarctica within the history of exploration and the 
history of the earth sciences: Antarctica might be considered 
equally the last of the colonial land rushes by the West or 
the first of the new, internationalised regimes”.4 

THE HISTORIC LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

Historians attribute to the sovereigns Ferdinand and 
Isabella of Spain the initiative of seeking papal intervention, 
immediately after Columbus discoveries of 1492, in order 
to assure primacy over the discovered areas and to prevent 
Portugal and other powers interfering with the future 
occupation of the emerging New World. Christopher Columbus 
stands as the most probable intellectual author of an oceanic 
division running from “from Pole to Pole”, enacted in the 
papal bull Inter Caetera, of May 4, 1493, the first document 
that includes Antarctica in a territorial settlement by 
drawing a line from the Arctic pole to the Antarctic pole, 
in order to establish the respective rights of Spain and 

The intellectual sources of the Antarctic Treaty

JORGE BERGUÑO
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Portugal on continents and islands lying respectively to the 
West and East of the partition line.5 Argentina and Chile, 
relying on the principle of uti possidetis, acknowledged by 
contemporary international arbitrations (Beagle Channel, 
1977 and the Burkina Fasso-Mali boundary dispute, 1986) 
consider themselves as successors to Spain in their respective 
administrative divisions, and value the papal grants role in 
clarifying competing claims to international title.

The practice in the fifteenth century corroborates that 
the scope of papal authority extended to the allocation of 
territory. The terms of the papal grant were incorporated 
a year later in the Treaty of Tordesillas between Spain and 
Portugal, which extended the meridian designated by the 
Pope further west. Under the treaty, confirmed by the 
Pope in 1506, it was agreed by the Parties that a boundary 
or straight line should be drawn north and south, from the 
Arctic to the Antarctic pole.6 Subsequent consideration of 
territorial claims became a matter of power politics, of war 
and peace, secularised and settled directly by the contending 
States through successive international agreements. Since 
the Peace of Utrecht in 1713, which ended the War of Spanish 
Succession, Spain’s domain was juridically preserved and 
confirmed, but also gradually diminished in its geographic 
scope by a number international treaties. 

One interesting exception to the mainstream of 
international agreements supportive of Spanish primacy, is 
the Treaty of Alliance between Denmark and the Netherlands 
concluded at the Hague, May 14, 1621, encouraging those 
powers to cooperate in voyages to the West Indies and 
the Terra Australis. Thus, at the start of the seventeenth 
century, the undiscovered lands, appropriated in title but 
not in deed under a universal papal grant, were subject to 
ambitions which did not prevail, as Danish power declined 
and the Netherlands accepted Spanish supremacy in the 
Treaty of Utrecht.7 

The eighteenth century balance of power between Britain 
and Spain crystallized in the Treaty of Nootka Sound (1790) 
a status quo being established both for the northern areas of 
the Western Hemisphere and for all lands south of the Strait 
of Magellan: this remote ancestor of the Antarctic Treaty 
opened southern areas for navigational purposes to Britain, 
while both powers pledged to refrain from any permanent 
settlement in areas of the Southern Ocean. It is important 
to understand that the treaty is predominantly concerned 
with supremacy in the maritime spaces. Moreover, in this 
type of patrimonial approach, Antarctica is not terra nullius, 
but a kind of res communis, a commonwealth not subject to 
exclusive appropriation or permanent settlement.8 An overview 
of the practice of European powers concerning scientific 
explorations in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans in search of 
the Terra Australis indicates that, against a background of 
rivalries and competition, expeditions such as La Pérouse, 
Malaspina, Vancouver and Cook, among others, received 
assistance and cooperation from all nations, a pattern which 
still prevails during the early nineteenth century. Overall 
restraint by the powers marked this relentless but rather 
secret and silent search: learned men, pamphleteers, and 
prophets admonished their kings to discover and conquer 

the Austral Lands. Discovery was a source of inspiration, 
but balance, equilibrium, containment were the masters of 
political wisdom in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
and even after its discovery, with a stroke of luck, Antarctica 
was spared the sovereignty dispute until the dawn of the 
twentieth century: in 1820 when shipowner James Byers tried 
to induce US President Monroe to take possession of the South 
Shetlands, the required warships were not available.9 

THE MODERN LEGAL FRAMEWORK

Conceptually, the classic approach developed during the 
nineteenth century was entirely opposed to the patrimonial 
approach embodied in the eighteen century Anglo-Spanish 
Treaties. Occupatio was considered the basic mode of territorial 
acquisition, having its origin in the Roman law of property 
in which the element of control exercised by the owner and 
the nature of the object to be acquired (terra nullius or res 
derelicta) were essential conditions to that end. Doctrine and 
practice relating to the value of discovery of a terra nullius 
were authoritatively expressed by the colonial powers in the 
Berlin 1885 Conference. But further steps would be required 
in order to accommodate the concepts of terra nullius and 
effective occupation to the realities of Antarctica. The 
evolution of those concepts in the Arctic would provide the 
model of display of authority and relaxation of standards 
in polar regions. Distinctive milestones in that evolution 
became essential components in subsequent attempts to 
apportion the claims and enact a territorial settlement of 
Antarctica: the Sector Principle in 1902; the 1908 Baltic 
status quo; the 1920 Spitzbergen (Svalbard) Treaty; and the 
Eastern Greenland Case adjudicated on 5 April 1933.

1. A distinguished British jurist, Sir Humphrey Waldock, 
described the “Eastern Greenland” Case, together with two other 
international decisions (“Palmas” and “Clipperton Island”) as 
marking the change in the concept of effective occupation 
since the African Conference of Berlin in 1885: “The emphasis 
has shifted from the taking of physical possession of the land 
and the exclusion of others to the manifestation and exercise 
of the functions of government over territory”.10 The Eastern 
Greenland decision redefined and construed the concept of 
effective occupation as requiring both intention and will to 
exercise sovereignty, and manifestations of State activity to 
establish a valid title. The Court held that Denmark satisfied 
those requirements, and rejected Norway’s contentions that 
Greenland was terra nullius. The award was and continues to 
be highly relevant to Antarctica.

2. The supposed underpinnings of the Sector principle 
in the 1825 Treaty between the United States and Russia, 
when describing the eastern limit of Russian territory and 
the western limit of Alaskan territory proceed along the 141st 
degree “in its prolongation as far as the Frozen Ocean” are 
subject to various interpretations, including its natural end at 
the ice barrier. The real father of the sector principle is Pascal 
Poirier, a Canadian Senator who recommended that Canada 
take possession of the lands and islands lying between its 
northern coast and the North Pole. This official manifestation 
was inspired by the activities of the Arctic Club in New York, 
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one of whose members, Captain Bernier had already sailed 
to uphold Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic.11 

3. Through the Declaration of Saint Petersburg, done on 
April 23rd, 1908, the sovereigns of Germany, Denmark, Russia 
and Sweden committed themselves to the preservation of 
the territorial statu quo in the coastal regions of the Baltic 
sea, including continental and islands possessions. However, 
the Declaration is accompanied by a Memorandum stating 
that the preservation of the status quo cannot be invoked 
to prevent the free exercise of the sovereign rights of the 
Parties upon their respective possessions. The ambiguity 
in the interplay of the St. Petersburg Declaration and its 
Memorandum, served as inspiration to Professor Julio Escudero, 
the Chilean negotiator who suggested as alternative to the 
United States proposals of Antarctic internationalisation, a 
five–year stand-still agreement with full exchange of scientific 
information, but precluding any prejudice to the sovereign 
rights of claimants by new bases or expeditions.12

 4. On 9 February 1920, the Norwegian diplomat Wedel 
Jarlsberg signed in Paris the Spitzbergen (Svalbard) Treaty 
together with representatives from the United States, 
Denmark, France, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands and Sweden. 
The Treaty recognized Norwegian sovereignty over the 
archipelago establishing a regime of access by nationals of 
the Contracting Parties, neutralization and demilitarisation, 
free communications and freedom of scientific research, 
mentioned thereafter by the Chilean Foreign Minister Riesco 
as an alternative to the condominium proposed in 1948 by 
the United States as the model Antarctic regime.13 

OPTIONS AND FAILURES

The path towards Antarctic negotiations, with all their 
inherent difficulties, is nevertheless a straight one, after the 
actors experience a sequence of failed attempts at other 
possible alternative solutions, including a direct territorial 
settlement, transfer of territory, global supremacy, regional 
arrangements, judicial settlement, UN trusteeship or a 
multiple condominium. A brief reminder of the failure of 
these options points to the imperative necessity of a global 
settlement by a universally acceptable instrument:

a) during the years 1907 and 1908, Argentina and Chile 
negotiated without success a draft “Complementary Treaty 
of Delimitation” in what they considered to be the “American 
Antarctica” (the land areas and maritime spaces between the 
South Sandwich islands and Peter 1st island). Successive efforts 
made in the early and late forties also failed to accomplish 
this objective and produced only declarations acknowledging 
their respective rights in the claimed regions.14 

b) Anglo-Argentine negotiations concerning the transfer 
to or the acceptance of Argentine sovereignty on the Orkney 
Islands took place during the years 1912 to 1914. Positions 
concerning the distinction between transfer of sovereignty 
and its recognition, as well as the price of this transfer or 
recognition (a convenient piece of land in central Buenos Aires 
for the British Diplomatic Mission) ended in deadlock.15

c) Global supremacy leading to the annexation of the 
whole of Antarctica by the British Empire was propounded by 

Leopold S. Amery, Under-Secretary of State at the Colonial 
Office, since 1919 but never came to full fruition although 
the 1926 Imperial Conference Report stated “…ultimately it 
may be possible to assert and maintain British control over 
the whole Antarctic region”.16 

d) President Roosevelt’s instructions in 1939 to the 3rd 
Byrd Antarctic expedition, on the assertion of claims through 
air drops or in cairns, were followed by a instructions to 
US diplomatic officers and a “confidential memorandum” 
addressed to Argentina and Chile where the US expressed “entire 
confidence that any question of sovereignty in the Antarctic arising 
between members of the American Family of Nations would be 
solved along mutually satisfactory lines..” but this “demarche” 
only generated confusion and misunderstandings.17 

e) After failing to persuade Argentina and Chile in the 
nineteen forties to agree to a judicial settlement, the United 
Kingdom unilaterally asked, under two separate requests 
addressed to the International Court of Justice on 14 May 1955, 
that the “usurpations and pretended acts of sovereignty” 
enacted by Argentina and Chile be declared illegal and 
invalidated by the Court. Argentina declined this course of 
action and suggested an overall political settlement by an 
international conference of interested nations while Chile 
indicated its preference for an agreement or “modus vivendi” 
between the interested States.18

f) In 1948 the US proposed to the claimants a UN trusteeship 
which was supported only by New Zealand and strongly 
opposed by the United Kingdom and all other claimants; or 
joint administration of Antarctica with no reference to the 
UN, involving a fusion of all claims (condominium) which was 
also rejected by most claimant States.19 

THE ANTARCTIC GLOBAL NEGOTIATIONS

Rejection of the 1948 American specific proposals was 
not the end of the process. All claimants reserved their rights. 
Norway had suggested on November 15 1948 to build up on 
existing international cooperation in the Southern Ocean, 
the regulation of whaling, the exchange of meteorological 
and scientific research data. Nearly a decade diplomatic 
exchanges went with no satisfactory outcome. The US 
oscillated between two extremes of opinion: the UK aiming 
at an Antarctic managerial entity not related to the UN 
and Chile insisting on a stand-still agreement whose draft 
gathered support from a most claimants and the US, but did 
not was not considered satisfactory by Argentina or Australia. 
Finally, the American government took the initiative that 
led to the historic Treaty of Washington in 1959.

During the almost ten years of diplomatic and political 
negotiations, the different approaches to justify supposed 
Antarctic titles, patrimonial encapsulating Antarctica as a 
historic inheritance; or discovery of a presumed terra nullius, 
gradually coalesced into a common vision of Antarctica. The 
Treaty created a new type of justification, not conducive 
to claims or entitlements, but requiring acceding States to 
demonstrate interest in Antarctica by conducting substantial 
scientific research. The ideology behind the claims and their 
refusal did not wane, but Antarctica emerged as a Continent 



Bo
le

tí
n 

An
tá

rt
ic

o 
Ch

il
en

o

14

2ND SCAR WORKSHOP ON THE HISTORY OF ANTARCTIC RESEARCH

ARTICLES

which is of interest to all mankind, can be used only for 
peaceful purposes and shall not become the scene or object 
of international discord. These ritual words were introduced in 
the Preamble of the Treaty by New Zealand, the only signatory 
committed to a truly internationalist vision.20 

For a significant interval, since the first meeting in July 
1953 of the Comité Spécial de l’Année Geophysique Internationale 
(CSAGI) and the start of the IGY on 1st July 1957, political 
negotiations ceased and Governments concentrated in 
their respective IGY programmes. Britain produced in 1957 
an entirely new proposal for a settlement of the Antarctic 
question, under the control of a nine-power International 
Authority with minimal links to the UN. Four-power talks 
(Australia, New Zealand, UK and US) followed in Washington 
on 7 October 1957, which the US dismissed by circulating 
on March 24th 1958 its own proposal for an Antarctic Treaty 
addressed to States active in Antarctica during the IGY, and 
followed on May 2nd 1958 by a formal invitation to those 11 
States to attend an Antarctic Conference.

THE IDEA OF SCIENTIFIC COOPERATION

The Washington Conference crowned the efforts made 
during the IGY. But the organization of scientific research 
and cooperative steps designed to build-up a common 
scientific platform proceed from a long standing tradition: 
Halley’s map of magnetic variations (1702), the activities of 
the Göttingen Magnetic Union (1834), Maury’s meteorological 
and oceanographic systematic observations (1852), and the 
proposal by C.H.D. Buys Ballot for synoptic observations at 
oceanic islands and polar regions (1872). Karl Weyprecht, 
described by his patron Count Hans Wilczec as a “quiet 
scientist who carries his research assiduously”, had probably 
already discussed with Carl Neumayer at meetings of the 
Geographical Society in Hamburg, the ideas he expressed 
in his 1875 talk to the Royal Geographic Society in London: 
“Decisive scientific results can only be attained through a 
series of synchronous expeditions, whose task it would be to 
distribute themselves over the Arctic regions and to obtain 
a series of observations made according to the same method”. 
On that same year he formulated his six “Fundamental 
principles of Arctic Exploration”, enhancing the importance 
of systematic observations.

 The 1879 Meteorological Congress adopted Weyprecht’s 
scientific agenda “recognizing the great importance which 
should be attributed to synchronous meteorological and 
magnetic observations made in polar regions, by means of 
simultaneous expeditions”. Following that pattern, the First 
International Polar Conference (IPC, Hamburg, 1-5 October 
1879) prepared a general programme of polar research, 
identifying the number of observations and most suitable 
localities for establishing their commencement period and 
minimum duration, and uniform instructions to achieve the 
expected results. An International Polar Commission was 
established under the presidency of Georg Neumayer. The 
second IPC (Bern, 7-9 August 1880) proclaimed: “Scientific 
knowledge of lasting value can result from coordinated and 
cooperative studies undertaken according to an agreed plan, 

with the results of the observations freely shared without 
discrimination”. This statement is a further step towards the 
ideals incorporated in articles II and III of the future 1959 
Antarctic Treaty.21 The second IPY (1932-33) did not achieve 
all its goals and only a few of the 20 stations planned south 
of 50º S were actually operated. Argentine stations at the 
Orkney islands, Año Nuevo island, and South Georgia (Grytviken) 
were already in operation and plans to send an Antarctic 
expedition were considered but not implemented. Three 
new magnetic stations which also conducted meteorological 
observations were established in the Southern Hemisphere: 
a Belgian station at Elizabethville, a South African set up by 
the University of Capetown, and a Chilean station at Punta 
Arenas. Plans for a station at Macquarie Island did not succeed, 
but the Christchurch Magnetic Observatory was upgraded 
and instruments for magnetic recordings were installed at 
Amberley, New Zealand. The financial crisis and publication 
problems somewhat shadowed the success of the second IPY.22 
The Third IPY was proposed after 25 years from the second 
by Dr. L.V. Berkner at a small gathering of geophysicists at 
the home of Professor J.A. Allen, Silver Springs Maryland, 
US, on the basis of significant advances made in ionospheric 
techniques and considering that the previous IPYs had taken 
place at times of minimum sunspot, while the suggested 
dates (1957-58) would offer near full sunspot activity with 
beneficial effects for geophysical studies. However, when the 
formal proposal was introduced at the International Council 
of Scientific Unions (ICSU) and the Special Committee was 
appointed, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) 
suggested that the scope should be widened to include the 
whole globe, and the new name International Geophysical 
Year (IGY) was adopted in place of IPY III. 

The great success of the IGY led the International 
Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) to establish three special 
committees to continue the work in oceanic research 
(SCOR), space research (COSPAR) and Antarctic research 
(SCAR). It is not purely accidental that these three branches 
of scientific knowledge and their respective committees 
contributed to the respective development of the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982, 
of the Outer Space Treaty (1967) and the Moon Treaty (1979), 
and the Antarctic Treaty in 1959. The differences between 
the Antarctic negotiations on one side and the outer space 
and law of the sea negotiations on the other lied in their 
distinctive historic background, the restricted nature of the 
negotiating core group and its very special links with the 
IGY framework.23

The Comité Special pour l’Année Géophysique (CSAGI) 
established an Antarctic Sub-Committee already in 1953, 
which organized four international conferences in Paris (6 to 
10 July, 1955), Brussels (8-14 September, 1955) and Paris (30 
July-4 August 1956 & 13-15 June 1957). Resolution I, adopted 
at the First Antarctic Conference, pursuant to a statement 
by its President Laclavere, stressed in its first paragraph 
that its objectives were “purely scientific”, recommended 
in its second paragraph that “stations be established in 
such a way that they are adequately distributed all over the 
Antarctic, but considering that certain primary requirements 
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may well necessitate certain stations being established close 
to each other, recommends that, in such exceptional cases, 
the stations be located, as far as feasible, in such manner that 
their respective situations will permit, in the best possible 
way, the study of the geophysical phenomena which are the 
object of the IGY”. Thereafter followed a joint declaration by 
Argentina and Chile on the so-called “Gentleman’s Agreement”: 
“The Argentine and Chilean delegations give their accord to 
the recommendations for the coordination of existing and 
new bases, with the proviso that, agreeing to the goal and 
spirit of the resolution taken at the first plenary meeting of 
the Conference, these are temporary measures calculated to 
achieve the best results of the IGY and adopted in the interests 
of scientific development, and that these resolutions do not 
modify the existing status in the Antarctic regarding the 
relations of the participating countries”.24 

The Resolutions adopted intended to ensure that the 
location of stations allowed the study in the best possible 
conditions of all the geophysical phenomena considered by 
the IGY. Geographic applications of these criteria were worked 
out by Resolutions III, IV and VI for the Knox coast, V for the 
South Pole, its vicinity and the South Magnetic Pole. Resolution 
VIII deals with the coordination of groups of stations, while IX 
and XI refer to the Meteorological Antarctic Central Unit and 
contains several coordination measures, including assistance 
to the Southern Hemisphere countries. Resolutions XII to XV on 
logistic support, XVI to XXIV on radio communications, XXV 
on technical exchanges on the establishment of stations, XXVI 
on training of personnel, structure an infrastructure system 
based on cooperation and solidarity. There are numerous 
references to the special case of gateway countries (Argentina, 
Australia, Chile, New Zealand, South Africa) among them 
Resolution XXVII on the validation of gravimetrical equipment 
and L inviting all Southern Hemisphere countries to make aerial 
surveys of the Southern Ocean.25 

In the case of the Antarctic Peninsula, the Conference 
devolved on the three relevant claimant countries the right 
to make their own coordination. Resolution XLIV noted their 
deliberations and, subject to certain minor suggestions, 
approved during the second Antarctic Conference in Brussels 
their common decision as the work programme in that region. 
This important step in scientific cooperation would play 
its part in the Preparatory Meeting to the Antarctic Treaty 
Conference where Guyer (Argentina), Gajardo (Chile) and 
Muirhead (UK) coordinated their respective positions in 
a manner that positively influenced the negotiations and 
had some effect on the initially negative attitude adopted 
by the USSR on article IV, the key provision of the Antarctic 
Treaty. 26

In the final analysis, when the complex issue of the 
interaction of the Antarctic Treaty and the IGY is addressed, 
it is indispensable to recollect that the practice in matters 
of facilitation of scientific research in Antarctica started 
many years before the International Geophysical Year and 
certainly influenced the attitudes of the new nations that 
became active during the IGY. A tradition existed in matters 
such as assistance and rescue, postal services, meteorological 
cooperation, joint expeditions, exchange of observers, and 

even “mini-treaties” such as the “Agreement for a British-
American Weddell coast Party” signed by Finn Ronne (USA) 
and Pierce-Butler (UK),27 or the 18 January 1948 tripartite 
agreement between Argentina, Chile and the UK on the levels 
of logistic naval activity, which was also supported by the 
US.28 The heart of this cooperation was the safeguard of 
a scientific activity which was made possible only if such 
activity did not create, improve, enhance or weaken the 
respective legal and political positions. 

This tradition was easily transferred to the International 
Geophysical Year. The IGY, as well as the First and Second 
International Polar Years, were exercises in competitive 
cooperation, with their own rules of the game. Those 
golden rules were indispensable to achieve the best result 
in scientific cooperation. The fascinating riddle is the fact 
that the Antarctic Treaty was forever linked to the IGY in the 
words of its article II: “Freedom of scientific investigation in 
Antarctica and cooperation towards that end, as applied during 
the International Geophysical Year, shall continue, subject to 
the provisions of the present Treaty”. This language is cryptic 
only to a certain extent: freedom of scientific research in 
Antarctica is cloistered within disciplines and restraints which 
are considered necessary for its own sake, in particular in 
matters such as siting of stations, the international division of 
scientific labour, the overall importance of global problems, 
and the free exchange of information to permit the maximum 
economy and efficiency of Antarctic operations.

Seen from a different perspective, while the objective 
of the Treaty is freedom of scientific investigation and co-
operation toward that end, the Treaty is about much more 
than scientific cooperation. It definitively establishes a legal 
statute for Antarctica as a land dedicated to peaceful purposes 
only, a statute ratified and completed by its Environmental 
Protocol with its wording “natural reserve dedicated to 
peace and science”. Peace has a double meaning, as it 
echoes the “peaceful purposes” allowed by Article I of the 
Treaty and the nuclear prohibitions of its Article V. Building 
up on the IGY practice, the exchange of information process 
is reinforced by the exchanges of scientific personnel and 
scientific observations and results, a common market of 
scientific knowledge anticipated by the 1880 planners of 
the First International Polar Year. The IGY institutionalised 
international programs in Antarctic science, the Antarctic 
Treaty became the first international instrument to perpetuate 
an international obligation in scientific cooperation, and SCAR, 
initially an informal associate, now a full partner within the 
Antarctic Treaty System, provides “the indispensable link of 
communication between science and politics”.29
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ABSTRACT

 This article focuses on the planning for the IGY, from 1950 
to 1956 and provides examples from several different countries 
as well as examples related to various levels of analysis such 
as the individual, organisational and symbolical. As a healthy 
reminder of the links between today and previous eras - 
apparently, security and issues of risks are strengthening 
their positions vis-a-vis other issues on the agenda within 
the scientific communities and Antarctic operators within 
SCAR and COMNAP, since a new working group was formed 
on these issues as late as July 2006.

INTRODUCTION

Most people may imagine the risks involved in doing 
science in distant polar areas. Would it not be safer, cheaper 
and more convenient to simply avoid the situations causing 
possible hazards in polar exploration? Do overriding scientific 
objectives justify degrees of risk taking unequalled in other 
parts of the world? Thus, is there any logic whatsoever in 
consciously exposing oneself to those relatively great risks? 
Most people are willing to down play the hazards and simply 
deliver a positive answer to the latter question without much 
hesitation. Historically several visitors to polar areas have 
stressed the heroism involved, thereby indirectly expressing 
the risks involved in expeditions to these areas. A related 
theme is the still frequent notion of polar areas as reserved 
for “real” men. Regardless of the temporal aspects and 
the understanding of ideals of manliness and masculinity 
most people would acknowledge that without a certain 
amount of risk taking nothing would ever take place as to 
scientific, societal or personal development. Future benefits, 
although sometimes not very well defined as to scale and 
scope, do incorporate certain degrees of risk taking, and 
the possible costs and benefits are relegated into issues of 
minor importance. Thus, why bother about risks? Why not 
simply continue to improve calculations for risks, assess the 
probabilities for hazards and/or casualties and just get down 
to business – safe logistics and transportation in support of 
science? As for polar exploration, polar history is laden with 
more or less thoughtful risk and crisis management regardless 
of the existence and/or content of previous planning for 
risks and uncertainties. Risk propensity is a complex issue. 
Therefore, the understanding and conceptualisation of risk 
assessment is a crucial part of polar history, both for past 
and future history.

The point of departure for this paper is that certainly there 
has been a logic of risk assessment in most polar explorations 
from early history until this very day, but this logic needs to 
be reflected upon from a historical and societal point of view. 

Important issues of logistics, transports and safety measures 
are often taken for granted in the sense of being thought of 
as historically neutral topics. The rather un-reflected upon 
“cost-benefit” mode of thinking preceding most scientific 
expeditions needs some attention. Therefore I would like to 
emphasize the need to dissect and problematize what I have 
labelled the “logic” of risk assessment. Further, the concept 
of “risk assessment” itself needs to be explored somewhat 
more in-depth. In addition the issue of risk communication 
will be introduced as a theme since no polar exploration 
of today is likely to be carried out in the absence of such 
communication.

The paper will engage with the logic of risk assessment 
(including risk communication) by providing examples from 
three levels of analysis: the individual/group, the institutional 
and the symbolic. The individual/group level applies to the 
reasoning and acting on behalf of individuals or groups such 
as scientists, mechanics, etc. The institutional level comprises 
organisations for science but also state agencies of various 
kinds. A symbolic level would be about portrayals of risk in 
media and travel accounts, but this level has been omitted 
here. It is not my intention to provide a complete empirical 
analysis from any particular country or agency. Aware of the 
dangers of applying a contemporary gaze on past times and 
therefore also the risk of being ahistorical. I still think that 
the logic of risk assessment may have a wider validity and 
applicability than during the IGY as such. Further, the history 
of risk most certainly may guide modern understandings of 
risks and uncertainties.

It is possible to make a distinction between risk and 
uncertainty. The latter is more difficult to actively educate 
oneself about. Therefore precaution is the proper measure 
to be considered. Thus risk is connected to some kind of 
event that can be foreseen, at least partially, and therefore, 
theoretically, risks may be calculated as well as managed in 
relation to specified objectives. Costs will be weighted vis-à-
vis benefits. Costs will be calculated in financial terms or in 
individual lives. Benefits will be expressed in financial terms 
or in degrees of various kinds of more intangible benefits. 
What conceptualisation featured during the planning of 
the IGY? In what terms were the efforts of the IGY framed 
in vocabulary such as risks, hazards vis-à-vis the presented, 
potential costs and gains? Who were the stakeholders 
when knowledge for mankind was scrutinized in relation 
to procedures for implementation? My impression so far is 
that the issues of uncertainties some how were transformed 
into issues of risks but not until the scientific and logistic 
operations had actually taken place. Certain risks, and 
levels of these, were tacitly accepted while others were not 
considered at all.

My argument is that both risk assessments as well as 

The Logic of Risk Assessment in 
the Planning for the IGY

LISBETH LEWANDER



Bo
le

tí
n 

An
tá

rt
ic

o 
Ch

il
en

o

19

2ND SCAR WORKSHOP ON THE HISTORY OF ANTARCTIC RESEARCH

ARTICLES

risk communication have been crucial issues since the very 
beginning of polar research, although the wording and 
conceptualization display changes over time and space. 
However, risk communication was very much down-played in 
comparison with today due to hierarchies within the scientific 
communities and the logistic operators. I have chosen to 
focus on a few examples of the story – telling with regard 
to risks and perceived risky situations. Some examples are 
from the early 20th century, from expeditions preceding the 
planning for the IGY while most examples draw on the actual 
participants of the IGY, from 1950 onwards. The paper will 
highlight short descriptions of situations of risk assessments 
from several different countries on three levels of analysis 
such as the individual, organisational and symbolical. As a 
healthy reminder of the links between today and previous 
eras - apparently, security and issues of risks gradually have 
been strengthening their positions vis-à-vis other issues on 
the agenda within the scientific communities and Antarctic 
operators within SCAR and COMNAP, since a new working 
group was formed on these issues as late as July 2006. 

FRAGMENTS ON RISK ASSESSMENTS PRIOR TO THE IGY 

In this first example of the portrayal of early 20th century 
risk assessment we demonstrate that there actually were well 
elaborated contingency plans, however not fully developed. 
This section on Nordenskjöld is a partial excerpt.1

 

OTTO NORDENSKJÖLD’S SWEDISH ANTARCTIC 
EXPEDITION 1901/03

In a letter of January 25th 1948 to his friend Eric Ljungner, 
José María Sobral was very upset and called Johan Gunnar 
Andersson “this weird mahatma, Andersson and his hardly 
less significant idol Carl Anton Larsen were close to causing a 
catastrophic end to the Nordenskjöld expedition. Of course, 
he does not write anything about this.” 

Sobral who was a participant in the 1901/03 expedition, 
referred to the official travel account by Nordenskjöld, 
Andersson and others. Sobral asked Ljungner to recall 
the passage where Andersson described the events when 
Andersson, Duse and Toralf Grunden were put ashore at Hope 
Bay December 29th, 1902. This was done in order to reach 
Snow Hill over land and on sea ice; and for the Antarctic to 
make a dash around Joinville Island to penetrate the Erebus 
and Terror Bay and get in touch with the wintering party at 
Snow Hill. Sobral continued to quote Andersson’s two possible 
scenarios that one ought to anticipate and be ready to act 
upon: “Before departure from the vessel I made a written 
agreement with Captain Larsen”.2 

1) Solely the Antarctic reached the winter station: If the 
land party has not reached the winter station before January 
25th, one has to assume that the land party did not manage 
to cross and because of that they should be sought after on 
the site of the depot (Hope Bay).

2) By itself the land party reached the winter station. If 
the Antarctic until February 10th has not reached the winter 
station, all persons present at Snow Hill would walk the land 

way heading for the site of the depot, Hope Bay.
Then, the Antarctic would have to visit the depot place 

during the period between February 25th and March 10th, and 
would not cease its search before this date without forcing 
reasons. “These were the prerequisites for us when we went 
over the ice to reach Snow Hill”.

Sobral now proceeded to question the relevance of this 
plan. He pointed out that a third scenario was plausible and 
should also have been presented. Sobral wrote that these 
two “genial gentlemen” (Andersson and Larsen) had not 
foreseen that the Antarctic could face a shipwreck – which 
in fact happened. Sobral pointed out that “if Andersson had 
managed to reach Snow Hill the wintering party, after February 
10th, would have left for Hope Bay, after having stopped all 
observation forever and packed down all instruments with 
the following consequences: You would have lost one year 
of observations at Snow Hill. In Hope Bay we would have 
faced a terrible winter, without food, without fuel, in some 
stone hut made by very simple means. Maybe several people 
had died from suffering. You should consider that in Hope 
Bay there were only a few penguins in the summer. We 
should have arrived there after February 15th, as these birds 
already were on retreat, thus we should have had meagre 
possibilities for food supplies. Instead of the stimulating 
and fun observation work at Snow Hill, we would have over-
wintered in total inactivity. Our only occupation would have 
been to polemize.” 

With hindsight it is not difficult to agree with Sobral in 
his judgement of possible outcomes of the destiny of the 
expedition. In my interpretation the scenario presented by 
Sobral must be considered as valid and therefore adds an 
important dimension to the earlier historiography presented 
by Andersson in relation to hazards. Risk assessments were 
made but the array of possible risks was not fully developed; 
the unthinkable was never an issue.

UMBERTO NOBILE AND AMUNDSEN

Nobile was questioned by Amundsen due to his lack of 
willingness to take risks during his flight between the North 
Pole and Alaska. While Nobile may have represented a more 
intellectual approach to the task, Amundsen’s has been 
labelled as an expression of a more emotional older version 
of masculinity. However, risk propensity and the reflections 
of risks were present and contested.

BYRD SOUTH POLE EXPEDITIONS (1928/30 & 1933/35)

On his first Antarctic Expedition, Richard Byrd took off in 
the airplane Floy Bennet from the Expedition’s Base at Little 
America, and after a flight made under the most difficult 
conditions he reached the South Pole on 29 November 1929. 
Mechanization –with aircraft, massive tracked vehicles, radios 
and other features of modern patterns in Antarctic logistics 
characterized from the start his expeditions which reached 
a climax with the 1946-47 Navy Antarctic Expedition, the 
largest ever to go into the Antarctic.

On his second Antarctic Expedition, Byrd undertook a 
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solo excursion for several months, and occupied, during the 
deepening polar twilight, a structure called Bolling Advance 
Base some 160 kilometres south from the base camp Little 
America II, for a personal exercise in self-experimentation. 
From his diary, published under the eloquent title Alone, it is 
clear that the basic rationale for this was not a question of 
science, rather it had to do with his personal state of mind 
and development.3 On this particular expedition the leader 
suppressed the perceptions of possible hazards, while his 
men were forced to prepare for a rescue as they understood 
the serious situation that would develop if Byrd turned ill. 
An apparent ignorance or a blind eye turned to hazards 
associated with heating equipment as well as the absence 
of authorized plans for rescue operations bring the issues 
of inadequate risk assessments to the fore-front.

NBSX-EXPEDITION 1949/52

As reported by Charles Swithinbank there was a lethal 
accident on the Maudheim base due to the use of a weasel, 
for non-scientific purposes during the evening.4 Planning 
for various hazards did exist – but not for the ill-fated and 
presuming irresponsible operations on behalf of frivolous 
individuals caused by the “Human factor”.

The above examples illustrate the reasoning on risks in 
general terms, on the individual level, and, in some instances, 
unfortunately also a non existent reasoning.

CHANGING VIEWS ON RISK ASSESSMENT 
AND RISK COMMUNICATION

Sheila Jasanoff5 conveys the social and political concerns 
with regard to risk assessment. She describes the issue of 
risk in research as expanding over time from comprising 
risks as hard and physical and difficult but still possible 
to calculate (by probability methods used by experts) to 
risks seen and studied as historically constructed. Further, 
risk nowadays is a matter for both experts and laymen and 
risks do imply specific cultural meanings for various social 
groups and individuals. However, although research on 
the implications of risk for modern society entered a new 
era with the works Risk Society by Ulrich Beck (1986) and 
Ecological Communications by Richard Luhmann (1986), the 
social and political content of risk assessment always has 
been attended to by polar explorers. In a paper produced 
for a recent conference on risk communication, Ortwin Renn 
made an exposé on the issue of risk assessment and risk 
communication. His comment for the fifties was that risks 
mainly were an issue for experts and politicians. The views 
on risks were rather mechanistic and the probabilities were 
designed to anticipate possible damages or losses of lives 
and health as well as capital. Uncertainties were disregarded 
as they did not fit in with the calculable causes and effects 
within the statistical models. The issues of risk were similar 
to qualified guesses and risk communication was exercised to 
modify models in relation to dominant perceptions of risks. 
Opposition was regarded as irrational or biased.6 In contrast, 
recent general understanding of risk suggests that risk must 

be understood as relational between the source of potential 
harm/hazard, the objects/persons at risk and the evaluation 
of consequences. Today, the representation of risk is not only 
a matter for experts directing themselves to other experts. 
Instead the general public by means of Non Governmental 
Organizations (NGO’s) and media participate in representing 
the objects of risk as well as the objects at risk.

Traditional views on risk communications also included 
a one-dimensional sender-receiver model. In this model 
there was the notion that the sender submits a message 
through a particular channel and the receiver picks it up. If 
the message failed to give the expected response it was due 
to uneven distribution of knowledge between sender and 
receiver. Allegedly the receiver was more poorly equipped 
than the sender. Further, the occurrence of distrust was a 
factor. However, recent understandings of risk communication 
allocate a larger portion of respect for “receivers”. The general 
public is ascribed a greater amount of knowledge and is 
seen as more worthwhile listening to. Risk communication 
is no more a matter of pure learning but an issue of risk 
producers operating in more active cooperation with stake 
holders of various kinds. Mutual learning and listening as 
well as the political dimensions of risk communication have 
come to the fore.

In the next section we will see how the prevailing 
technocratic mentality in the 1950s discussed by Renn 
was generally reflected in the IGY. To this will be added a 
further observation: another absent issue in risk research 
at the time of the IGY was the notion of the importance of 
gender. Gender and risk issues (perception, assessment, 
management, communication, etc.) represent at present a 
growing research area whereas the notions and understandings 
of masculinities and femininities are part and parcel of the 
actual construction of risk. For such research in relation to 
polar history research has been undertaken inter alia by Bloom 
(1993) and Lewander (2004). The technocratic mentality thus 
may be seen as one of several expressions of the dominant 
form of western masculinity ideals.

IGY – A NON-RISKY SCIENTIFIC EVENT?

A VOICE FROM KINNVIKA 1957/58 (SWEDES IN THE ARCTIC)

One of the expedition members reported that no 
contingency plans existed except for large transports, 
involving the ship as such. The remaining upcoming difficult 
situations were expected to be solved by “common sense”. 
Again, there was not much of a planned preventive approach. 
Instead there was a built in reliance on the capacity and 
the propensity to act if there was a need for it. A reliance 
that seemingly was present both on the individual and 
institutional level. One partial explanation may be found in 
the still prevailing ideals of the quality of the men involved 
in polar research.

An independent voice, Swedish polar explorer Bertil 
Frödin participating in the Chilean expeditions to Antarctica 
in 1951 and 1953 put forward the following question (and 
answers) as to risk assessment at the time. Frödin firstly 
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states that by itself the best technical equipment is not 
sufficient when exploring polar areas, the quality of men is 
equally important. Suitable skills as well as temper (preferably 
mountaineering men with a proper fighting spirit) together with 
the ambition to explore unknown lands is such an experience 
that everything else is of diminished importance and all efforts 
and difficulties to reach the goals seem irrelevant. We may 
compare these assertions with the reasoning of Amundsen 
some decades earlier on. From the individual readiness to 
overlook possible risks, Frödin however went on to ask on 
what is it that one expects to find in the Antarctica. He asks 
whether it is worthwhile to risk life, to invest capital, work 
and time on a sterile ice desert in a terribly hard climate. 
Then he trespasses the local, individual risk assessments 
by putting them in relation to risk perceptions on whaling 
and fishing, the emerging science of meteorology, future 
mineral exploitation, tourism as well as using Antarctica as 
a testing ground for atom bombs (The US, The Soviet Union 
and Great Britain). Frödin further states that the issues of 
transport and radar communication require extensive polar 
research, both North and South. Each of the areas of interests 
pinpointed by Frödin carries some notions of risk assessment, 
often by opponents to the respective activity. However, this 
is not fully developed in the text and Frödin concludes by 
viewing the IGY as a kind of high quality culmination of all 
previous planned research efforts in the polar areas, although 
modern research is labelled earth magnetism, meteorology, 
seismology, vulcanology and oceanography.7 Hereby Frödin 
has pinpointed the increased degree of differentiation and 
specialisation that occurred during the launching of the 
IGY, while still keeping in mind the dimension of practical 
purposes linked to each of these labels. He presented some 
kind of cost-benefit analysis, translatable mainly in financial 
terms, rather than into some more idealistic device such as 
knowledge for mankind.

With regard to the IGY much history remains to be 
produced. Indeed it was a large scale collective, international 
enterprise within the framework of “scientists for the 
advancement of science and societal progress”. It lasted 
from July 1957 to December 1958, 68 countries participated 
with research programmes with some 60 000 participants. 
The manpower involved in polar areas literally consisted of 
men from the western hemisphere although all countries 
involved could show various degree of representation in the 
IGY. Some individuals in the Nehru-administration of India 
had pronounced an opinion on Antarctica as a continent for 
peace. Former ambassador Alva Myrdal was asked to raise 
the issue within the UN but the matter was dropped due to 
insufficient support from Indian government. Meanwhile 
President Eisenhower and the leaders in the former Soviet 
Union were enmeshed in the Cold War. Lloyd Berkner pressed 
Norway and other western allies to participate in the IGY. 
However, Norway was unsure of the intentions of both the US 
and the Soviet Union as to the territorial claims issue: what 
about the Norwegian claims to Queen Maud Land? Further, 
Chile, Argentina and Great Britain had their long established 
conflict with regard to the Antarctic Peninsula.8 In all cases 
the benefits of undertaking an expedition to Antarctica as 

part of the IGY far outweighed any risks that ought to have 
been contemplated.

Apart from a coordinated scientific effort the IGY 
rested on competing objectives such as testing equipment 
for both civil and military purposes; doing science not 
only for an increased level of world peace but for national 
armament; showing technological and scientific capability 
on a world scale in support of the Cold War; demonstrating 
the right to existing or future territorial claims. These were 
equally important objectives underpinning the entire IGY 
effort, alongside the quest for knowledge in fields such as 
geophysics, glaciology, geology and others. Recent work on 
Swedish and Norwegian pre IGY history provides interesting 
accounts as to the political objectives.9 A contemporary 
commentator labelled the IGY as the project initiating 
the Era of technological competition, where the Antarctic 
provided an arena for demonstrating healthy scientific and 
technological skills.10 To conclude the aftermath of the IGY 
– IGY was so much more in addition to “Assault on the Unknown” 
(Sullivan 1961) let alone the gender symbolic embedded in 
this title signifying a condense version of the popularised 
IGY accounts of the late fifties, early sixties. Most accounts 
from the IGY, regardless of country of origin, present very 
specific demands on what kind of persons that were seen 
as suitable for science in polar areas. White, heterosexual 
he-men would be a short but adequate description for the 
construction of maleness and masculinity.11 12 Apart from 
arguments on lack of bathroom facilities, physical weakness 
of women, women as psychological distress phenomena, in 
scientific stations the resistance towards female scientists 
and crew members was a symptom of the gendered structural 
imbalance within the western scientific communities at the 
time. Both United Kingdom and the United States were slow 
in including women in the station teams. In my opinion, US 
Commander of the Operation Deepfreeze, Admiral George 
Dufek expressed himself to the point as he stated to the 
Sydney Morning Herald on May 3, 1959, that women would 
“wreck the illusion of being frontiersmen going into a new 
land and the illusion of being a hero”.13 Such risk assessments 
thus were based on notions of gender rather than on any 
piece of empirical evidence of the actual risk incurred by 
having both men and women working alongside each other 
at scientific stations.

Looking at the situation in retrospect such awareness 
appears to have been at least partially and occasionally wholly 
absent within the IGY planning context. In modern terms this 
absence may be labelled “epistemic risks”.14 If the decision-
maker is unaware of the risk no further information will be 
sought, no alternative courses of action will be considered. 
This situation may occur in the absence of well defined goals 
and clearly expressed values regarding such goals and the 
internal priority. One example was provided by Sir Edmund 
Hillary, on the preparations for establishing the Scott Base. 
Although planners had foreseen certain types of difficulties 
with regard to weather conditions, the actual impact of 
this prior knowledge in the operative stages of the effort 
seemingly was ignored. The location was changed from 
Butter Point to Pram Point due to serious inconveniences 
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and setbacks and the reader gets the impression that pure 
chance enabled this relocation. However, as in the sphere 
of logistics some “mishaps” had been foreseen due to 
limitations in field transport. Previous training had taken 
place in 1956 where some of the equipment had been tested. 
Expedition members had been trained in advance, to take 
care of the dogs and manage the tractors. Aircrafts with 
ski-wheels were tested but were found to be misconstrued. 
The positive effect was that the men got practice in repair 
work, in cold climate.15

The post-IGY portrayal of possible risks and hazards is 
of a somewhat piecemeal nature, a trial and error approach 
is served to the readers of the “full story” told by the 
leader of the Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition. 
Four governments were involved and therefore issues of 
leaderships were salient issues. The selection procedures 
for persons to participate introduced a further moment of 
coincidental effects. Apart from skills and previous experience 
and personal suitability the expedition needed to show the 
right composition of nationalities. Then, the selected persons 
were gradually given the responsibility of choosing material 
and equipment. In combination with the administration of 
gifts from private companies and industries my proposition 
is that safety issues with necessity were a minor concern in 
relation to solving the problem of actually receiving proper 
equipment and material in the first place. Some voices 
mentioned explicitly the actual hazards produced by the long 
lines of communications between isolated bases and centres 
of population during the IGY, as well as the difficulties in 
supplying the stations, but this notably after the successful 
closing of the IGY.

With regard to the issue of resource exploitation in distant 
areas Frank Illingworth reported fir in 1956 that there indeed 
are tremendous difficulties in commercial exploration of 
natural resources.16 The arguments were about non-existing 
harbours and the moving ice although the harsh weather 
per se would not stop rich mining ventures. In 1956 he was 
even more of an optimist Who can say categorically that in 
time the vast resources of the Far South will not be broached 
by automation and atomic power? If they are, this great step 
forward will be due in part to the IGY.17 This attitude of eternal 
progress actually went hand in hand with lethal accidents 
during the IGY as reported by 18 Sullivan as mishaps due “to 
the novelty of the environment in which men and equipment 
had been called upon to operate.” Sullivan portrayed the 
absence of risk assessment as a matter of lack of experience 
to be remedied; a gradual learning process was already 
initiated.18

As for the issue of responsibility there was a dual 
leadership at the US stations, due the reluctance of the 
military to take orders from scientists. If problems could not 
be settled at the station, the Pentagon as well as the National 
Academy of Sciences chain of commands would have been 
called upon. Further, some unplanned journeys were made 
from the stations, without any notions on risks involved. 
At least seven stations were struck by fire. Apparently fire 
was an unplanned for hazard. Few precautions had been 
taken. Some 90 persons actually lost their lives during the 

preparations and implementation of the IGY, in most cases 
due to accidents, and a few because of disease. Some 10-20 
persons were scientists and the other persons were part of 
the military logistic teams.19 

Inadequate or partially underdeveloped sense of risk 
awareness is at fore. Most of the men had little or no choice 
as to how to influence the operations that eventually led 
to lethal accidents. Rather the measures and the routines 
or lack of them were the responsibilities belonging to the 
institutional level. The objectives of advancing knowledge 
turned into vague cost and benefits calculations imposed by 
some of the above mentioned authorities. Budget and asset 
constraints were far more visible and had more apparent 
consequences than obscure, future-to-come risks. 

For the Norwegian IGY-planners the overriding interest 
was one of protecting Norwegian territorial interests in the 
Arctic as well as in the Antarctic.20 Explicit risk assessments 
were obviously put aside when deciding to locate a base in the 
Antarctic. Ice conditions did motivate a particular location X 
but these concerns were scaled down due to political reasons. 
More important was the fact that Norway and Great Britain 
engaged in a joint effort and this largely determined the 
design of the Norway Station and its location. 

Examples provided here on risk awareness and assessment, 
or rather the lack of it, stem from institutional arrangements 
and structures. Although individual scientists or science 
administrators may have been well aware of hazards there were 
other forces at play during the preparatory work preceding 
the various expeditions. The launching of the IGY was not 
only to advance the knowledge of mankind and matters of 
logistics were mainly an issue for the various military and 
naval forces due to larger national interests.21

RISKS AND THE SUPER POWER INVOLVEMENT

For the two super powers involved in the Antarctic 
during the IGY any form of risk assessment was ultimately 
suppressed by the practical interest to outdo the others. 
Risk was reduced to a gesture of preparing contingency 
plans within this framework. Furthermore the dominant 
role of the American Defence Department and the US Navy 
induced a chain of command that was rather alien to most 
scientists. You follow orders. Such a mentality left very little 
leeway for questioning the underlying reasons attached to 
various exploits. 

The idea of the IGY emerged in the midst of an extremely 
serious super power crisis, the Korean War. Further, the non-
settlement of territorial claims with regard to Antarctica had 
become an issue for the US State Department. One of the 
IGY veterans with close ties to the Army research program, 
Paul Siple, describes how the launching of the IGY coincided 
with the renewal of US national interest in the Antarctic. 
Initially there were parallel planning processes for the US 
commitments within the framework of the IGY as contrasted 
with those led by the State Department. Siple describes how 
two distinct cultures as well as two separate missions were 
to cooperate during the IGY.22

As for the US Army and Navy I suggest that the risk 
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issues were incorporated according to the principle of SOP 
(standard operating procedures). The governing decision 
from the National Security Council together with the “Master 
Plan for Antarctica” by the US Department of Defence for 
implementing the NSC decision provide intriguing insights 
into the safety culture preceding the immense efforts of 
the western super power at the time. The Staff Study, later 
to become the governing decision presenting the rationale 
for the US involvement in Antarctica during the IGY among 
other areas of interests clearly spell out the non existence 
of an organising body for Antarctic activities. In this context 
it should be noted that Antarctic activities apart from the 
scientific undertakings included the logistic operations, the 
possible use of nuclear energy and all sorts of activities planned 
for the IGY by the US. The explicit notion of risk is rather 
absent. Thus, what about the considerably more operational 
Master Plan? The Master Plan itself had six sections:

• Objectives
• Programs (Courses of action)
• Requirements
• Assets
• Budget
• Schedule23

These headings reveal that several of the weak points 
or areas regarded as potentially important with regard 
to decision-making and policy-formulation with a direct 
bearing on risk assessment and safety procedures were 
simply reduced to nothing in the Master Plan. This does 
not mean that the precautions were non-existent. Rather 
I would suggest that the readiness of risk assessment was 
a rather low priority issue at the time. Although supplies 
were calculated for two years instead of one, in case of the 
resupply ships were not to appear, the material I have come 
across so far does not set out any profound, highly visible 
plans or preventive routines for accidents, mishaps, etc. 
However, planning was made for lines of communication in 
case of emergency but with no exclusive attention paid to 
the necessity of their priorities:

…we told of the kinds of equipment, such as planes, 
dog teams and radios, we would be able to make available 
in case of emergency. But far more important than these 
were the discussions as to methods of making simultaneous 
standardized scientific observations in our various fields 
of activity.24 

Nor were any long term hazards or risks foreseen with 
regard to the environment or the psychological well-being 
of the scientists involved. Although some psychological 
studies have been made, these were not for the purpose of 
any actual risk in relation to the event of the IGY. Instead 
new studies were carried out, on the effects of isolation. 
Extreme weather conditions were expected as well as a cut 
off from supply lines and the presence of military logistic 
planning was a dominant feature if one takes the major US 
engagement in the IGY.25 

The actual decision on locating a US station at the 
geographical South Pole anticipated the Soviet Union’s 
statement that they had plans for establishing a station 
at the very same spot. After a diplomatic intervention by 

Chairperson Laclavère there was a consensus on the Soviet 
Union instead opting for the Magnetic South Pole. With 
regard to risk assessments both the US and the Soviet 
Union had other priorities, namely their overall competition 
for super power status. Although several veterans actually 
gave warning to decision-makers of the hazards associated 
with such isolated locations these risks were scaled down. 
Siple specifically notes that the input of veterans, i.e. men 
that have led or worked on previous polar expeditions, was 
often overlooked for reasons of prestige. Despite warnings 
from Siple to the National Academy of Science and the 
State Department a US station at the South Pole was a 
first priority.26

Once the most difficult construction job in history was 
on its way, participants of the US IGY teams reported on the 
achievements of competitors, such as the Soviet Union. The 
Russians were said to have good equipment (instruments 
and logistics) but they were not handling these with enough 
skill; buildings were satisfactory but not sufficiently pre-
designed; much time was wasted resulting in scientific 
programmes being initiated and abandoned within a short 
time. Differences between the Arctic and the Antarctic as 
to the severity of climate had not been anticipated by the 
Russians. The American observer concluded his observations 
by stating that “a few were not Communists”. Apparently 
some persons on the Russian base had confided to Americans 
about their open critique of the Russian operations. Super 
power rivalry thus may be seen as another kind of agency 
related to risk assessment of relevance to the IGY pertaining 
to the institutional level.27

THE LOGIC

Risks are preferably understood in relation to certain 
objectives. As for the IGY the advancement of knowledge 
served as a rhetoric umbrella for a variety of objectives, 
each related to various degrees of risk taking, depending 
on which stakeholder we put in focus. Costs and benefits in 
relation hazards vary according to the various actors such as 
scientists, science administrators, and the Departments of 
Defence or Foreign Policy. However, as we have seen these 
calculations have been rather less than more elaborated.

• The first component of a possible logic is the occurrence 
of risk awareness itself. Firstly on the individual level, among 
scientists and science administrators, secondly on the 
organisational level. For the purpose of this paper the latter 
was reduced to the combined national representatives in 
CSAGI and the various national IGY committees regardless 
of their respective original institutional ties. However, these 
ties are not unimportant since the scientific community, the 
several governmental agencies and the logistic operators 
(often military at the time) indeed had conflicting interests 
and objectives with their engagement in the IGY. The 
possible levels of risk thus needed literal negotiations. 
Nevertheless, within the framework of the IGY, at least 
there was a temporary consensus for the combined national 
achievements to come.

• A second component of this logic is the content of such 
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awareness and the particular context. What kind of risks 
perceived? By whom? What were the objects of risk? What 
kind of risks was tuned down? In what scale and scope as to 
time and space? What degree of severity was expressed? How 
were issues of responsibility and liability addressed?

• A third component is the proposition for possible 
solutions in the sense of alternative courses of action. What 
characterized the contingency plans and to what extent 
were they elaborated on beforehand as to details on safety 
measures, rules of decisions? Was there a preference for 
problem finding or problem solutions?

• A last and forth component is the feature of risk 
communication and preparations for an actual crisis 
management. What was to be said? To whom? By which 
means? What roles had been allocated to the various stake 
holders actual or potential, if any? Were there any notable 
discrepancies in the manner of portraying a particular risk 
X before and after the advent of the IGY?

CONCLUSIONS

Today the Antarctic operators must deal with a range 
of interested parties, more or less attached to the formal 
structures of the SCAR and the Antarctic Treaty as well as 
with the general public and the media. Further, there is 
a wider repertoire of voiced claims as to the occurrence 
and content of risk. Risks are pronounced in relation to 
participating scientists, crew as well as to transport means 
and equipment and last but not least much attention is paid 
to the environment. However, already at the time of the IGY 
such voices existed but the arenas for pronouncing claims of 
risks were different, the assessment of risks versus costs and 
benefits were framed in other tunes. But neither the objects 
at risk (scientists, local environment) nor of the object of 
risk (extreme weather conditions and the access to possible 
equipment to counter any calculated adverse effects) were 
duly considered. Therefore, the usage of the concept of risk 
in the early fifties was characterized by a very limited social 
range – military/logistic experts as well as scientists formerly 
active in polar research maintained an internal dialogue or a 
one-way communication from defence departments to the 
scientists in the field. Risk assessments were mainly confined 
to issues of supply lines and lines of communication between 
bases. The temporal factor was present. Nevertheless, the 
themes of risks and uncertainty in relation to super power 
conflict were constantly present, in particular within the US 
and the Soviet Union. These fears seemingly overshadowed 
the more concrete, down-to-earth hazards caused by the 
extreme climate conditions of Antarctica. 

Although most commentators and scientists alike made 
frequent references to climate there were few persons 
allocating time, resources or media space for commentating 
on the degree of risk in relation to the impressive undertakings 
in advance of the IGY. Further, so far I have not spotted 
any planning as for what levels of risks that were seen as 
acceptable. 

This expression of optimism and faith in unlimited 
progress would cause an outcry today. Media, public opinion 

and concerned scientists among others would prompt 
governmental responses and risks would be communicated 
(and negotiated) widely. The various national and international 
campaigns during the time of planning for the IGY were 
different – no local and even less so, global, personal or 
environmental risks were judged implying hazards worth a 
public discussion. Further, the management or regulation of 
risks and uncertainties were still mainly a matter belonging 
to those attending to logistic needs. Expressed in terms of 
shifting masculinity one may wonder if there were still some 
traces left of the pre-industrial, romantic ideas of manliness. 
Control, responsibility, sense of duty, predictability and 
calculations may have existed on paper but the propensity 
of risk was and still is very closely linked to emotions.
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ABSTRACT

This paper looks at the history of Chilean Antarctic science 
between 1946 and 1959 in order to explore the connections 
between politics and science and to challenge our definitions 
of the term “science.” In order to do this, the paper looks 
at the work and influence of three of the leading figures in 
Chilean Antarctic policy during this period: Enrique Cordovez, 
Ramón Cañas, and Julio Escudero. The paper examines how 
each of the three figures defined “science” in Antarctica, 
and how they sought to use it to further their political goals. 
The paper concludes by focusing on Chilean participation 
in the International Geophysical Year (IGY) of 1957/58. This 
brings into stark focus differences between the conception 
that some Chilean’s had of Antarctic science and the idea of 
science held by the international scientific community. 

INTRODUCTION

This paper sets out to explore the development of Chilean 
Antarctic Science between 1946 and 1959. Throughout this 
period, Chile was involved in an active dispute with Great 
Britain and Argentina over the sovereignty of the Antarctic 
Peninsula region. The underlying assumption of this paper 
is that Chilean Antarctic Science and Chilean Antarctic 
Politics were inextricably connected during this period. At 
a very general level the same argument could be made for 
Argentina, Great Britain, or any of the other countries with 
interests in Antarctica at this time.1 The interesting parts 
of the story are the details of these connections, which vary 
significantly from country to country. By tracing how the 
relationship between Chilean Antarctic science and Chilean 
Antarctic politics developed over this period, this paper 
hopes to provide a deeper insight into why Chile conducted 
scientific research in Antarctica during these years, what sort 
of science it performed, and what results it obtained. More 
generally, the history of the development of Chilean Antarctic 
science between 1946 and 1959, offers an interesting way to 
look at some of the broader themes of this period, such as 
the search for a peaceful solution to the sovereignty dispute, 
the politicization of the IGY, and even the very meaning of 
“science” itself. Seen from the Chilean perspective many of 
the traditional narratives of Antarctic history – such as the 
idea that the IGY spontaneously generated the goodwill that 
led to the Antarctic Treaty – start to break down, and we get 
a better sense of the inherent complexity and contractions 
of this history.2

The history of Chilean Antarctic science forces us to 
think carefully about our definitions of Antarctic “science” 
and Antarctic “politics.” In the case of Antarctic science, the 
question of definitions actually forms part of the history. 
Who decided what constituted science, and what did not, in 
the period 1946-1959? The history of Chile’s contribution to 

Antarctic Science during this period provides an interesting 
example of this question in the case of “Geopolitics,” which I 
will examine as part of this paper. For many Chileans, especially 
those in the military, geopolitics was the scientific study of 
the influence of geography on politics.3 However, for the 
organizers of the International Geophysical Year of 1957/58, 
this curious mixture of hard science, social science and racial 
mysticism did not match their conceptions of what genuine 
science should be. Neither did the geopolitical emphasis on 
the struggle between nations fit neatly into the co-operative 
ethos that the IGY was attempting to foster. In many ways 
the IGY imposed a definition of empirical science onto the 
Antarctic continent that is still with today. This paper will look 
at how various Chileans defined “science,” and then attempt 
to take these definitions seriously, while recognizing that 
these definitions were contested at the time.

At an international level, Antarctic politics during this 
period was essentially about the three-way sovereignty 
dispute and the question of who owned Antarctica. These 
claims played an important role in the domestic politics of 
Chile: Hunter Christie’s The Antarctic Problem, for example, 
states that in the late 1940s, the Chilean President González 
Videla had more at stake in the Southern Continent than did 
Argentina’s President Perón.4 Claims to Antarctica provided 
a rallying point that could unite Chilean nationalists of 
all political affiliations. But Antarctic science itself rarely 
became the object of internal political rivalries in Chile in 
the way that it did in Argentina with Perón’s “First Scientific 
Expedition.”5 

The paper will be broken into four sections. The first three 
sections will follow the work and influence of three of the 
leading figures in Chilean Antarctic policy during this period: 
Enrique Cordovez, Ramón Cañas, and Julio Escudero. Each of 
these figures had different, and often contradictory, views of 
the political value of Antarctic “science.” The fourth section will 
focus on Chilean participation in the International Geophysical 
Year of 1957/58. The focus on personalities highlights the role 
played by three important individuals in shaping the course 
of Chilean Antarctic policy and the history of the sovereignty 
dispute more broadly. However, these figures were not the 
most influential policy makers, and the thrust of Antarctic 
policy often went in different ways to those which they 
desired, not least with the “internationalization” of Antarctica 
by the Antarctic Treaty of 1959. Therefore, while Cordovez, 
Cañas, and Escudero, advocated strong opinions in relation 
to Antarctic policy, they were not necessarily representative 
of Chilean Antarctic policy making as a whole. Nevertheless, 
the focus on personalities is useful since it demonstrates 
three distinct ways in which Chile used science to further 
its political ambitions in Antarctica: science to demonstrate 
sovereignty, science to show the necessity of sovereignty, 
and science to promote peace. Chilean participation in the 
IGY reveals a forth use of science: science to avoid being 

Chilean Antarctic Science, 1946/59
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left behind. 
The focus on personalities highlights three ways in which 

Chileans used “science” to further their political actions. 

1. ENRIQUE CORDOVEZ: SCIENCE AND SOVEREIGNTY 

On 6 November 1940, the Chilean government issued 
decree 1747 which defined the boundaries of Chilean 
Antarctica between 53°W and 90°W, south of 60°S.6 Since 
Great Britain also claimed much of this area as part of its 
“Falkland Islands Dependencies” and since Argentina was 
also in the process of defining its claims in the region, this 
decree helped to lay the foundations of the active three-
way sovereignty dispute that would take place over the next 
twenty years.7 The Chilean Antarctic Commission – composed 
of Julio Escudero, a distinguished international lawyer, and 
Enrique Cordovez, a retired naval captain – hoped that it would 
immediately be possible to send an expedition to Antarctica 
in order to demonstrate the validity of the Chilean claims.8 
However, throughout the Second World War the Chileans were 
unable to find a ship capable of withstanding the demands 
of the Antarctic Environment.9 It was not until 1946 that 
the Chilean Government was able to obtain two vessels to 
sail to Antarctica: the Iquique and the Angamos.10 Up until 
this date, therefore, Chilean Antarctic Science remained 
almost entirely theoretical, based on the results of other 
nations’ expeditions. 

Enrique Cordovez was a retired Naval Captain, and 
former head of the Navy’s Hydrographic Bureau. In 1940 he 
published a paper which set the tone for much of his future 
work. The article was entitled “The Natural Rights of Chile in 
Antarctica considered from their scientific aspect” and its 
central argument was that scientific research demonstrated 
the similarity and continuity of the Antarctic Peninsula region 
with Chilean Patagonia, and that this in turn proved Chile’s 
rights to sovereignty in Antarctica. He noted similarities in 
such fields as Geology, Meteorology, Glaciology, and Biology.11 
Cordovez spent much of the rest of the Second World War 
gathering together information and writing memoranda 
on many aspects of Antarctic science, from climate and 
weather to whaling, all of which he used to make the case 
that much of the Antarctic Peninsula region belonged to 
Chile. Unlike most of his compatriots, Cordovez actually 
had an opportunity to travel to Antarctica as a guest of the 
Argentines on their 1943 expedition, which he wrote about in 
a book titled South American Antarctica.12 Cordovez used his 
influence to lobby for a scientific expedition to Antarctica, 
and, in late 1946, the new Government of Gabriel González 
Videla decided to send a Chilean fleet to the most southerly 
part of the Chilean nation.

Between January and April, 1947 the voyages of the 
Iquique and the Angamos to the Antarctic Peninsula put an 
end to the “theoretical” phase of Chilean Antarctic Science, 
and enabled Chileans scientists to conduct research in 
Antarctica for themselves. The expedition was headed by the 
Navy, and, as a consequence, much its scientific work was 
in the “Naval Sciences” of hydrography and oceanography, 
particularly mapping. This work was generally published in 

the Navy’s Hydrographical Bulletin, and it stressed the practical 
application of scientific knowledge.13 The 1947 expedition 
also contained a group from the Army’s Instituto Geográfico 
Militar and several civilian scientists.14 

In some ways when Chileans were actually able to go to 
Antarctica in significant numbers and conduct their own 
research in the region, they were able to see that the idea 
of connection and continuity was only true up to a certain 
point: the Antarctic Peninsula was actually a very different 
place to Patagonia, as was described by the civilian biologist 
on board the Angamos, Guillermo Mann, in his book, The 
Biology of South American Antarctica.15 Because of the political 
nature of Antarctic science, the Chilean Government made 
an attempt to centralize and regulate the scientific output 
of this expedition, and letters were sent out demanding that 
all research be handed over to the Antarctic Commission.16 
This curious example of scientific censorship seems to 
have been entirely counterproductive, since it served to 
alienate the civilian scientific establishment from the task 
of promoting Chilean interests in Antarctica. 

2. RAMÓN CAÑAS: SCIENCE AND GEOPOLITICS

Among the host of Chilean scientists, writers, artists, and 
journalists who sailed to Antarctica in early 1947 on board 
the Angamos were several who sought to represent Antarctica 
in a non-scientific fashion. The stories and travel accounts 
of such figures as Francisco Coloane and Miguel Serrano 
transplanted the myths and legends of Southern Chile to 
the icy wastes of the Antarctic Peninsula.17 These accounts, 
while fascinating in their own right, had little pretension of 
being “scientific.” More interesting for our purposes are the 
Chileans who produced so-called “geopolitical” representations 
of Antarctica that claimed to be “scientific” but that would 
not necessarily recognized as being so by the international 
scientific community at the time, thereby forcing us to think 
carefully about our definitions of science. 

The leading figure in Chilean geo-political thought towards 
Antarctica during the period was General Ramón Cañas, 
the head of the IGM who was promoted to the position of 
Commander in Chief of the Chilean Army in 1947.18 General 
Cañas enjoyed a close relationship with President González 
Videla, who in 1948 became the first head of state to visit 
Antarctica. Ramón Cañas and the Army dominated the 1948 
Chilean expedition to Antarctica in the same way as Enrique 
Cordovez and the Navy had done in 1947.19 This shift from 
the Navy to the Army marked an interesting shift in the focus 
and purpose of Chilean Antarctic science. Whereas Cordovez 
attempted to use science to prove the “natural rights” of 
Chile in Antarctica, General Cañas went one step further 
and sought to use Antarctic science to show that it was an 
absolute political necessity – a “geographical imperative” 
– that Chile exercise its sovereignty in Antarctica. 

Ramón Cañas had been become fascinated by what he 
called the “new science” of Geopolitics when he had been 
the Chilean military attaché to Sweden between 1920/24. 
He was influenced by the work of Professor Kjellén, professor 
of political law at the University of Upsala, and one of the 
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founders of Geopolitical thought.20 The young military 
officer, who had already spent several years of his military 
career in the south of Chile, was quick to apply Kjellén’s 
ideas about the organic state, the importance of space, 
and the geographical imperatives of politics to the actual 
Chilean situation. Most of all he became obsessed by the 
idea of territorial loss of much of Patagonia to Argentina, 
and he wanted to make sure that such loss should never 
happen again.21 In the early years of the 1940s, Cañas 
wrote several articles which argued that Chilean claims to 
Antarctica were a geo-political necessity. Without Chilean 
possession of Antarctica, he argued, Chile would give up 
its strategic domination of the South Pacific Ocean, it 
would become vulnerable to attack, and, sooner or later, 
it would be destroyed by a more powerful state (which 
he believed would most probably be Argentina). Such an 
argument relied heavily on Kjellén’s conception of the 
state as a biological organism, greater than its composite 
individuals. “Territory,” “position,” “space,” and “form” were 
the key factors of such a system based on neo-Darwinian 
survival of the fittest. 

There seems to have been no contradiction in Ramón 
Cañas’s mind between his geo-political ideas and what might 
generally be understood as empirical scientific research. 
The General also served as the head of the Chilean National 
Committee of Geography, Geodesy, and Geophysics, which 
had been formed in 1935. After his return from Antarctica in 
1948, Cañas established a journal – the Revista Geográfica 
de Chile: Terra Australis – expressly to be the “organ of 
divulgation” of this very scientific sounding committee. 
However, very few of the articles published in Terra Australis 
would fit our contemporary definitions of “science.” The 
purpose of the journal, as stated in its first volume in Sept 
1948, was far from dispassionate scientific research: 

In synthesis, Terra Australis, will have the mission 
of making us appreciate the problems of Our Patia, for 
the fervent love of this land, geographically beautiful, 
ethnically great, historically glorious and transcendent in 
its destiny.22

Many articles in Terra Australis directly discuss Antarctica, 
but most of these treat Antarctica geopolitically, in terms 
of spaces, distances, strategies, resources, and so forth. 
Where “hard science” was done it was used as a tool to 
provide the data necessary to understand the underlying 
geo-political reality. 

Between 1946/59 the “science” of geopolitics laid 
the intellectual foundations for Chile’s political claims to 
Antarctica. In the early years of Chilean Antarctic research, 
Geopolitical theory also had a marked influence on the type 
of scientific research being conducted in the Southern 
Continent. Surveying, hydrography and map-making 
were given the top priority, as the Chilean Armed forces 
sought to comprehend the geographical imperatives of 
this geopolitical space. Examples of the “scientific” work 
done in Antarctica can be found throughout the early 
volumes of Terra Australis, in the Chilean Army’s Memorial, 
and in a very interesting book entitled Base O’Higgins, 
published in 1948. 

3. JULIO ESCUDERO: SCIENCE AND INTERNATIONALIZATION

Julio Escudero, a third important figure in the history 
of Chilean Antarctic policy, had no pretensions whatsoever 
to being a scientist. Escudero was an international lawyer 
who, along with Enrique Cordovez, had been the driving 
force behind Decree 1747 of November 1940, which had 
delimited the boundaries of Chilean Antarctica. In stark 
contrast to General Cañas’ Geopolitics, Escudero viewed 
Antarctic affairs through a strictly legalistic gaze and he 
argued that Chile’s sovereignty claims would be best served 
by partnership and agreement with Argentina. He was also a 
staunch critic Chilean participation in the “race for bases,” 
which was a race, he believed, that Chile had no chance of 
winning.23 Escudero was not alone in thinking that, despite 
the work done by the expeditions of 1947 and 1948, Chile was 
clearly was clearly falling behind Great Britain and the United 
States in the quality and quantity of its scientific research 
in Antarctica.24 He favored some form of international 
agreement which would put an end to the various challenges 
to Chile’s sovereignty claims, while at the same time giving 
some form of international recognition to these rights. In 
order to promote such an agreement Escudero willingly 
adopted the rhetoric of scientific internationalism. 

In July 1948, in response to suggestions from the United 
States that some form internationalization of Antarctica 
should take place, Julio Escudero proposed that a status 
quo agreement should allow for scientific research in the 
continent without affecting the political sovereignty of the 
region.25 At the center of Escudero’s plan for a modus vivendi 
was the idea that science and scientific research offered the 
various competing nations a common cause that could be 
used to resolve, or at least to diffuse, the dispute. Scientific 
research in Antarctica in such fields as meteorology, geology, 
and glaciology, he argued, was too important for it to be 
hampered by squabbling over political claims. Therefore he 
proposed a five year period in which scientific activities 
in Antarctica should have no political consequences. This 
would then be renewable with the consent of the signatory 
parties. Foreign Ministry officials added a clear nationalist 
element to Escudero’s plans, believing, for example, that it 
would be in the best interest of Chile’s claims if the Antarctic 
conference discussing this plan were to be held in Santiago, 
and he suggested that everything should be done to prevent 
it being hosted in London or Buenos Aires.26 Fundamentally, 
the reason for the Chilean modus vivendi was political: 
some form of status quo clearly favored a country that had 
delimited its claims to Antarctica, but which was now falling 
behind in the scientific race for bases and the associated 
legal concept of “effective occupation.”

In the short term, Julio Escudero’s ideas for a status quo 
agreement based upon scientific internationalism met with 
little success. Members of the Chilean Antarctic Commission 
(in which there was a strong geopolitical representation) 
delayed its circulation – believing that it would first be 
better to build one more Chilean base before the status 
quo should go into effect.27 By the time that the idea was 
discussed at an international level in the early 1950s, the 
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United States was rapidly losing interest and President Perón 
had no intention of signing up to such an agreement at a time 
when Argentina was clearly the ascendant power in Antarctic 
politics.28 Nevertheless, Julio Escudero’s ideas for a modus 
vivendi based on scientific research deserves to be seen as 
an important precedent for the “Gentleman’s Agreement” of 
the IGY and the subsequent Antarctic Treaty. It is important 
to remember, however, that in both Escudero’s plans and in 
the IGY, science remained highly politicized even when it was 
being used to promote peaceful co-operation. 

4. CHILE AND THE INTERNATIONAL GEOPHYSICAL YEAR

On 27 May, 1955, the Chilean Antarctic Commission 
met to decide on whether Chile should participate fully in 
the Antarctic section of the IGY and send a delegation to 
the upcoming planning meeting in Paris.29 Out of all the 
countries with claims to Antarctica, Chile was the most 
hesitant participant in the IGY. At the International Union 
of Geodesy and Geophysics planning meeting, held in Rome 
in September 1954, Chile had not been represented at the 
sessions that discussed plans for Antarctica, and the Chilean 
Government was very slow to form a National Committee for 
the IGY, which wouldn’t meet for the first time until August 
1955.30 The reluctant attitude of the Chileans towards this 
massive international research endeavor in Antarctica can 
be explained, in part, by widespread fears that there was 
an underlying political agenda to the IGY that threatened 
Chilean sovereignty claims. Such worries followed directly 
from the earlier fears of Escudero and others that Chile 
could not compete in a direct scientific contest. (Although 
it should be added that economic considerations and simple 
inertia also played a part). 

At the Antarctic Commission’s meeting, Ramón Cañas 
noted that “beneath the appearance of a scientific meeting 
a political process is in March.”31 A week earlier, Señor Melo, 
the Foreign Minister, had written:

“[The Meeting] will discuss a lot more than its apparent 
scientific objectives, including matters closely linked to 
the exercise of sovereignty rights in Antarctica such as 
the construction and distribution of bases, map-making, 
exploration on land, sea, and in the air, the division of zones 
of exploration and the exchange of scientific data.”32 

Given this awareness of the underlying political motivations, 
the question remained whether Chilean political interests 
were best served by participating in IGY research, or opposing 
it from the outside. General Cañas was an avid proponent of 
Chilean participation, arguing that Chile had suffered from 
its failure to participate in the earlier IGY planning meetings 
Rome. The Foreign Minister shared the General’s opinion, citing 
Great Britain’s hand over of the Laurie Island Meteorological 
Station to Argentina in 1904 of an example of how scientific 
decisions could have political consequences. Persuaded by 
such arguments, the Chilean Antarctic Commission decided 
unanimously to send a small, specialized delegation to the 
Paris Meeting in order to represent Chile’s interests. 

At the meeting in Paris, the Chilean delegation, along 

with that of Argentina, sought to establish a clear distinction 
between IGY scientific research and politics in Antarctica.33 
The meeting established a “Gentleman’s Agreement” by which 
none of the research and activity of the IGY would have any 
bearing on the question of Antarctic sovereignty. Although 
this resolution had more to do with fear of Soviet Russia 
than the pleading of the two South American countries, 
this was exactly what the Chileans and the Argentines had 
hoped for. However, writing from Paris, Miguel Echenique 
Zegers, counselor to the Minister of Foreign Relations, noted 
ominously that “the great powers have found a formula of 
‘acting in the name of science’ in order to take possession 
of Antarctica.”34 The IGY was developing a curious Jekyll and 
Hyde mentality, which on the one hand stressed international 
goodwill and co-operation, but on the other hand involved 
intense political rivalry and competition between the 
countries involved.

In Chile, the Government named General Cañas, the 
country’s leading political theorist, head of the Chilean 
Planning Commission of the IGY.35 In his capacity as head 
of the National Committee of Geography, Geodesy, and 
Geophysics, the General had already made outline plans 
for an extensive scientific research program for the 1957-
58 summer. Although Ramón Cañas was, in many ways, an 
obvious choice to head the Chilean planning Committee of 
the IGY, his geo-political attitude towards scientific research 
did not fit neatly into the strictly empirical, materialist, and 
politically neutral conception of science propounded by the 
International Union of Geodesy and Geophysics. 

Chile’s contribution to the IGY was very similar to 
that of Argentina: auroral observations with an “all sky 
camera,” meteorology reports sent to weather central, 
glaciology, oceanography, gravitational studies, seismology 
and participation in the various “World Days.” Full details of 
the Chilean contribution can be found in Volume 41 of the 
Navy’s Hydrographical Bulletin covering the years 1957-1963. 
Other activities included aerial photography, bioclimatology, 
geomagnetism, hydrography, mapping, marine biology, 
seismology, studies of skua distribution, and several traverse 
parties.36 

It is interesting to note that the Chileans did not conduct 
research outside the region they claimed for themselves. On 
the eve of the IGY, the Chilean Navy conducted an extensive 
cartographic study of Chilean Antarctica, which highlighted 
the geographical connection between the Andes and the 
Antarctic Peninsula (León and Moore, 2007). Such studies 
clearly had geopolitical implications. More generally, however, 
the overarching geopolitical motivations for Chilean IGY 
research had little influence over the actual work being done 
by Chilean scientists, or the results of their investigations. 
Unfortunately for Chilean scientists, their purpose build 
scientific base, Base Risopatrón, burned down in March 
1958, severely hampering Chilean scientific efforts. Just as 
Escudero and others had feared, the Chilean contribution 
to the IGY was, in relative terms, much less than most of 
the other countries with political interests in the region. 
In the new era of Big Science in Antarctica, the Chileans 
were being forced to compete on a playing field that was 
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far from level.
Over the course of the IGY, especially when it looked 

like it would lead into political negotiations, General Cañas 
seems to have become disillusioned with the direction events 
were going, and he was replaced as head of the Chilean IGY 
Commission. In relation to the Antarctic Treaty negotiations 
in Washington, Cañas noted: “I am a skeptic. In each one of 
these accords we are losing rights. In Antarctica the weapon 
is science (científica). There is a war for dominion and the 
weapon is science (científica).”37 The General had urged 
Chilean participation in the IGY to protect Chilean rights, 
not to see them diminished. 

CONCLUSION

This paper might give a slightly artificial sense that Chilean 
Antarctic science developed in a linear fashion between 1946 
and 1959. In fact, the various currents described in this paper 
– science to demonstrate sovereignty, science to show the 
necessity of sovereignty, science to promote peace, and 
science to prevent Chile being left behind – all took place 
roughly concurrently. Nevertheless, a sense prevails that 
Chilean Antarctic science was increasingly caught up and swept 
along by the course of wider events: by the race for scientific 
bases and by the IGY of 1957/58. Many, although not all, the 
directors of Chilean Antarctic policy had a geopolitical way 
of seeing the world and this geopolitical framework had an 
important influence on Chilean Antarctic science during the 
fifteen year period leading up to the Antarctic Treaty. These 
policy makers were well aware what was going on around 
them, and they clearly saw the political implications of the 
IGY, but they could do little or nothing to change the course 
of events. The IGY imposed a hegemonic way of thinking 
about and doing Antarctic Science, which left little space 
for Chilean “geopolitical science.” The idea of Chile being 
“left behind” in the new era of Antarctica as “a continent 
dedicated to peace and science” was reflected in the fact that 
the country did not participate in the earliest meetings of the 
Scientific Committee of Antarctic Research (SCAR), formed 
at the end of the IGY, and only created a specialized agency 
to co-ordinate scientific research in Antarctica – INACH, the 
Chilean National Antarctic Institute – in 1963.38 Since that 
date Chile has made a valuable contribution to our scientific 
understanding of the Antarctic continent, largely from within 
the scientific paradigm established by the IGY. 

The IGY model of Antarctic Science is still with us today. 
It is inscribed into the text of the Antarctic Treaty and is 
promoted by SCAR. The dominant paradigm influences the 
way we think about the history of Antarctic science, and 
encourages a certain teleological “whiggishness” in our 
thinking. We look approvingly at the history of Antarctic 
science that matches our contemporary perceptions of what 
science should be, but we are inclined to be dismissive of 
other ways of “scientifically” understanding Antarctica that 
do not fit our model, such as Chilean Geopolitics. The history 
of Chilean Antarctic Science between 1946 and 1959, as well 
as being an interesting history in its own right, forces us to 
think carefully about our definitions of “Antarctic Science” 

and challenges an overly celebratory history of the march 
of scientific and political progress in Antarctica. 
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ABSTRACT
 Based on Chilean and other newspaper sources, as well as 
relevant diplomatic correspondence, this paper analyses the 
context and content of the 1956 Indian initiative related to 
the Antarctic at the United Nations. India called for Antarctica 
to be dedicated only to peaceful uses and all nations should 
agree not to extend to that region of the world international 
tensions existent at the time of the Cold War. Antarctica 
would be internationalized and become the world’s only 
region in which all atomic and thermonuclear tests were to 
be forbidden. It is amazing that the former British colony, 
which had only just achieved independence and was trying 
to build-up the still weak membership of the Non-Alignment 
Movement, would be able to provoke such international 
commotion at the time of the preparatory meetings for the 
International Geophysical Year (IGY) and, according to the 
Chilean historian Mario Barros van Buren, the alarm it ge-
nerated acted as a strong element of cohesion which led to 
the strengthening of a common front of opposition among 
nations with Antarctic interests.
 This paper attempts to clarify why India threatened to 
table its proposal, and what it expected to gain if it were to 
do so. Did she want to split the Afro-Latin American bloc –at 
the time the most important alliance within the UN General 
Assembly- or play upon the US-USSR confrontation, or the 
different Anglo-Saxon and South-American approaches 
towards an Antarctic settlement, or was the Indian objective 
mostly seeking to gain international “prestige”?
 As indicated in this paper, the outcome was that the 
Indian proposal was met by a very strong opposition and 
the alarm it generated acted as a strong factor of cohesion 
which ultimately led to the political and legal accommodation 
accomplished by the 1958/59 Washington Conference.

THE INTERNATIONAL SCENE IN THE FIFTIES

During the first seven years of the 1950s three different 
events, apparently linked with each other, had a significant 
impact on the development of Antarctic negotiations initiated 
by the 1948 American proposals for internationalization, 
either through a trusteeship or a condominium, subsequently 
superseded by the Chilean initiative leading to a status quo 
or moratorium declaration. At the beginning of 1950, the 
State Department had handed to the British and Chilean 
representatives a revised draft of the moratorium declaration, 
but showed reluctance to circulate the text to the other 
claimants, indicating that they foresaw that interested powers 
not parties to the arrangement or agreement might cause 
complications in the future. They were not wrong since the 
scenario would rapidly become more complex in the light of new 
and to a certain extent unexpected events, but the decision 
to delay consideration of the proposal being canvassed by the 
US, Chile and the UK was a serious tactical mistake. 

Those events included:
a)  the launching of the International Geophysical Year (IGY) 

on the basis of a suggestion made to the Joint Commission 
on the Ionosphere by an American and a British scientist, 
Lloyd Berkner and Stephen Chapman respectively, and the 
subsequent decision taken in July 1950 by the International 
Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) to propose a tentative 
programme for a Third Polar Year, afterwards enlarged by 
the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) into an 
International Geophysical Year which would encompass all 
geophysical phenomena in the earth;

b) the diplomatic note sent by the Soviet Union to 
seven countries, in June 1950, in which they stated “their 
desire to claim rights and to participate in the international 
discussions over the future system of administration of the 
Antarctica”1 and;

c) the unexpected and somewhat confusing Indian proposal 
on 12 February 1956 to the eleventh session of the General 
Assembly of the United Nations, which stated that all nations 
should commit themselves to the use of Antarctica exclusively 
for peaceful activities but was generally interpreted as aimed 
at “preventing the nations of the world from competing for 
the uranium that might exist in the Antarctic Continent”.2

The first initiative resulted in various countries preparing 
a great world tournament or scientific event in diplomatic 
meetings –the Antarctic Conferences held at Brussels and 
Paris during the years 1954 to 1956- and in the following two 
years saw a logistical and technological project in the area 
of Antarctic science never before known that also involved 
the political and territorial interests of the participating 
states, especially the Soviet Union and the United States. 
However, at the plenary session of the 1955 IGY Conference 
in Paris, it was accepted that the Conference had “exclusively 
scientific overall aims and a technical character”. The 
Argentine and Chilean delegations gave their accord to the 
recommendations for the coordination of existing and new 
bases, with the proviso that, agreeing to the goal and spirit 
of the resolution taken at that first plenary meeting, these 
were temporary measures calculated to achieve the best 
results of the IGY and adopted in the interests of scientific 
development, and that these resolutions did not modify the 
“existing status” in the Antarctic regarding the relations of 
the participating countries. Ambassador Paul Daniels, the 
diplomatic negotiator of the US, contended that “the various 
governments had reached a sort of “gentleman’s agreement” 
whose effect would be later transmitted to the Antarctic 
Treaty negotiation.

Soviet aspirations and demands in the Antarctic were 
bluntly stated: “The Government of the USSR cannot agree 
that such issue as the question of a regime for the Antarctic 
should be decided without its participation. In this connection 
the Soviet Government considers it necessary to recall the 
outstanding services of Russian navigators in the discovery 
of the Antarctic. The fact is generally recognized that the 

India and Antarctica in 1956
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Russian navigators Bellingshausen and Lazarev at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century first reached the shores of the 
Antarctic, sailed round the continent and in this way showed 
the error then widely spread that there was no land within 
the South polar circle. The service of the Russian navigators 
is no less important than the later explorations carried out on 
the Continent itself and its shores by expeditions of certain 
lands, the representatives of which declare at the present 
time their interest in the determination of a regime for the 
Antarctic.” The Russian initiative led Argentina and Chile 
to publicly assert their exclusive rights in the “American 
Antarctic” rejecting any Soviet claim to Antarctic territory. The 
UK and the United States were led to rethink their respective 
strategies in order to secure their definite installation in the 
Antarctic. Australia, extremely concerned with the Russian 
“démarche”, observed the Anglo-American reaction to undo 
or counteract the hegemonic aspirations of the Soviet Union 
in the Antarctic, without damaging Anglo-American interests 
in that region and paradoxically without upsetting peaceful 
coexistence during the Cold War as a contradiction between 
means and ends.3

The third event on the other hand, when India meddled 
in the Antarctic question in 1956, was nothing less than 
astonishing for both the Chilean and the world press and 
public opinion, as it involved a recently independent nation 
that had never before shown any interest in the Antarctic.

What were India’s intentions when it presented a request to 
the Secretary General of the United Nations, Dag Hammarskjöld 
on 17 February 1956 to include “The Question of Antarctica” 
in the provisional agenda to be discussed during the XIth 
Meeting of the General Assembly? Did India actually imagine 
that this proposal could resolve the complex situation through 
which the Antarctic was moving at that time, and which was 
due, fundamentally, to the diverse positions in conflict of 
Anglo-Saxon and South American countries?

Although it is difficult to understand why an Asian state 
without any past involvement in the Antarctic could be 
interested in a proposal which presented a sort of ultimatum 
to the claimant nations and did not satisfy either the interest 
of world powers involved in the issue with the exception, 
perhaps and in certain aspects, the Soviet Union. Through 
the combined analysis of certain press notices of that time, 
of relevant diplomatic correspondence and of the current 
developments taking place at the United Nations, it is 
possible to understand better the context in which the Indian 
presentation took place.4

At this time, the English specialist in international law, 
C.H.M. Waldock, called on the authorities of his country, in an 
interview granted to The London Times in early February 1956, 
to take all measures necessary to defend their Antarctic claims 
before Russia could insert itself on the Antarctic scenario. 
It appears that there were suspicions that something was 
going to happen in the near future and Waldock had emerged 
already in 1948 as the legal authority in the defence of 
British Antarctic claims, which received a prompt reply from 
the Chilean international lawyer José Daniel.5 The British 
suspicions were quickly confirmed when the landing of a 
Soviet Union party in the Antarctic was uncovered having 

taken place already on 5 January 1956. A few days after 
Waldock’s demand for British action, the commander of the 
Soviet expedition Mikhail Mikhaylovich Somov, head of the IGY 
station, responded: “that all the interested countries should 
be invited to discuss the territorial provisions for a zone of 
such international importance”. Immediately afterwards, on 
February 14, 1956, in an act of great symbolic value, Somov 
raised the Russian flag in the Antarctic.

Almost simultaneously, according to information published 
in the Australian newspaper “The Mirror”, it became known 
that India was close to starting a movement in the United 
Nations to have the Antarctic proclaimed a fully international 
zone.6 Initially India wanted action that would prevent the 
Antarctic from being used for undefined activities labeled 
as not peaceful, apparently meaning, being used as a 
site for nuclear tests. Subsequently, without showing any 
particular discomfort, the Indian position drifted towards the 
internationalisation of the continent.7 With this confusion, 
naturally, what it probably expected was to gain time and stir 
up trouble between Britain, the United States and the South 
American countries. They hoped to move the discussion to a 
new and respectable arena such as that of the United Nations, 
one that would at the same time allow Jawaharlal Nehru, his 
representative at the UN, Arthur Lall, or Krishna Menon his 
Defense Minister suspected to be the brain of the initiative 
by Indian diplomats and civil servants as Ambassador Hussain, 
Head of the UN Department at the Indian Foreign Office, to 
play leading roles on the stage of world diplomacy.8

A form of international pressure that appealed to world 
peace under the philosophy of “dynamic nonalignement”, 
strengthened at the Bandung Conference and the meeting 
of Nehru, Nasser and Tito at Brioni in 1955, accompanied by 
a certain measure of journalistic coverage, enabled India to 
try and convert itself into a leader of international opinion 
-or at least that of South Asia- quite independently from 
other members of the British Commonwealth in ways that the 
British government considered unacceptable interference. The 
Commonwealth group of countries interested in the Antarctic 
requested without success that India reconsider and withdraw 
their agenda item. On 12 September, India substituted the 
item “The Question of Antarctica” by another one entitled 
“Peaceful Utilization of Antarctica” and maintained the 
accompanying explanatory memoranda. 

As soon as the Latin American Group, which included Chile 
and Argentina, learned of the new situation provoked by India, 
they organized a meeting where Óscar Pinochet, a Second 
Secretary at that time, made a substantial presentation on 
the importance of the South American Antarctic bounded by 
the American Security Zone as established in the Rio Treaty. 
The meeting, headed at the time by the veteran Ecuadorian 
diplomat, Juan Vicente Trujillo, decided to firmly oppose the 
Indian proposal. The Ecuadorian Ambassador told the press 
that he had met several times with the Indian Ambassador 
Lall and that he remained confident that the proposal would 
not be discussed by the General Assembly.9 The twenty Latin 
American countries constituted more than one third of the 
UN membership and their vote, combined with those of their 
allies from the African Group, the group of Asian countries 
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close to the United States including Japan, Korea and the 
Republic of China (Taiwan) and other friends or allies such as 
Australia and Canada could easily defeat the Indian initiative 
at any time. India retreated to a more cautious position 
conditioning the presentation or withdrawal of its proposal 
to the opinion of the UN Secretary General Hammarskjöld 
with whom the Chilean Ambassador Ortega would have a 
lengthy conversation on the subject.10

The United States, on the other hand, opted for a “noisy 
silence”. The State Department considered, under some 
pressure from the Australians, the possibility of giving India 
some assurance that they did not intend to use the Antarctic 
as a testing ground for nuclear devices but finally did not 
take the matter up with their Atomic Energy Commission. 
Through most of 1956 the US remained undecided and 
resolved only shortly before India withdrew its proposed 
item, mainly under the pressure of the Latin American Group 
as well as a successful démarche by the Chilean Ambassador 
Miguel Serrano with Prime Minister Nehru. At the same time 
the US initiated an active reinforcement of its presence in 
Antarctica to counter the open rivalry with the Soviet Union 
spreading into both the technological-scientific field and the 
ideological, especially due to the significant Soviet expansion 
to cover all sectors of Antarctica.11

The withdrawal of the Indian proposal on 14 November 
195612 with the excuse that they did not want to produce any 
more international controversies involving the Antarctic than 
the already existent, was due in part that as 1956 advanced 
India was losing prestige within the United Nations not just 
with the Latin American countries, but with the international 
community. In the face of this situation, India had no better 
way of escape than to withdraw its request and to try 
and improve its image as an international actor through 
the elimination of the impression that they had acted as 
Moscow’s cat’s paw. It must be explained that, in addition to 
the bloc politics that dominated the General Assembly, the 
complex series of factors and interests in play in that year 
meant that finally India had to desist from its un successful 
Antarctic project once the eleventh session was convened 
on November 12, 1956, dropping the Antarctic topic two days 
after the opening ceremony. The late start of the sessions and 
overcoming events, the invasion of Egypt on 29 October 1956 
by Israel, Britain and France led the General Assembly into an 
emergency or special session which, according to the rules of 
procedure, would be chaired by the country that had presided 
over the last year’s General Assembly (Chile).The fact that 
Chile would preside over the two Special Assembly Sessions 
(Suez and afterwards Hungary invaded by the Soviet Army) 
under the rules of procedure and using the Uniting for Peace 
resolution, was certainly not favourable to India’s design. The 
issues involved in both emergency sessions severely tested 
the credibility of Indian Non-Alignment ideals. India was able 
to pass the first test with the Suez Canal Crisis, but failed 
the next one. When the Soviet tanks crushed the Hungarian 
rebellion, Nehru expressed “concern and distress” but India 
abstained on the vote condemning Soviet aggression and 
opposed a resolution demanding the withdrawal of Soviet 
troops from Hungary. After several weeks, India joined in 

the criticism of the Soviet Union and Nehru declared: “The 
great majority of the Hungarian people wanted a change of 
government, revolted and were suppressed, after very brave 
fighting by Soviet forces”. His statements came too late and 
damage to the Indian image had already been done.

The story of the Indian Antarctic initiative had started 
with the first request on 17 February 1956, proceeded 
under a different name on 12 September, was supported by 
an explanatory memoranda on 16 October and effectively 
included in the provisional agenda under number 8 and 
afterwards number 59, but was withdrawn at session 107 
of the Board of the Assembly at the request of the Indian 
Delegate on 14 November 1956, and was never discussed. It is 
probably appropriate to indicate that events on the surface 
do not always reveal other trends under that surface. The 
US had anticipated the possibility that the Indian initiative 
might be revived at the 1957 session, which did not happen, 
and within the State Department it was suggested that “a 
UN debate would leave the US free to explore once again a 
policy of internationalisation along the lines taken in 1948 
as perhaps offering the best means of limiting the activities 
of our probable enemies in that region and of resolving the 
claims issue”. Moreover, India did include the item in the 
provisional agenda of the thirteenth UN Assembly under 
number 64, but again withdrew the item before the definitive 
agenda was established.13

Did India´s proposals have any consequences on the 
development of negotiations leading towards the Antarctic 
Treaty?

The Indian stand probably influenced the discussion of 
Article V (Nuclear Activities) of the Antarctic Treaty, prohibiting 
nuclear explosions and disposal of radioactive waste. As 
the Chilean historian Mario Barros maintains, it probably 
contributed to the rapid acceptance by all the invited parties 
of the US invitation to the Washington Conference.14 There 
is an intriguing resemblance between language used in the 
Indian memoranda and the Preamble to the Antarctic Treaty 
which, according to the records of the meeting, was drafted 
by New Zealand. The Indian declared objective –because 
some unacknowledged end may have been envisaged- was 
best served by Article I (Peaceful Uses) of the Washington 
Treaty: “Antarctica shall be used for peaceful purposes only”. 
The memoranda attached to the Indian proposal stressed the 
global climate role of Antarctica, thus anticipating in many 
years the Environmental Protocol of 1991. 
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ABSTRACT

This article presents many factors which help to explain 
Chilean skepticism toward US Antarctic science in the 1940s 
and 1950s. Throughout this period Washington insisted that 
its only objectives were peaceful scientific cooperation and 
the harmonious resolution of the sovereignty dispute between 
Britain and the Southern Cone nations, Chile and Argentine. 
Chileans remained concerned that these objectives sought to 
conceal another: the militarization of the frozen continent. 
Cartoons from Revista Topaze, a mainstream publication, 
are featured to accentuate Chileans’ reticence toward the 
United States while the text enlists a variety of primary and 
secondary sources pertaining to the early Cold War period. 
The objective is to contextualize why Chileans within and 
outside the government feared that US Antarctic science 
might not remain peaceful in nature, as well as to highlight 
the significance of the Chilean Escudero Plan.

INTRODUCTION

In recent years the Chilean government has funded a 
series of research projects devoted to Tierra de O’Higgins, 
as the Chilean Antarctic is known. These projects have laid 
the basis for a number of publications which, among other 
things, highlight the significance of US–Chilean relations in 
the formation of the 1959 Antarctic Treaty.1 This article adopts 
a similar format, though it does not revisit the complexities 
of inter-governmental discussions. Neither does it dwell 
at length on the Antarctic “question” itself since this has 
been amply scrutinized by a number of authors. Instead, it 
presents Chilean skepticism toward US Antarctic science 
within the contexts of the early Cold War, Pan-Americanism, 
and US–Chilean relations.

In response to the US internationalization proposal of 
1948, which called for the renunciation of sovereignty claims, 
the Chilean government tabled the Escudero Plan to “shelve” 
territorial issues while pursuing some form of agreement 
which would uphold national rights. For many years the 
United States refrained from officially endorsing the Escudero 
Plan, hoping that the sovereignty dispute—in which it, as a 
non-claimant nation, was not directly involved—somehow 
might be resolved.2 A decade later there was no sign that 
such a resolution could be achieved, and never before had 
some form of agreement been as necessary; twelve nations 
had dispatched personnel to the frozen terrain and neither 
of the superpowers indicated willingness to retreat.3

The US internationalization proposal of 1958 established 

the basis for the Antarctic Treaty signed the following year, 
and its success owed in large part to the incorporation of the 
Escudero Plan, which left national claims in place but prohibited 
their enforcement. The United States’ eventual utilization of 
the plan was symptomatic of its elusive friendship with the 
smaller American republic.4 The plan was not immediately 
accepted but reserved for case of necessity. From a Chilean 
perspective it helped to discourage US militarization of 
the far south, which might have been encouraged by the 
renunciation of sovereignty.

Why did many Chileans dread that the US scientific 
program in the Antarctic might include transforming the 
region into a nuclear testing ground? The answer relates in 
part to the US Navy’s Operation High Jump (1946/47), the 
objectives of which were known to include prospecting for 
uranium, and during which classified military tests were 
known to be conducted.5 Later US expeditions were less 
militarily oriented though scientific experiments obviously 
held military applications.6 For these reasons much of the 
world was skeptical of US Antarctic policy; however, the 
Chilean form of skepticism was unique, reflecting a number 
of regional and national factors to be discussed herein.

The featured cartoons reveal stereotypical attitudes 
toward the United States, briefly summarizing themes to 
which entire articles and books have been devoted. Those 
attitudes naturally bore upon Chilean public opinion toward 
the far south during this period, helping to explain why the 
Foreign Affairs Ministry considered boycotting the Antarctic 
Conference.7 While the Escudero Plan did preserve Chilean 
sovereignty, the draft treaty into which it was incorporated 
formalized the involvement of the superpowers, both of 
which refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of Tierra de 
O’Higgins. The cartoons bring to life, as documents alone 
cannot, popular attitudes toward which help to explain the 
assertive nature of Chilean diplomacy toward the Antarctic.8 
Cartoons reflecting equally skeptical attitudes toward the 
Soviet Union have not been included since the emphasis 
remains US–centric.

THE EARLY COLD WAR

Shortly after the Second World War, the United States 
and the Soviet Union became embroiled in a competition to 
export their own systems of government and national values. 
Chile was not a high priority for either one, and its citizens 
were more concerned with the economic hardship they 
faced due to a sharp decline in copper prices. This situation 
contributed to the polarization of the nation’s political 

Antarctic Science as a Component of 
Chilean Skepticism toward the United 

States in the 1940s and 1950s
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spectrum, with some sectors continuing to sympathize 
with the defeated Axis powers, and others advocating the 
Soviet model.9 One of the few points of agreement was 
that the nation was unlikely to benefit in any way from the 
superpower’s conflict (see Figure 1). While the Department of 
State did seek to protect the interests of US-owned copper 
companies, they remained a peripheral consideration in the 
early Cold War period.

One of most discouraging feelings shared by Chileans was 
that US assistance obliged them to support Washington’s 
anticommunist policies,10 which held the potential to 
annihilate them as well as the rest of the planet if they were 
to unleash another world war—as they often seemed likely 
to. Translated versions of Life and Reader’s Digest presented 
the US defense of the “free world” in a manner which many 
Chileans found difficult to accept. Though it begged credulity 
to suggest that the “Yankee imperialism” was as brutal as 
the Soviet variety imposed over Eastern Europe, neither were 
Chileans enthusiastic to place themselves in orbit around 
Uncle Sam (see Figure 2).

Of particular concern was that Chile might be subject to 
radioactive fallout if US nuclear tests were to be conducted in 
the Antarctic.11 The destructive capacity of atomic weapons 
had been evident since the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
Tests the following year in the Marshall Islands had produced 
ambivalent results. The power of the weapons fell short of 
expectation, yet reports noted the deleterious effects of 
radiation. Eight years later this issue regained headlines when 
a test contaminated a 7,000-square-mile region, leading to 
the death of two Japanese fishermen and the emergency 
relocation of hundreds of Pacific islanders.12

A number of world-renowned figures called for an end to 
nuclear testing but to no avail. As one US senator advocated, 

the United States had determined that it was necessary “to 
move forward with the atomic bomb in one hand and the 
cross in the other.”13 While neither Chile nor the Antarctic was 
likely to be targeted in a nuclear exchange, the communist 
newspaper El Siglo incessantly warned that the United States 
sought to use the frozen continent as a nuclear testing 
ground.14 This speculation, though repeatedly denied by 
US officials,15 was fully justified. Moreover, Chile had no 
influence over the negotiations at which the superpowers 
debated nuclear issues and occasionally made concessions 
to each other, if only as a means of self-preservation.

Despite ongoing concern about radioactive fallout and the 
superpowers’ willingness to engage in nuclear brinkmanship, 
the risk of Armageddon decreased with the signature of the 
Korean armistice and the death of Stalin in March 1953. The 
later “spirit of Geneva” called for resolving conflicts through 
negotiations rather than the threat of use of force.16 The 
sincerity of this could be disputed,17 but not the utility. The 
superpowers’ nuclear stockpiles held the capacity to destroy 
the planet, and the United States incessantly rejected Soviet 
proposals calling for their elimination. However sincere those 
proposals might or might not have been, citizens on either 
side of the Iron Curtain, and in between, were forced to 
contemplate their own mortality as well as the possibility 
that world would be inhabitable for their grandchildren.18 

PAN-AMERICANISM

After the Second World War, the “good neighbor policy” of 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt was transformed into a formal 
commitment to oppose non-American intervention in the 
Western Hemisphere. This process began with a conference in 
Chapultepec, near Mexico City, months before the hostilities 

Figure 1: Uncle Sam and Soviet Marshall Josef Stalin 
arm-wrestling over South America, oblivious to its 
own wellbeing. Revista Topaze, 22 August 1947.

Figure 2: Uncle Sam at the center of a freedom-loving 
solar system while Yugoslavia is trapped in orbit around 
the Soviet Union. Revista Topaze, 9 May 1947.
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had officially been concluded. There the American republics 
signed a document expressing their unanimous support 
for the Allied cause. Chile and Argentina were the most 
reluctant to do so since a large segment of their population 
sympathized with the Axis, yet they maintained hope that 
the United States would honor its pledge not to interfere 
in their domestic affairs.19

Two years later representatives of the American republics 
met in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. A former Department of State 
official wrote that the conference marked the “high tide of 
enthusiasm” for hemispheric relations, and that the defense 
treaty in which it resulted was a testament to the general 
“confidence in the policy and purposes of the United States.”20 
The treaty committed the republics to collectively oppose any 
outside attack directed against them.21 Unfortunately the 
conference did not address the increasingly dire economic 
situation in Latin America. Stephen G. Rabe notes that 
this failure gravely undermined prospects for an effective 
hemispheric alliance.22

The United States insisted that private investment offered 
the best means of ameliorating the plight of its neighbors 
to the south, despite their requests for more direct aid, 
such as Western Europe was receiving. While the theoretical 
benefits of cooperating with US entrepreneurs could not 
be denied, neither could the fact that the entrepreneurs 
were self-interested and that the hemisphere remained 
a low priority for Washington. At the Ninth Pan-American 
Conference (1948), held in Bogotá, Colombia, these issues 
prompted rioters to attack the building in which delegates 
were meeting, throw explosives at the US embassy, and lay 
most of the downtown to ruins.23

The conference proceeded days later. While Colombian 
troops imposed martial law, the delegates adopted a 
resolution to take stronger measures against communist 
subversion—upon which they blamed the destruction.24 
Despite concerns that it might be used as a pretext for US 
intervention, Latin American delegates signed the resolution. 
To their disappointment they were still denied the scale of 
financial assistance which they believed appropriate and had 
undermined their credibility if they were to approach the 
Soviet bloc.25 The only hope of maintaining or increasing 
US assistance, as depicted by one artist, required a degree 
of subservience (see Figure 3).

Given its inability to reverse communist advances in Asia, 
the United States took a preventative tack in Latin America. 
At the Pan American Conference of 1954, held in Caracas, 
Venezuela, it gained approval for a still more emphatic anti-
communist declaration. It had been planning to overthrow 
the leftist government of Guatemala long beforehand, and 
now gained a public rationale for doing so.26 The Central 
Intelligence Agency supplied the insurgents with weapons, 
yet the Department of State portrayed the junta as an 
example of Latin Americans assuming control of their own 
destiny.27

Waning faith in Pan Americanism led to an indefinite 
suspension of the next conference. The series of consultative 
meetings which emerged in its place dwelled on economic 
issues,28 reflecting the US hope that free trade eventually 

might raise the hemisphere’s standard of living and stem the 
rising tide of anti-Yankee sentiment. Most Latin American 
governments sought to accommodate US interests while 
maintaining the largest possible degree of autonomy. They 
did not withdraw from the scaled-back Pan American system 
since it remained a forum in which to challenge the United 
States’ belief in the superiority and exportability of its own 
institutions.29

In 1958 the White House sent Vice President Richard M. 
Nixon on a tour of seven South American nations, having grossly 
underestimated the intensity of anti-Yankee sentiment.30 
Protestors disrupted most of his appearances, on some 
occasions appearing to jeopardize his safety. US marines 
disembarked to positions in the Caribbean and awaited orders 
to stage a rescue if that were deemed necessary.31 After 
returning home, Nixon blamed his reception on communist 
agents while President Dwight D. Eisenhower referred more 
obliquely to “economic causes.”32

Since the end of the Second World War, the United 
States’ obsession with communism had started to become 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. The rise of Fidel Castro, who was 
not necessarily a communist when he took power, would 
allow the Soviet Union to penetrate the hemisphere more 
directly than ever before. Cole Blasier maintains that the 
short-sightedness of US policies encouraged nations to 
seek foreign patrons as hostile to the United States as they 
considered the United States hostile to them.33 The majority 
would refrain from that high-risk scenario, instead continuing 
to both need and despise US capital.34

US–CHILEAN RELATIONS

As previously mentioned, Operation High Jump was 
widely interpreted as evidence that the United States sought 

Figure 3: A Latin American woman subserviently approaching 
Uncle Sam for economic assistance. Revista Topaze, 5 
September 1947.
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to militarize the Antarctica. The New York Times ventured 
that, despite the government’s stated devotion to peaceful 
scientific cooperation, the future of the continent might 
be held hostage by policymakers who thought in terms of 
long-range bombers.35 Benjamín Subercaseaux, one of Chile’s 
best-known journalists, suggested that High Jump might be 
transporting atomic weapons.36 More conventional reports 
held that it would be searching for the fissionable materials.37 
While none of these scenarios glorified US intentions, none 
of them conceived of the full truth.

The operation’s “aerial prospecting for atomic energy 
source materials” was to be accompanied by the test of 
bacteriological and chemical weapons.38 The latter objective 
perhaps could have been justified on scientific grounds. 
Bacteria and chemicals could be tested for the sake of 
developing prophylactics or antidotes, as uranium could be 
prospected during routine exploratory flights. Since these 
objectives had a measure of plausible deniability, and in 
the end were successfully concealed,39 the government 
proceeded to amplify its devotion to peaceful scientific 
cooperation.

Though neither he nor any other Chilean could verify 
the US Navy’s agenda, President Gabriel González Videla 
announced plans to increase cooperation with Argentina in 
the Antarctic.40 The Southern Cone nations were unlikely to 
forge an alliance capable of removing the British from their 
joint sector from 25° to 90° West. Instead González Videla 
used the risk of such an alliance to discourage a US territorial 
claim over most or all of the continent. US documents suggest 
that this approach was effective despite its inconsistencies: 
the Chilean president was known to have stalwartly opposed 
the military regime from which his Argentine counterpart had 
emerged;41 the Southern Cone nations had a long history of 
border disputes; and their populations viewed each other in 
adversarial terms.42

In 1948 González Videla sent another strong message to 
the United States, Britain, and all of the other nations with 
stated interests in the Antarctic. He became the first head of 
state to venture into the disputed peninsular region, vowing 
to take personal possession of it until Chile’s historically 
and geographically based rights were to gain international 
recognition. The momentous voyage gained international 
attention. While some US journalists disparaged it as a 
publicity stunt,43 Latin Americans praised his anti-colonial 
declarations.44 These declarations openly targeted the 
British while implicitly questioning the United States’ refusal 
to accept that the hemispheric defense treaty signed at the 
1947 Rio Conference extended to the South Pole.45

Anti-colonial declarations were naturally popular among 
Latin Americans in the postwar era, given the hardship which 
beset them. The term anti-colonial had generally been replaced 
by another, anti-imperialist, which was used interchangeably 
with anti-Yankee. González Videla nonetheless attempted 
to use the term anti-colonial in its most technical sense, 
that is, as directed against the Old World. He hesitated to 
go further since he sought alignment with the US-led “free 
world,” though a growing number of Chileans viewed it as 
no better than the Old World.46

The delicacy of his position was evident in relation to 
both the Antarctic and his fluctuating political allegiances. 
He had been elected in 1946 and appointed a cabinet which 
included members of the Communist Party—for the first 
time in the history of the Western Hemisphere. The nation’s 
many challenges included plummeting copper prices, labor 
unrest, and violent protests. Given indications that domestic 
communists were following Moscow’s orders to foment a 
revolution, González Videla expelled the communists from 
his cabinet. Within months he went further, outlawing the 
Communist Party and breaking diplomatic relations with 
the Soviet Union.47

His decision to avoid publicly criticizing Washington’s 
tacit endorsement of the British Antarctic might be construed 
as the product of his allegiance to the Northern Colossus. 
That is how his opponents interpreted his attempt to deal 
fairly with the US-owned copper companies which provided 
approximately half of the government’s revenue.48 Despite 
being taxed at rates up to ninety percent, they earned great 
profits, a fact which most Chileans resented. González Videla 
was neither immune from resentment,49 nor easily swayed 
from his moderation.50 While many denounced him for being 
subservient to the United States, his supporters gloated that 
he had taken an even harder and more effective line against 
communism (see Figure 4).

Former military ruler Carlos Ibáñez del Campo won the 
presidential election in 1952 primarily due to his anti-Yankee 
rhetoric. His campaign pledges had included nationalizing 
the copper industry and rescinding the nation’s military pact 
with Washington.51 In office he left them unfulfilled, seeming 
to confirm his prior assurance to the US embassy that they 
had been necessary to win votes but that, in truth, he felt 
no animosity toward the United States.52 His genuine intent 
remained difficult to gauge as some of the individuals he 
appointed to positions dealing with the United States had 
fervently supported the National Socialists.53

Figure 4: González Videla standing over the defeated communist 
enemy while President Harry S. Truman and British Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill remain safely outside the boxing ring. Revista 
Topaze, 20 June 1947.



Bo
le

tí
n 

An
tá

rt
ic

o 
Ch

il
en

o

41

2ND SCAR WORKSHOP ON THE HISTORY OF ANTARCTIC RESEARCH

ARTICLES

Foreign Minister Arturo Olavarría Bravo, well-known for 
his anti-British, anti-US attitudes, threatened to go war 
over the Antarctic region in which Britain destroyed a small 
Chilean outpost in early 1953. It has been suggested that his 
dismissal thereafter indicated that he had spoken without 
the president’s authorization.54 Some at the US embassy 
in Santiago reached the same conclusion,55 whereas others 
believed that his dismissal was for partisan reasons unrelated 
to the Antarctic.56 The latter explanation suggests that 
Ibáñez might not have been opposed in principle to seeking 
retribution against the British, contrary to US pressure.

After the Antarctic dispute receded without further 
episode, Ibáñez won legislative approval to give US-owned 
copper companies new incentives in hope of increasing 
production as well as the government’s tax revenues. The 
results were surprising and disappointing. The program 
adhered to the fiscally conservative recommendations of 
US economists. It was a model of the free market system 
except that it failed to increase the government’s revenue 
while the companies nearly doubled their already substantial 
profits.57

In 1958 Chileans elected Jorge Alessandri Rodríguez as 
president in hope that his pledge to form a “businessman’s 
government” would eventually benefit most households. 
The Department of State, which shared that hope, was 
relieved that anti-US sentiment appeared to be declining.58 
Washington increased its loans to augment the nation’s 
resistance to communism and build confidence in the 
effectiveness of the democratic system.59 The US embassy 
in Santiago commended Alessandri for including economists 
in the decision-making process and opposing to all forms 
of totalitarianism. It credited these factors with generating 
an unprecedented degree of goodwill in the history of 
US–Chilean relations.60

Nonetheless, personnel within the Chilean Foreign Affairs 
Ministry questioned the wisdom of attending the Antarctic 
Conference of 1959 since the draft treaty upheld the letter 
but not the spirit of the nation’s sovereign rights.61 Moreover, 
many diplomats, politicians, and ordinary citizens questioned 
the United States’ reliability. Though anti-Yankee sentiment 
had lost its mainstream appeal, the political extremes were 
again gaining strength.62 Alessandri had narrowly defeated 
Salvador Allende who, like many Chileans, was willing to 
consider the Soviet Union’s offer of aid with “no strings 
attached.”63

CONCLUSION

Many nations were concerned that the United States 
sought to militarize the Antarctic and would interpret the 
term science however necessary to justify doing so. In fact 
US officials initially opposed the treaty’s inclusion of a 
nuclear test ban, hoping to reserve the right to conduct 
tests under the guise of science, though they consented to 
the Southern Hemisphere nations’ insistence, shared by the 
Soviet Union, that all types of explosions be prohibited.64 
While the United States would have preferred to make no 
distinction between its military and scientific objectives, 

it was denied that possibility.
Chile’s skepticism toward the nature of US Antarctic 

“science” was especially pronounced given its frustration 
with the Cold War, Pan-Americanism, and its own relationship 
with the United States. On none of these levels did it exert 
as much influence as desired. It was unable to compete 
with the superpowers’ massive defense expenditures or 
to guarantee its own security in case of a confrontation 
between them. Like all Latin American nations, it was unable 
to reduce the United States’ intervention throughout the 
Western Hemisphere or to acquire the amount of financial 
assistance which it desired. Domestically it was unable to 
find any substitute for Yankee capital or to establish a more 
equal partnership with North America entrepreneurs.

As previously mentioned, the Chilean Escudero Plan 
provided the modus vivendi for the Antarctic Treaty, an 
accomplishment for which any nation would have been 
pleased to take credit, and which was all the more significant 
for Chile, given the many challenges which it faced. Though 
the Department of State recognized the plan’s utility shortly 
after it was tabled, it did not formally adopt it until a decade 
later, by which time there was no viable alternative. Many 
explanations for this delay have been discussed elsewhere. 
In short Antarctica was not among the United States’ highest 
priorities and it preferred to discuss its policy with Britain, 
the territorial claim of which extended over most of the 
Chilean Antarctic. 

Broader explanations include the conflictive nature of 
US–Chilean relations dating back to the nineteenth century 
when the two nations viewed each other as rivals in the 
quest for dominance within the Western Hemisphere.65 The 
United States soon went even further, establishing itself as 
the leader of the “free world,” in which Chile was deemed far 
less important than any Western European nation. Despite 
the many characteristics which distinguished Chile from its 
neighbors, the United States often dealt with it as though 
it were a banana republic (see Figure 5).66 Perhaps North 
American officials would have incorporated the Escudero 
Plan into an international proposal more quickly if it had 
been of European origin.

This article maintains that Chile does not warrant its 
traditional portrayal as having been a “nuisance” in the far 
south.67 It is true that some officials made declarations 
which were not helpful in resolving the sovereignty dispute, 
but at the same time the Foreign Affairs Ministry had 
provided a means of leaving the dispute unresolved. Though 
many authors mention the Escudero Plan, they often 
understate its significance and refrain from providing broader 
contextualization. Indeed, from a certain perspective, the 
plan was but one of many factors which together culminated 
in the Antarctic Treaty. From another it indicated that Chile 
remained capable of influencing world affairs despite its 
relatively minor standing.

While this perspective can be supported without the use 
of cartoons, the featured images encapsulate the arrogance 
and condescension widely associated with US power, especially 
in relation to Latin America.68 It is understandable that North 
Americans chose to focus on positive aspects of their nation’s 
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leadership in the world, and to view the Antarctic Treaty as a 
tribute to its enlightened self-interest.69 The New York Times 
published a cartoon which advanced the same notion, for it 
depicted Uncle Sam as a dove perched atop an iceberg with 
an olive branch in its beak, symbolizing the 1958 international 
proposal, surrounded by admiring penguins.70 Chile does not 
appear to be represented, though it deserved to be, for its 
contribution had enabled the dove to succeed.
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ABSTRACT

When Germany sent out a secret Antarctic expedition 
(1938/39) to provide a base for a future occupation in the 
area east of the Weddell Sea, the Norwegian government 
got wind of this and forestalled any possible German claim 
to territory by claiming a large sector of Antarctica for 
Norway. The Germans used two aircraft to perform a detailed 
photogrammetric survey, and discovered mountain ranges. 
They named the area Neu-Schwabenland. Afterwards the 
expedition leader Alfred Ritscher (1879-1963) produced a list 
of 84 place names, but these were never made official due 
to the outbreak of World War II. After the war a detailed map 
including the German place names was published.

Later, when the American “Highjump” campaign (1946/47) 
visited the coast of Neu-Schwabenland, and the Norwegian-
British-Swedish Antarctic Expedition (1949/52) investigated 
the western part of Neu-Schwabenland, the German 
achievements were presented again in German newspapers. 
At about the same time a discussion on naming features in 
the region was triggered by meteorologist Johannes Georgi 
(1888-1972).

In the wake of the International Geophysical Year 
(1957/1958) geographer Hans-Peter Kosack (1912-1976) 
constructed a new map of Antarctica including the latest 
discoveries along with a new map of Neu-Schwabenland 
with corrected positions and heights. In contrast to Kosack’s 
practical cartographic work, Georgi discussed the right 
of naming, the technical procedure and the international 
acceptance of new names. He was particularly critical of 
the use of names of persons in prominent positions in the 
national-socialist bureaucracy, and suggested a sort of 
denazification by the deletion of at least four of the names 
proposed by Ritscher. Ritscher felt offended by Georgi’s 
attempt and an exchange of personal arguments followed, 
which came to an end, when Ritscher’s list of place names 
was officially published in the Bundesanzeiger (Federal 
Advertiser) on 5 August 1952. That list did not eliminate 
any of the names originally proposed in 1939. 

These events were repeated in the 1980s, when the Federal 
Republic of Germany was admitted to Consultative Status 
of the Antarctic Treaty in 1981. At that time a new map of 
Neu-Schwabenland was constructed with new techniques 
and further revision of names of features. Finally a list of 
427 names was presented including 96 names connected 
with the German Antarctic Expedition 1938/39. 

Today we have a mixture of Norwegian and German 
names. 

1. INTRODUCTION

After World War I whale oil had become the most important 
raw material for the production of margarine, detergents, and 
soap. At the beginning of the Third Reich in 1933, Germany 
was the second largest purchaser of Norwegian Whale oil, 
which used up a considerable amount of Germany’s foreign 
currency reserves1. For the whaling season 1936/37 the first 
German whaling fleet was established; it expanded from 
season to season. In 1938/39 six German factory ships and 
44 small catch boats were sailing under German flags. On 
the return of the fleet from the second catching season in 
the Antarctic waters of the Atlantic sector in spring 1938, 
Helmut Wohlthat (1893-1952), Ministerial Director of Special 
Duty under the commissioner for the Four-Year Plan Hermann 
Göring (1893-1946), became active to secure the future of 
the German whaling industry. Wohlthat initiated the third 
German Antarctic Expedition (1938/39), which aimed to map 
territory on the Antarctic coast east of the Weddell Sea 
between 70 - 75° S, 5° W - 4° 20’ E in order to prepare the 
ground for setting up a base for the German whaling fleet. 
Concrete planning started on 1 September 1938, with captain 
Alfred Ritscher (1879-1963) appointed as expedition leader 
and experienced whaling captain Otto Kraul (1893-1948) 
appointed as ice pilot. The main task was to undertake an 
extensive aerial photogrammetric survey of the pristine 
area as the basis for the construction of a map, which would 
serve as support for a land claim.

2. THE SCHWABENLAND EXPEDITION 1938/39 
AND THE NORWEGIAN RESPONSE

On 17 December 1938 the expedition left Hamburg to go 
south aboard the catapult ship Schwabenland, which carried two 
Dornier-10-t-Wal aircraft for aerial survey. It took one month 
to reach the pack-ice edge. The investigation started on 19 
January 1939. Five days earlier, however, the territory between 
20° W and 45° E including the German area of interest had 
been placed under Norwegian sovereignty by royal decree. 
The Norwegians forestalled the Germans because they got 
notice that a German expedition was sailing south, when the 
director of the Norwegian Polar Institute Adolf Hoel (1879-
1964) was visiting Berlin in connection with the planning of a 
polar exhibition in Bergen2. On this occasion Hoel wanted to 
contact the German geographer Ernst Herrmann (1895-1970), 
who had performed an expedition to Svalbard with a slow-
flying Fieseler Storch aircraft during the preceding summer. 

Expanding to Antarctica – Discussions 
about German naming and a new map 

of Antarctica in the early 1950s

CORNELIA LÜDECKE 
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Herrmann’s wife told Hoel that her husband had just left for 
an expedition to Antarctica. Immediately Hoel alerted the 
Norwegian Foreign Ministry on 22 December, and continued 
advocating action by the government until the occupation 
of Dronning Maud Land was announced on 14 January 1939. 
On 20 January 1939 the Antarctic place-name committee 
under the leadership of Hoel was established to name the 
large Antarctic area claimed for Norway3. 250 new names 
were given and put on the map to fix the occupation.

The German expedition did not get any notice of the 
Norwegian claim. The expedition continued and performed 
eight flights for tests, survey or research and eight flights 
for photogrammetric photography in the region east of 
the Weddell Sea between 69 - 74° S, 4° W – 18° E during 
three periods of good weather between 19 January and 
6 February 1939. The expedition discovered an ice-free 
mountain range, part of which they called Wohlthat Massif 
after the organizer of the expedition (Figure 1). The most 
astonishing result was the discovery of an area of ice-free 
lakes (Schirrmacher Seengruppe)! When the third German 
Antarctic expedition had finished its extensive aerial survey 
it immediately returned to Hamburg, arriving there on 11 
April 1939 (Figure 2).

The results provided the basis for the map of the new 
discovered Neu-Schwabenland on a scale of 1:1,500.000. 
Ritscher prepared a list of 84 new place names, which 
represented not only famous geographers or polar researchers, 
but also sponsors and promoters of the expeditions as well 
as expedition members, to give credit to their good work.

This list included the name Conrad-Gebirge (Conrad 
Mountain Range, after rear admiral and director of the 
meteorological department of the Navy, being in charge of 
appointing the scientists of the expedition), Kurze-Gebirge 
(Kurze Mountain Range, after vice admiral and director of 
nautical department of the High Command of the Navy, 
providing the modern nautical equipment of the Schwabenland), 
Mentzel-Berg (Mentzel Mountain, after the president of 
the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research 
Foundation), Mühlig-Hofmann-Gebirge (Mühlig-Hofmann 
Mountain Range, after the department leader in German 
Ministry of Aviation, who was in charge of providing the 
catapult-ship Schwabenland), “Wohlthat-Massiv” (Wohlthat 
Massif, after the ministerial director of the Four Year Plan4, 
initiator and organizer of the expedition), all being persons in 
prominent positions of the national-socialist bureaucracy.

The preliminary results, especially the geographical 
description and the detailed black and white map including 
German names of the discovered features were published 
as soon as possible to manifest the German interest in this 
area5. As the time of the Schwabenland had been limited, no 
location on the ground could be determined astronomically 
as a benchmark. As a result, all coordinates on the map 
had to be oriented to the astronomically fixed point of the 
location of the expedition ship. This resulted in a map the 
coordinates of which were questionable in some areas due 
to the effects of wind drift on the aircraft6.

Continuing the task of preparing for a German whaling 
base in Antarctica, Ritscher planned a new expedition for the 
next Austral summer 1939/40. The outbreak of World War 
II on 1 September 1939 stopped the new enterprise. When 
Norway came under German protection – as it was called at 
that time – on 9 April 1940, whaling seemed to be secured 
and no further action or scientific expedition to Antarctica 
excep the wel-known German naval operations during WW II 
followed7. The detailed analysis of all scientific data started 
during the war. Geographer Hermann published a popular 
account of the expedition, which included a small coloured 
survey chart with Neu-Schwabenland at the bottom of the 
page, and which also depicted the sectors of territorial 
claims including the Norwegian sector covering the Weddell 
Sea, the Australian sector, around 90 °E, the British Falkland 
Dependency, the small French sector at Adélie Land and the 
British Ross Dependency (Figure 3)8. 

A second map showed Neu-Schwabenland with 59 names, 
as well as the location where three Swastika flags were set 
into the ice shelf, and 13 locations where flags should have 
been released from the aircraft at the southern most points 
during each flight. Due to weight problems these flags were 
actually released only once during the first survey flight 
and never again9.

Ritscher published the official travel report and the 

Figure 1: Central part of the Wohlthat Massif: Payer-Gruppe 
on the horizon to the left, Zuckerhut in the middle, Ritscher-
Gipfel to the right, Weyprecht Berge on the horizon to the right 
(Herrmann estate, private possession Ronte, Bonn, Germany).

Figure 2: Flight tracks of the German Antarctic Expedition 
1938/39 (Herrmann 1941: 87).
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scientific results a year after Herrmann10. He added a similar 
map of Antarctica, but this one was orientated with Neu-
Schwabenland on the right side of the page and also showed 
an inserted of a map of pre-war Germany (Deutsches Reich) 
in comparison with the new discovered area (Germany being 
roughly 3/4th of the size of Neu-Schwabenland). Due to the 
outbreak of World War II the German names were never 
published in Bundesanzeiger (Federal Advertiser), so never 
became “official”.

In 1942 Frank Debenham (1883-1965), director of the 
Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge (UK), published 
a paper on place names in polar regions, which set the scene 
for further discussions11. Even Erich von Drygalski (1865-1949), 
geographer and most experienced German polar researcher, 
raised the topic and published his ideas on the unsolved 
problem of possession claims in Antarctica12. At that time 
conditions of the southern continent did not allow occupation 
in the traditional way, including a permanent settlement 
and management. That meant that British, Australian, New 
Zealand and Norwegian claims for whole sectors would not 
be valid in Drygalski’s eyes. From his point of view detailed 
mapping of an Antarctic region was a much better basis for 
a claim than were land sightings from a ship. He appreciated 
the French policy of limiting the claim of ownership to the 
investigated Adélie Land. Although a reasonable base for a 
claim was given by his own expedition to Kaiser Wilhelm II 
Land (1901-1903), the German Reich did not follow up the 
idea.

Apart from these considerations, the United States 
printed German names along with the topography newly 
discovered by the Germans 1938/39 and the results of the 
expeditions of the US Antarctic Service until 1940/41 on 
the map “Antarctica” published in 1943 as Chart No. 2562 
in the scale 1: 11.250.00 by the US Hydrographic Office, 
Washington DC13. It is remarkable that this map did not include 
Norwegian names. Other revisions of maps were made and 
German names added in the German Admiralty chart of the 
Drake Passage up to 20° East No. 1061 (1943), the Argentine 
Mapa de la Zona Austral (1946), and several American World 
Aeronautical Maps 1:1.000.000 of Neu-Schwabenland and 
adjacent regions14.

3. DISPUTE ABOUT GERMAN NAMING IN THE 1950S

After World War II Germany was separated into two different 
countries: Federal Republic of Germany (American-British-
French occupied zone) and the German Democratic Republic 
(Russian occupied zone). For the moment, polar research had 
come to an end, because all money and efforts had to be put 
into the reconstruction of the destroyed cities and industries. 
However, polar research was continued in other countries. 
When Richard Evelyn Byrd (1888-1957) had accomplished 
his “Highjump” campaign (1946-1947), and the Norwegian-
British-Swedish Antarctic Expedition (NBSX, 1949-1952) to 
Dronning Maud Land was investigating the western part of 
the mountain region of Neu-Schwabenland (Figure 4) using 
German maps and aerial photographs15, Antarctica became 
visible again in the headlines of newspapers in Western 
Germany: “Tourist Guide” in Antarctica – A Hamburger knows 
his way in Drottning [sic!] -Mauds-Land”16, “The Secret of 
the “Warm Oasis - Antarctic expedition wants to investigate 
discovery of German airmen”17, “On the Track of German 
Researchers: International South Pole Expedition”18, or 
“South Polar Expedition following German Footsteps – Pilots 
of Schwabenland flew for getting information for operation 
“Norsel” / Important For whaling”19.Figure 3: Map of Antarctia depicting Neu-Schwabenland and 

the sectorial claims by other nations (Herrmann 1941).

Figure 4: Flight tracks of the Norwegian-British-Swedish-
Expedition to Dronning Maud Land in 1951/52 and temporary 
geographical names (Giæver 1956: 367).
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In his article on “Antarctica – Object of Research” written 
for the daily newspaper Die Welt on 23 July 1949 on the 
occasion of the planned NBSX, Johannes Georgi20 (1888-
1972) focussed on the German aerial photogrammetry and 
mapping of Neu-Schwabenland, the results of which would be 
used by the new expedition, and on the problem of naming21. 
This was a crucial problem, because after World War II use 
of the name “Neu-Schwabenland” as a description of the 
area discovered and mapped by the third German Antarctic 
Expedition 1938/39 was forbidden by the “Regulations for 
the publication of maps” of 14 April 194922. This ban was 
not reversed until 23 November 1950. 

In February 1951, when the proposal for a third International 
Polar Year was accepted by the International Council of 
Scientific Unions, German geographer Hans-Peter Kosack 
(1912-1976) published a new generalized map of Antarctica at 
the scale of 1: 11.250.000, to depict the main geographical 
features of the ice-covered continent, in the well-known 
German geographical journal Petermanns Miteilungen23. He also 
added a new reconstruction of the map of Neu-Schwabenland 
(Scale 1: 4.000.000) dated December 1950 providing corrected 
positions and heights24. Kosack explained that the map of 
Antarctica in four sheets (scale 1: 4.000.000), and still in 
use in the late 1940s, had been published by the American 
Geographical Society in 1928 and in a revised edition in 1929. 
Since then, many important geographic discoveries had 
been made: Graham Land was identified to be a peninsula 
and not an archipelago, the largest glacier of Antarctica had 
been found west of Adélie Land, and a mountain range of 
about 3000 m height in Queen Mary Land as well as a deep 
bay at 135° W. Besides, the old maps still contained many 
faults and wrong lines, which had to be corrected based on 
the results of many recent expeditions. Kosack mentioned 
that he had constructed an entirely new map of Antarctica 
in four sheets (also scale 1: 4.000.000) using the newest 
information available to be published on the occasion of the 
25th anniversary of the German Archives for Polar Research in 
June 1951. In contrast to the American map it was coloured 
with international inscriptions.

In the same issue of Petermanns Mitteilungen Georgi 
published a long article about the “Question of naming in 
Antarctica” on the pages right after Kosack’s paper25. He 
emphasized the national importance for naming. It showed the 
scientific priority of the discoverer, if no prior claim existed. 
Thus naming acknowledged scientific achievements. He then 
described several steps of naming. The first names for new 
discoveries were used in working maps during an expedition. 
The next step was to gain the agreement of national scientists 
and their government for new names. Then the new name 
had to be accepted by the nation with territorial claims in 
the area, to be acknowledged internationally, and to be 
used on new maps. Finally Georgi explained the rationale 
for the German names for features in Neu-Schwabenland, 
referring to geographical features, expedition members, 
and well-known polar researchers or geographers. He did 
not encourage the use of names of political persons of the 
National Socialist Regime. 

In taking the step of declining the use of some of the 

original German names for Neu-Schwabenland features, 
Georgi was controversial, because he gave a full list of 63 
German place names connected to persons with additional 
explanation of their origin, including Conrad Gebirge and 
Wohlthat-Massiv and others, but without mentioning their 
military or bureaucratic positions. In some special cases Georgi 
also recommended to rename Mühlig-Hofmann-Gebirge as 
Alfred-Wegener-Gebirge after the meteorologist and polar 
researcher Alfred Wegener (1880-1930), Kurze-Gebirge as 
Meinardus-Gebirge after the geographer Wilhelm Meinardus 
(1867-1952), Conrad-Gebirge as Dallmann-Gebirge after the 
captain Eduard Dallmann (1830-1896) of the “Groenland” 
expedition to the Antarctic Peninsula (1873-1974), Wohlthat-
Massiv as Nansen-Massiv after the famous polar reseacher 
Fridtjof Nansen (1861-1930). Already in November 1949 
Georgi had fixed his proposal of new names in a sketch map 
of Neu-Schwabenland on the base of the already mentioned 
American map No 2562 of 194326. He also indicated the 
southern most point of the Norwegian Thorshammer and 
Thorshavn expeditions of 1931 and 1937 (Figure 5).

At the end of his paper Georgi finally stated that Germany 
had to come to terms with his abandonment of Antarctic 
claims, which could only be realized by avoiding other claims. 
Instead he demanded the acknowledgement of German 
naming. Besides he pleaded for free access of scientists 
to work in sectors claimed by other nations and to receive 
“support by the host country (...) in the sense of an Universitas 
Literarum embracing the earth.”27 His list of altogether 84 
names represented only a small attempt at denazification, 
but instead a strong will to show German achievements on 
the international maps of Antarctica.

Georgi’s paper gave rise to many arguments between him 
and Ritscher, who felt offended personally. The discussion 
led Ritscher to write a statement for Petermann’s Mitteilungen 
to argue against Georgi’s critique of his naming of Antarctic 
features28. Ritscher defended himself, because following an old 
tradition as expedition leader and discoverer of new land he 
had the right of naming and so he had given his list of names 
to his employer Wohlthat, who confirmed the list and added 
Ritscher’s name for Ritscher-Hochland and Ritscher-Gipfel. 
Ritscher also mentioned that the government of the German 

Figure 5: Georgi’s sketch of Neu-Schwabenland of Nov. 1949 
with suggestions for renaming (Georgi 1949).
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Reich had protested in two notes of 23 January 1939 and 12 
February 1939, respectively, against the Norwegian claim 
of 14 January 1939, and that Germany would not accept it. 
Concerning Georgi’s statement on Germany’s abandonment 
of Antarctic claims he criticized his presumption “to talk 
from his point of view as being the German point of view.”29 
However, Ritscher insisted that no expedition before the 
GAE 1938/39 had seen Neu-Schwabenland and due to its 
discovery the Germans were the only one entitled to give 
names within this area.

Finally the west German Foreign Ministry officially published 
a list of 84 Antarctic place names in the Bundesanzeiger 
(Federal Advertiser) on 5 August 1952 signed by Walter 
Hallstein (1901-1982), State Secretary of the Foreign Minister 
and Chancellor Konrad Adenauer (1876-1967). This list did not 
eliminate any of the names originally proposed in 1939.30 
This publication allowed Kosack to use the German names 
in his new map of Antarctica. Additionally Ritscher wrote 
a newsletter addressing editors and publishers of atlases, 
small globes and wall maps to draw their attention to the 
use of German names in new editions of Antarctic maps. 
He also mentioned that a revised map would appear in the 
second part of the results of the Schwabenland expedition, 
which would be published in the first months of 1953. But 
this did not happen before 1958.31 Now the results of the 
NBSX on the western border of Neu-Schwabenland were 
taken into account as well as Georgi’s findings about missing 
the astronomical determined positions of Schwabenland at 
the start of the photogrammetric flight missions, which 
led to a wrong representation of the coast line32. In the 
meantime German achievements in Antarctica had been 
shown in the actual map and in an identical wall map for 
schools in 1954.33

4. GERMAN RECONSTRUCTION OF THE 
NEU-SCHWABENLAND MAP IN THE 1980S

The revised naming process, and the reconstruction of 
the Neu-Schwabenland map in the late 1950s preceding the 
International Geophysical Year (1957/58) had its correspondence 
in the 1980s, when many countries strived to gain consultative 
status in the Antarctic Treaty. Until the late 1970s the Federal 
Republic of Germany had not been active in Antarctica, but 
then a great effort was put into the foundation of the Alfred 

Wegener Institute in Bremerhaven, the establishment of the 
Georg von Neumayer station east of the Weddell Sea and the 
construction of the most modern ice-breaker Polarstern. Finally 
West Germany was admitted to Consultative Status in the 
Antarctic Treaty in 1981. A different path had been followed 
by the German Democratic Republic, which had been invited 
to join Russian expeditions since 195934 (Table 1).

Table 1: Chronology of the involvement of the Federal 
Republic of Germany (FGR) and the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) in Antarctica.

Since 1959 Participation of east German scientists 
in the 5th Russian Antarctic expedition.

1969
Central Institute for Physics of the 
Earth in Potsdam gets the responsibility 
for polar research of GDR.

1974 GDR admitted as a member of 
the Antarctic Treaty.

1976 
Establishment of an east German research 
laboratory close to the Russian station at 
Schirrmacher Oasis (70° 47’ S, 51° 16’ W).

1978 FRG admitted as a member of SCAR.

1980 Alfred Wegener Institute for Polar Reseach 
founded in Bremerhaven (FRG).

1980/81
Establishment of the west German Georg 
von Neumayer Station at Atka Bay on 
Eckström Shelf Ice (70° 41’ S, 8° 16’ W).

1981 FRG admitted consultative status.
1981 GDR admitted as a member of SCAR.

1987

The expanded and self-sufficient east 
German research laboratory at Schirrmacher 
Oasis is renamed Georg Forster Station. 
GDR admitted consultative status.

1990 Reunification of FRG and GDR and foundation 
of Bundesrepublik Deutschland (BRD).

1993-1996
Dismantling of Georg Forster Station and 
transfer of ozone measurements started 
in 1985 to Georg von Neumayer station.

In summer 1982 the German Research Foundation granted 
a project of making an inventory of German geographic place 
names assigned in Antarctica as well as the establishment 
of a Digital Name Data Base Antarctica at the Institute for 
Applied Geodesy in Frankfurt/Main35. Just by chance over 
600 paper prints 18 cm x 18 cm of oblique air-photos out 
of 11.600 originals from the Neu-Schwabenland flights had 
been discovered in December of the same year. With these 
pictures and the other historical sources the flight tracks 
could be revised, which opened the possibility of accurately 
identifying objects with German names, which still had been 
questionable because of the positioning problem. Finally 87 
out of a total of 96 named objects received actual coordinates 
and heights. With these results the map of Neu-Schwabenland 
was revised for a last time. 

The results also entered the Digital Name Data Base 
Antarctica, which finally included 427 geographic names 
in German language for topographic/geographic features 
or regions from expeditions to Antarctica in the period 
1873-1945, 96 names of which were connected with the 
Schwabenland expedition.36

Parallel to this there had been a discussion of German 

Figure 6: Detail of Neu-Schwabenland on an actual popular 
German map of Antarctica of 10 May 1954 (IRO 1954).
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naming of Neu-Schwabenland during the Symposium on 
Antarctic research at Garwitz (GDR) in 1986 (Richter 1986). For 
example “Oasis Schirmachera” was used in Russian literature 
since 1959. This name was re-translated form Russian maps, 
but the original German name “Schirmacher Oase” had been 
adopted. However in the American compilation of Geographic 
Names of the Antarctic “Schirmacher Oasis” was translated into 
“Schirmacher Hills” in contrast to “Schirmacher-Seengruppe”, 
which was translated to “Schirmacher Ponds”. Besides Indians 
prefer their own name “Dakshin Gangotri” for this area.

OUTLOOK

Kosack became well-known due to his detailed Antarctic 
maps, which are still appreciated today. If you have a look at 
the conference room of the Scott Polar Research Institute 
in Cambridge (UK) you will recognize a typical German wall 
map for schools still hanging on the right side of the screen, 
which is his map of Antarctica37. It depicts the location of 
Neu-Schwabenland, Wohlthat-Gebirge and Penck-Mulde as 
most important features, see details in Figure 7. 

And he still continued to work on them. In August 1955 
he had been invited by the International Visual Aids Centre 
at Brussels to draw a series of 12 slides with Antarctic maps 
for the International Geophysical Year (IGY) and for Belgian 
universities, to be published in January 1956.38 After the IGY he 
reviewed the latest maps, among them the chart “Antarctica, 
prepared by the American Geographical Society for the National 
Academy of Science” (1:6.000.000), which covered the area 
of the four sheets map of 1929.39 The naming followed the 
international roles of the Board on Geographical Names. No 
official names were excluded although they had been used 
by the American expeditions during the IGY. Despite some 
minor deficiencies Kosack considered this map as the best 
base for Antarctic topography. This only could have been 
accomplished by a large team and not by a single person at 
home as he had done before. “There still is an inestimable 
work to get done, before Antarctica can be counted to be 
among the better known areas of the world.”40

Today we have a mixture of Norwegian and German names 

in this area. Among them Conrad Mountains, Kurze Mountains, 
Mühlig-Hofmann mountains, and Wohlthat Mountains.

FOOTNOTES
1 Lüdecke 2003.
2 Barr 2003: 170.
3 Barr 2003: 218.
4 Ritscher 1942, see also Hallstein, 1952.
5 Ritscher 1939, Vorbericht 1939.
6 Gruber 1942: 159.
7 See chronology in Headland 1989: 303-306.
8 Herrmann 1941.
9 Ritscher 1942: 250. Personal communication with Ilse Ritcher 

(secretary of the expedition bureau), Richardheinrich Schirmacher 

(pilot of Boreas, aircraft of the first survey flight), and Siegfied 

Sauter (aerial photographer), see Lüdecke 2003: 82, 97.
10 Ritscher 1942.
11 Debenham 1942.
12 Drygalski 1944.
13 Antarctica 1943, 2nd edition 1947. See also Kosack 1951: 74, 

79, 1958a: 2, 14.
14 Deutsche Admiralitätskarte (1943), Mapa de la Zona Austral 

(1946), World Aeronautical Chart (1948-51).
15 Barr 2003: 287.
16 A.J. 11 March 1949.
17 J.M. 10 June 1949.
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26 Georgi Nov. 1949.
27 Georgi 1951: 88.
28 Ritscher July 1951.
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31 Ritscher 1958.
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ABSTRACT

This article gives insight in the multidimensional aspects 
of the policy behind the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions 
during the 1960s. This is a case study of the influence 
of politics and personal relations on Antarctic research. 
The start, the course and the end of the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic expeditions policy will be analyzed. What were 
the motives to start to cooperate in Antarctic research, 
and what caused the end of the cooperation. The history 
of Belgian-Dutch cooperation in Antarctic research shows 
that scientific considerations could be overshadowed by 
other considerations.

INTRODUCTION

In the period from 1964 till 1967 there were three Belgian-
Dutch wintering expeditions and three summer campaigns 
to the Belgian King Baudouin Base in Queen Maud Land, 
Antarctica.1 Belgium already had a history of Antarctic research. 
The Belgica Expedition of 1897/99, led by the polar explorer 
Adrien de Gerlache (1866-1934), was the first expedition that 
wintered in the Antarctic region.2 Belgium participated in 
the Antarctic programme of the International Geophysical 
Year (IGY) of 1957/58. During the IGY, Belgium established 
the King Baudouin Base. The Belgian IGY-expedition was 
followed by expeditions in 1959 and 1960. 

The Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions were a Belgian 
initiative. Belgium led the expeditions and paid for two third 
of the costs. The Netherlands paid for the remaining one third 
of the costs. The Netherlands had no history of Antarctic 
research, when it started to cooperate with Belgium3 and 
the Belgian-Dutch expeditions were the first experience for 
the Netherlands in Antarctic research.

This article is about the policy behind the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic expeditions. The three research questions are the 
following. Why did Belgium and the Netherlands cooperate 
in Antarctic research during the early 1960s? How did the 
cooperation work on the policy level? Why did the cooperation 
end so soon?

In the first short introductory section the Belgian 
Antarctic community of the late-1950s - early1960s will 
be described, as a preamble history of the Belgian-Dutch 
cooperation. The second section is devoted to the coming 
about of the Belgian-Dutch cooperation on the policy 
level. The third section is about the course of the Belgian-
Dutch Antarctic cooperation during the expeditions. The 
last section is devoted to the ending of the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic cooperation.

The sources for this article are threefold: literature, 
documents and interviews. The documents are primary 
sources – mainly letters and memorandums – that were made 
by people who were directly involved in the policymaking 

process. The Belgian Archive Law states that records in the 
state archives younger than 50 years may not be studied. 
As a result, the records used for this article are obtained 
from Dutch archives only. Inevitably, the emphasis in this 
article is more on the Dutch involvement than on Belgian 
involvement. Nevertheless, there is some Belgian literature 
on Belgian-Dutch cooperation and some Belgians who were 
involved in the policymaking process were interviewed.

THE BELGIAN ANTARCTIC SOCIETY

Prior to the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions, Belgium 
had organized three Antarctic expeditions: in 1958, in 1959 
and in 1960. The expedition of 1959 – the Belgian IGY-
expedition – was led by Gaston de Gerlache de Gomery 
(1919-2006). Gaston de Gerlache de Gomery, the son of 
Adrien de Gerlache, was the driving force of both the Belgian 
IGY-expedition of 1958 and the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic 
expeditions in the 1960s.4 De Gerlache can be typified as 
a ‘science entrepreneur’: a person who is able to sell new 
and large scientific projects to the government, somebody 
who is able to enforce a political decision in favour of his 
project.5 De Gerlache was the celebrated hero of Belgium’s 
Antarctic involvement.

The second and third expeditions of 1959 and 1960 were 
led by the Centre National de Recherches Polaires de Belgique 
(‘Belgian National Centre for Polar Research’, CNRP). The CNRP 
was established by the Head of the Meteorological Wing of 
the Royal Belgian Air Force Frank Bastin in December 1958, 
while De Gerlache was in Antarctica.6 The CNRP was founded 
to prepare, organise and realize Belgian Antarctic expeditions 
on a permanent basis. Bastin became Director of the CNRP 
and the Director of the Belgian Royal Meteorological Institute 
Jacques van Mieghem (1906-1980) became Chair. De Gerlache 
was appointed as Deputy Chair in the management board 
of the CNRP – according to De Gerlache an insignificant 
position.

De Gerlache and Bastin had strained relations. Bastin tried 
to catalyse the Belgian IGY expedition in the second half of 
1955 together with Baron Xavier de Maere d’Aertrycke, but 
their efforts were in vain.7 De Maere was Deputy Head of 
the Meteorological Wing of the Royal Belgian Air Force. In 
December 1955, De Gerlache became involved. From then 
on, De Gerlache ran the show and he received all credits. It 
seemed that Bastin was frustrated about this.8

Before the return of the 1960 Expedition, there was 
no money left to continue Antarctic research. This was for 
two reasons. First, the governmental funding of the CNRP 
was discontinued because of the independence of Belgian 
Congo that involved considerable governmental expense.9 
Second, the CNRP had run out of money because of financial 
mismanagement.10 With the return of the third Belgian 
expedition, it seemed that Belgium would not participate in 
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Antarctic research for a long time. The CNRP and the Belgian 
SCAR Committee became dormant.

As a result of the financial mismanagement of the CNRP, 
De Gerlache wrote a letter of resignation to Van Mieghem.11 
He wrote that things had been done without consulting the 
management board. Van Mieghem took the letter personally: 
he perceived it as a personal attack. Van Mieghem was very 
angry at De Gerlache and, as far as is known, he remained 
angry till his death in 1980. The strained relations between 
De Gerlache and Van Mieghem influenced Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic cooperation. 

THE START OF THE BELGIAN-DUTCH ANTARCTIC COOPERATION

The question is: why did Belgium and the Netherlands 
began to cooperate in Antarctic research? The CNRP and 
the Belgian SCAR Committee did nothing. Belgian-Dutch 
cooperation was, first of all, started because of the catalyzing 
role of De Gerlache. He managed to bring together a group of 
interested scientists and he managed to interest the Belgian 
government to support the restart of Belgian Antarctic 
research. In his own words: “I took the pilgrim’s staff again”.12 
De Gerlache was already experienced in selling an Antarctic 
expedition to his government.

For Belgium, the first motive to restart its Antarctic 
research activities was international prestige.13 Belgium 
was afraid to lose face as an inactive consultative party at 
the Antarctic Treaty. Secondly, there were also scientific 
motives. The Belgian base was situated in an area with large 
differences in barometric pressure which was very interesting 
for geophysical research. Moreover, the base was situated 
in a remote area, which made it valuable in the network of 
Antarctic research stations. Belgian scientists also wanted 
to participate in the International Year of the Quiet Sun (IYQS) 
of 1964/65.

The third and most important motive was about security 
policy. International politics were dominated by the Cold War: 
the conflict between the two superpowers, the Soviet Union 
and the United States of America (USA), and their allies. The 
late 1950s, early 1960s was the worst period of the Cold War. 
It was the so called ‘nuclear age’. In October 1961 there was 
the second Berlin Crisis and in November 1962 there was the 
Cuba Crisis. In that period, the Soviet Union increased its 
involvement in Antarctica. The Belgian government looked 
upon the Soviet Union with distrust. Especially, the Belgian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs was sensitive to security policy 
considerations. 

In the early 1960s, the Belgian government, as well as 
the US government, feared that the Soviet Union would take 
over the King Baudouin Base when it was not occupied.14 
There were indications that the US Navy would bring the 
expedition members to Antarctica on its own account.15 
This would mean a substantial reduction in the costs of the 
expedition. However, later, the Americans gave notice that 
the transport by the US Navy was cancelled.16 The Americans 
did not want to create a precedent.

The above mentioned motives illustrate why the Belgians 
wanted to restart Antarctic research, but do not clarify why 

the Belgians wanted to cooperate with the Netherlands. 
There were two motives. The first was that there was not 
enough money available in Belgium to finance Antarctic 
expeditions on its own. The Belgian government wanted 
to support De Gerlache in his efforts to restart Belgian 
Antarctic research if he could find another European country 
that was willing to contribute financially.17 So, the Belgian 
government pressed for cooperation with another country 
in order to share the costs. The other motive was to search 
for a meteorological institute that was able to carry out 
the meteorological programme in Antarctica.18 Neither the 
Belgian Royal Meteorological Institute of Van Mieghem, nor 
the Meteorological Wing of the Royal Belgian Air Force of 
Bastin would carry out this programme. The Royal Netherlands 
Meteorological Institute (KNMI) could replace them. The KNMI 
had the expertise and capacity to conduct meteorological 
research in Antarctica.

Belgian-Dutch cooperation was initiated in January 1962 by 
a formal request from the Belgian Embassy in the Netherlands 
to the Dutch government to participate in Belgian Antarctic 
expeditions.19 Soon after the formal request of the Belgian 
Embassy, the Belgian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Hendrik Fayat wrote a letter to the Dutch Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Joseph Luns explaining the Belgian request.20 Fayat 
mentioned explicitly the political significance of Belgian-
Dutch cooperation in Antarctica. Fayat wrote that the Western 
powers could not stand aloof from Antarctica, while the Soviet 
Union attached an increased value to Antarctica. Besides, 
Belgian-Dutch cooperation in Antarctica would contribute 
to the international prestige of the Benelux States?, said 
the Belgian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs.

The Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs Luns was convinced 
by the security political argument of Fayat. Luns, who later 
became secretary-general of NATO, was a fierce full anti-
communist.21 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was aware of 
the fact that scientific research was the way of making an 
appearance in Antarctica. So it happened that Luns and 
his civil servants lobbied for a Belgian-Dutch scientific 
cooperation in Antarctica. Luns was really enthusiastic about 
this cooperation. Luns wrote a letter to his colleagues, the 
Minister of Transport & Public Works Henk Korthals and the 
Minister of Education, Arts & Sciences Jo Cals, in which he 
pleaded in favour of Belgian-Dutch cooperation only five 
days after he received the Fayet’s letter.22 Luns argued that 
the Netherlands should make a substantially larger financial 
contribution as was proposed by De Gerlache to strengthen 
the Dutch negotiating position. De Gerlache proposed 
that the Netherlands should only pay 3.000.000 Belgian 
Francs, less then one tenth of the total costs, estimated at 
35.000.000 Belgian Francs.

In February 1962, Korthals and Cals were sympathetic 
towards Belgian-Dutch cooperation in Antarctica.23 Since 
then, Luns left the Belgian-Dutch expeditions to his colleagues 
Korthals and Cals. These ministers were, however, primarily 
interested in the scientific merits of Belgian-Dutch cooperation 
in Antarctica. As far as the Belgian-Dutch expeditions were 
concerned, considerations of security policy made way 
for scientific motives. Luns and his civil service remained, 
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however, involved in Antarctic affairs. The Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs laboured for the accession of the Netherlands 
to the Antarctic Treaty.24 In 1967, the Netherlands became 
a Non-Consultative Party to the Antarctic Treaty.

In April 1962, the Dutch Ministry of Education, Arts & 
Sciences formally appointed the Organisation for Pure Scientific 
Research (ZWO) as the subsidizer of Dutch participation in 
the Belgian Antarctic expeditions.25 The Royal Netherlands 
Academy of Sciences and Arts (KNAW) and the KNMI became 
responsible for the Dutch part of the scientific programme. In 
this sense, the policy making process of Dutch participation 
in the Belgian Antarctic expeditions was carried out within 
the usual academic structures for international scientific 
cooperation in geophysical research.

ZWO, the subsidizing organization of Dutch participation 
in the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions, was free to 
decide on what kind of research to spend its budget. Although 
financed by the Ministry of Education, Arts & Sciences, ZWO 
operated independently from the government. The Director 
of ZWO J.H. Bannier became an important supporter of 
the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions. Bannier saw the 
cooperation with Belgium as a good opportunity for Dutch 
scientists to obtain experience in Antarctic research.26 
Besides, according to Bannier it was a great opportunity for 
Dutch scientists to participate in the IYQS. The support of 
Bannier was important, because, in the words of De Gerlache: 
“Bannier had the money”.27

Coincidentally, the Belgian request for Dutch participation 
came at the right moment. At ZWO there was money available 
for Antarctic research because there were untouched funds 
for research in the former Dutch colony of New Guinea.28 The 
planned research activities in New Guinea were cancelled, 
because the Netherlands gave up this colony in 1962, under 
strong pressure from the USA and the United Nations. 

The KNMI had a central role in the policy making process. 
The KNMI was part of the Ministry of Transport & Public 
Works. The Head Director of the KNMI Warners advised his 
minister on a regular basis.29 Sometimes, letters that were 
signed by the Minister of Transport & Public Works were 
drafted at the KNMI.30 Besides, the KNMI supplied personnel 
for the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions. The KNAW 
participated together with the KNMI in the drawing up of 
parts of the scientific programme of the expeditions. The 
KNAW had the final word in the Dutch part of the scientific 
programme.

The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs reacted to the 
Belgian request for Dutch participation in the Belgian 
Antarctic expeditions in April 1962.31 The Netherlands was 
interested in the proposed Antarctic cooperation. Foreign 
Affairs asked the Belgians if the Dutch academic institutions 
had to contact other Belgian institutions, besides the CNRP. 
This proved that the Dutch were not informed of the tensions 
in Belgium and that the Dutch were not informed of the fact 
that the CNRP was no longer active.

In Belgium, the tensions even increased. The Dutch 
were ill-informed about this until 1964. In August 1964 Van 
Mieghem described the situation in Belgium as follows.32 The 
Belgian National Council for Science Policy, an advisory body 

of the government, had advised against the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic expeditions. The Belgian Minister for National 
Education & Culture followed this advice. However, the 
Belgian Prime Minister ignored the advice. In Belgium there 
was a strange situation. The Prime Minister, who supported 
De Gerlache, had science policy in his portfolio. The Minister 
for National Education & Culture, who did not support De 
Gerlache, had all academic institutions – the universities, 
research institutes, academies of sciences, the CNRP, and 
the Belgian SCAR Committee – under his competence. This 
minister did not allow the academic institutions to cooperate 
with De Gerlache. However, he allowed staff members of 
these institutions to cooperate with De Gerlache in a private 
capacity.

Van Mieghem was probably not the most objective person 
to describe the situation in Belgium. He had issues with De 
Gerlache. The description of Van Mieghem of the situation in 
Belgium could be far from the truth. His description could not 
be verified as long as the Belgian archives remained closed. 
However, these facts were not at the time as relevant as 
they now seem to be. The description of Van Mieghen was 
important only because the Dutch policy makers believed 
it was true.33

With the support of the Belgian Prime Minister, leaving 
the formal academic structures aside, De Gerlache managed 
to compose a group of scientists and to get financial support 
from the Belgian government.34 De Gerlache was appointed 
by his government as the coordinator of Belgian-Dutch 
cooperation. In July 1962, the Belgian government had decided 
to reopen the King Baudouin Base for three expeditions in 
the period from 1963 till 1967.35 The Belgian government 
stated the participation of another country as a condition 
for reopening the base.

In October 1962, the Board of the Physics Department 
of the KNAW gave positive advice to the Dutch government 
on Dutch participation in the Belgian Antarctic expeditions. 
ZWO notified in March 1963 that it would grant 650.000 
Dutch guilders – one third of the total costs – for the first 
Belgian-Dutch expedition. This was fourteen months after 
the Belgian request for a Dutch participation in the Belgian 
expeditions. Also in March 1963, the KNAW organised the 
Netherlands Commission for Antarctic Research (NCAO). From 
then on, the NCAO was the Dutch institution most involved 
in Belgian-Dutch cooperation. The NCAO, which was a KNAW 
commission, advised the Board of the Physics Department 
of the KNAW and ZWO of the Dutch participation. The NCAO 
coordinated the Dutch participation. The Head Director of 
the KNMI Warners became chair of the NCAO. Captain W. 
Langeraar, the Chief of the Hydrographical Department of 
the Dutch Royal Navy, became secretary. The other members 
were: W. Bleeker, Director Scientific Research of the KNMI; 
J. Veldkamp, Head of the Division Geophysics of the KNMI; 
and C. de Jager, Professor in Astronomy at the University 
of Utrecht.

As soon as the NCAO was formed, Warners contacted 
Van Mieghem, not De Gerlache.36 For Warners it was only 
natural to contact his colleague, the Director of the Belgian 
Royal Meteorological Institute. Then it appeared to the Dutch 
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that Van Mieghem was set aside.37 Van Mieghem did not 
know anything of the planned Belgian-Dutch expeditions. 
De Gerlache was not amused that Warners contacted Van 
Mieghem. De Gerlache wrote to Bannier of ZWO that contacts 
between the NCAO and Belgians other than De Gerlache 
would be useless.38 Moreover: this would be troublesome 
according to De Gerlache. 

The Belgian government established the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic Committee in July 1963.39 This committee coordinated 
the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions. The Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic Committee was chaired by De Gerlache. Only one 
Dutchman was a member of this committee, the secretary 
of the NCAO Langeraar. The other members were officials 
from several Belgian ministries: of Science, National Defence, 
Finance and Foreign Affairs. The Committee was brought 
under the Interdepartmental Commission on Science Policy, 
which in turn, came under the direct competence of the 
Belgian government. The lines between the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic Committee and the Belgian government were, in this 
way, short. Under the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic Commission, 
there was also a Scientific Committee, composed only of 
Belgian scientists and also chaired by De Gerlache. The 
Scientific Committee was placed under the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic Committee.

There were major differences in the organisational structure 
between the Dutch and Belgian involvement. The Belgian-
Dutch Antarctic expeditions fell under the responsibilities 
of the Belgian government. Belgium had the lead. This is 
reasonable, given the fact that the cooperation was not 
on an equal footing. Belgium paid for two third of the total 
costs and the expedition members were accommodated in 
the Belgian research station in Antarctica. De Gerlache had 
a very strong position as coordinator of the cooperation. 
He was running the show. Although De Gerlache had no 
scientific background, he was even closely involved in the 
draw up of the scientific programme of the expeditions. 
Belgian participation had a rather political character and was 
centred on De Gerlache. In Belgium, the formal academic 
structure was not involved.

Dutch involvement in the policy making of the Belgian-
Dutch Antarctic expeditions was more independent of the 
government. In the Netherlands, the formal academic structure 
was involved. As such, Dutch participation was much less 
political. Scientific considerations played a dominant role 
for Dutch policy makers.

POLICY MAKING DURING THE BELGIAN-
DUTCH ANTARCTIC EXPEDITIONS

On 8 December 1963, the first Belgian-Dutch Antarctic 
Expedition commenced. During the course of Belgian-Dutch 
cooperation on the policy level, it appeared that there were 
not only differences in the organisational structure between 
the Belgians and the Dutch, but there was also a difference 
in the energy, the will to conduct Antarctic research. The 
Belgians, especially De Gerlache, had a strong drive to 
continue cooperation for a longer period. In April 1964, the 
Belgian Embassy notified the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs that Belgium wanted to continue the Belgian-Dutch 
Antarctic expeditions until – at least – 1970.40 The NCAO was 
not that dynamic. At that time, the Commission only dealt 
with the question if the Netherlands should participate in 
a second Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expedition, starting at 
the end of 1964.41 

The Dutch decision making was very slow. The NCAO 
found it difficult to decide to continue cooperation, because 
the commission had not received any information on the 
developments on the Antarctic base and there was no 
information on the scientific results of the first expedition. 
Finally, the NCAO decided to continue with a second expedition 
on the same basis as the first expedition. The Dutch decision 
making was delayed not only because of a lack of information. 
Another important aspect was that the Dutch policy makers 
did not have the same kind of drive for Antarctic research 
as De Gerlache and his supporters in Belgium.

The memorandum of the Belgian Embassy of April 
1964, in which Belgium proposed to continue the Belgian-
Dutch Antarctic expeditions until at least 1970, was held 
back for months in the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs.42 
This had to do with the following. Since the 1950s, the 
Netherlands attempted to persuade Belgium to participate 
in an expensive scientific project: the construction of the 
world’s largest radio telescope. The radio telescope project 
was a pet project of the Dutch scientific community. The 
costs were estimated at 25 million Dutch guilders. In 1958 
the initial decision was made that each country would pay 
half of the costs. However, in April 1964 the Belgians had 
still not given an official agreement. The proposed Belgian-
Dutch cooperation on the radio telescope was held up in the 
Belgian bureaucracy.

The memorandum of the Belgian Embassy was held back 
by an official of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, because 
he assumed that the Netherlands would not cooperate with 
Belgium in Antarctica until 1970.43 He thought that this 
would harm the radio telescope project. Months later, the 
proposal of the Belgian Embassy was sent to ZWO. Bannier was 
unhappy that the memorandum was held back. He thought he 
could use the continued Dutch participation in the Belgian 
expeditions until 1970 as a bargaining chip: a bargaining 
chip in the negotiations on the radio telescope.

In the meantime, the Chair of the NCAO Warners was 
disappointed that the NCAO did not work within the formal 
Belgian academic structure.44 Warners had a strong preference 
to work within the formal Belgian academic structure. He 
thought little of De Gerlache. In June 1965, Warners notified 
the members of the NCAO that he did not want to cooperate 
anymore with De Gerlache and his informal network for a 
third Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expedition.45 However, the 
other members wanted to continue to cooperate. The Board 
of the Physics Department of the KNAW and ZWO wanted to 
continue the cooperation with De Gerlache as well, despite 
the strong reservations of Warners.46 According to them, the 
scientific value of the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions was 
obvious. Besides, there was no alternative but to cooperate 
with De Gerlache. The Belgian-Dutch expeditions came 
into existence due to the perseverance of De Gerlache. De 
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Gerlache was the key factor. Everybody who was involved in 
Belgian and Dutch Antarctic policy and science realized that 
even Warners and Van Mieghem admitted that.47 

In September 1965, Warners resigned as Head Director of 
the KNMI and as chair of the NCAO.48 He was succeeded by 
Bleeker in both functions. From then on, the NCAO was much 
more positive towards a continued Belgian-Dutch Antarctic 
cooperation. Both the NCAO and the Belgian policymakers 
strived for a continued Belgian-Dutch Antarctic cooperation 
until at least 1970.49 They wanted to continue this cooperation 
during at least one full solar cycle. The NCAO even argued 
strongly for a continued Belgian-Dutch Antarctic cooperation 
on an equal basis. This would mean an annual subsidy of at 
least 1.000.000 Dutch guilders.

THE END OF THE BELGIAN-DUTCH ANTARCTIC COOPERATION

In June 1966, budget talks at the Dutch Ministry of 
Education, Arts & Sciences resulted in a large reduction 
of the ZWO budget for the year 1967.50 Given the budget 
cuts, there was only money left for a fourth Belgian-Dutch 
expedition. A continuation of the cooperation until 1970 was 
impossible. Bannier decided to spend the money on running 
research projects instead of spending it on a continuation 
of the Belgian-Dutch Antarctic expeditions.

When Bannier notified Belgian governmental officials 
of the difficult situation they were not amused. They told 
Bannier that Belgian participation in the radio telescope 
project would therefore become unlikely. This, in turn, made 
Bannier angry. He told the Belgians that there would be no 
fourth Belgian-Dutch expedition. This was the end of both 
Belgian-Dutch Antarctic cooperation and the proposed 
Belgian-Dutch cooperation in the radio telescope project. The 
Dutch and Belgian Prime Ministers tried to heal the breach 
during a meeting in September 1966, but their efforts were 
in vain. In February 1967, the NCAO tried to organize a Dutch 
participation in a fourth Belgian-Dutch expedition in 1968.51 
The KNAW requested ZWO to finance this participation. 
However, ZWO had no money for an expedition in 1968. In 
the Netherlands, there was no profound basis for Antarctic 
research. As soon as ZWO faced budget cuts, Antarctic 
research was dropped.

CONCLUSION

The role of Gaston de Gerlache was crucial. Without De 
Gerlache there would have been no Belgian-Dutch Antarctic 
expeditions in the 1960s. In Belgium, the formal academic 
structure was not active in Antarctic research. There was 
tension in the Belgian Antarctic society. Nevertheless, De 
Gerlache managed to gather a group of scientists willing to 
cooperate with him and he managed to get political support 
to restart Belgian Antarctic research. Belgium had three 
motives to restart its Antarctic research activities: for the 
sake of the country’s international prestige; to prevent the 
take over of the Belgian Antarctic base by the Soviet Union 
and scientific reasons. 

The Belgian government stipulated that another country 

had to participate in the expeditions, because there was not 
enough money available in Belgium to conduct Antarctic 
expeditions on its own. This financial reason was the primary 
motive to cooperate with the Netherlands. Another motive 
for the Belgians was to search for a foreign meteorological 
institute that was able to conduct the meteorological 
programme.

The Belgian request was favourably received by the Dutch 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This Ministry was sensitive to the 
security policy considerations to prevent the take over of the 
Belgian Antarctic Base by the Soviets. The Dutch Minister of 
Foreign Affairs managed to interest his colleagues of Transport 
& Public Works and of Education, Arts & Sciences. These two 
ministers transferred the policy making out of the political 
sphere into the Dutch formal academic structure.

In the Netherlands, the policy making process was in 
the hands of the Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute 
(KNMI), the Royal Netherlands Academy of Sciences (KNAW) 
and its Netherlands Commission for Antarctic Research (NCAO), 
and the Organisation for Pure Scientific Research (ZWO). 
ZWO financed the Dutch participation in the expeditions. 
Eventually, some money became available at ZWO for 
Antarctic research, because planned research activities in 
New Guinea were cancelled.

There were huge differences between the Dutch and 
Belgian participation in the policy making of the Belgian-
Dutch Antarctic expeditions. The Belgians and Dutch were 
unequal partners. The Belgians had the lead. The Belgian-
Dutch expeditions fell under the responsibilities of the 
Belgian government. The Belgian participation was an 
informal network around De Gerlache and it had a political 
character. The Dutch policymakers participated in a formal 
academic structure. In this sense, there was a difference of 
culture on the policy level.

Budget cuts at ZWO would lead to the end of the 
Belgian-Dutch cooperation in Antarctica. It appeared that 
there was no strong basis for Antarctic research in the 
Netherlands, despite an attempt of the NCAO to continue 
the cooperation.
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ABSTRACT
After the end of World War II, the USSR responded 

quickly to the US proposal for a solution to conflicting 
Antarctic territorial claims which attempted to exclude 
Soviet participation. A resolution of the USSR Geographical 
Society and the Soviet Government Memorandum rejecting 
the proposal demonstrated Soviets resolve to participate in 
devising a solution. A group of scientists helped to prepare 
the Soviet IGY research program. An interdepartmental 
committee of the Academy of Sciences sent Prof V. Beloussov 
to the first Antarctic conference in Paris in July 1955 where 
he announced his Government’s decision to establish stations 
in Antarctica and to participate in the IGY program. The First 
Composite Antarctic Expedition was sent to Antarctica in 
1955/57 to establish three research stations in preparation 
for the IGY. The presence of the Soviet Union on the 
Australian Antarctic Territory was of particular concern for 
the Australian Government, although the Soviets were sincere 
in their attempts at collaborative scientific endeavour. By 
establishing their presence in the Antarctic, the Soviets 
ensured that they be included in further negotiations for 
an Antarctic regime. 

INTRODUCTION 

There is a dearth of English language publications 
based on Russian language sources investigating the Soviet 
interest in Antarctica prior to and during the International 
Geophysical Year (IGY) of 1957/58. In 1956 Peter A. Toma used 
Russian language publications on jurisprudence as sources 
for his study, the “Soviet Attitude Towards the Acquisition of 
Territorial Sovereignty in the Antarctic”, which appeared in 
the American Journal of International Law. English language 
literature on the topic subsequent to Toma’s study refers in 
the main to translations of newspaper and magazine articles 
and books such as J. Smuul’s “Antarctica Ahoy” (196-), E. 
M. Suzyumov’s “A Life given to the Antarctic” (1968), A. V. 
Nudelman’s “Soviet Antarctic Expeditions 1955-1959” (1966) 
and N. Gvozdetski’s “Soviet Geographical Explorations and 
Discoveries” (1974). 

Very little other literature based on Russian sources is 
available in the English language.

Russian language sources, on the other hand, are 
growing day by day. Besides the reports of the Soviet 
Antarctic expeditioners themselves which were published 
after their return from the South, the fiftieth anniversary of 
the Soviet expedition (2005/07) and the IGY (2007/08) has 

seen a resurgence of interest in the history of the Russian 
involvement in the Antarctic, with articles by the first 
expeditioners appearing in the Russian press. Journalist 
Vladimir Strugatski has been active in interviewing and 
reporting on Polar matters in the St Petersburg newspaper 
“Smena” and the geographer V. A. Markin has profiled the 
biographies and scientific contributions of prominent Polar 
scientists in the “Earth and Universe” magazine published 
jointly by the Russian Academy of Sciences and the Society of 
Astronomy and Geodesy. The Leader of the Russian Antarctic 
expedition, Valery Lukin, together with Nikolai Kornilov and 
Nikolai Dmitriev has published a reference book entitled 
“Soviet and Russian Antarctic Expeditions in Facts and 
Figures (1955–2005)” and the head of the Department of 
Polar Geography Lev Savatyugin and Maria Preobrazhenskaya 
have published three volumes on “Russian Research in the 
Antarctic” based essentially on the expedition reports and 
encompassing the period from 1955 to 1996. Savatyugin 
has followed this with a further work “Russian Science in 
the Antarctic” summing up Russian scientific research on 
the icy continent from 1956 to 2004. He is at the moment 
preparing a new tome on the history of research at Vostok 
station situated on the South Geomagnetic Pole. A conference 
dedicated to the fiftieth anniversary of systematic Russian 
(Soviet) research in the Antarctic, held at the Arctic and 
Antarctic Research Institute in St Petersburg on 12–14 April 
2006 and co-chaired by the Deputy Director of the Russian 
Hydro-meteorological Service A. V. Frolov and the Director 
of the Institute of Geography of the Russian Academy of 
Sciences V. M. Kotlyakov has also published abstracts of the 
conference presentations and submissions. 

In an attempt to bridge the language gap, this paper 
uses the author’s knowledge of the Russian language to 
bring to light sources that were previously unknown to the 
reader with no knowledge of Russian. Both Russian and 
English primary and secondary sources are used to study 
the Soviet interest in the Antarctic over the 1948/56 period. 
The paper examines the measures that the Soviet Union 
adopted to ensure that its voice would be heard in any 
decisions made about the future of the icy continent and 
analyzes the reactions of countries with Antarctic interests 
to the Soviet initiatives. Particular emphasis is placed on 
the reaction in Australia, on whose Antarctic Territory the 
Soviets proposed to establish a base. Also highlighted is the 
role played by scientists and their “devotion to science” in 
providing an example in what could be achieved in the field 
of international relations when national interest comes to 
a compromise, to even a limited degree, with the necessity 

The Soviet Preparation for the IGY 
Antarctic Program and the Australian 

Response: Politics and Science
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for collaboration. Material for the paper was gleaned from 
government archives in Moscow and St Petersburg and from 
interviews with expedition members as well as from the 
National Archives of Australia. 

CONFLICTING ANTARCTIC TERRITORIAL 
CLAIMS AND A PROPOSED SOLUTION

After the end of World War II and the victory over Nazi 
Germany in 1945, the Soviet Union, although devastated 
by the war effort, found itself in an extremely powerful 
political position. The meeting between Stalin, Roosevelt 
and Churchill, the heads of the governments of the USSR, 
USA and the United Kingdom, in the Crimean city of Yalta 
virtually decided the future political landscape of Europe 
and Asia.1 The USSR, as one of the two emerging world 
superpowers (the UK having been weakened by the war), 
used the conference to greatly extend its sphere of influence 
not only in Europe, but also in the Far East by agreeing to 
declare war on an almost defeated Japan. 

Stalin’s attempts to consolidate and expand his control in 
Eastern Europe, Iran, Turkey and Greece were perceived by both 
the US and the UK as a violation of the Yalta agreements. In 
order to prevent this perceived expansion of Soviet influence 
and preserve a ‘balance of power’ between the superpowers, 
Harry Truman, who became the new American President 
after the death of Roosevelt, was determined to use all the 
means at his disposal: military, economic and political in his 
‘Policy of Containment’ of Soviet ambitions.2

It was against this background that in August 1948, 
the United States Government proposed a solution to a 
situation concerning Antarctica that had developed by the 
late 1940s and became known as the ‘Antarctic problem’. 
Seven countries – Britain, New Zealand, France, Australia, 
Norway, Chile and Argentina had asserted sovereignty claims 
to Antarctic territory. The claims of Britain, Argentina and 
Chile overlapped, leading to tensions between these countries 
and to a degree involved Australia and New Zealand, who after 
all were members of the British Commonwealth.3 Although 
Christie, a former British Embassy staff member in Argentina 
considered that British and American strategic interests in 
Antarctica were identical4, Templeton points out that the 
British Foreign Office was alarmed about the effects of 
American explorations on the New Zealand claim5 and felt 
that Australia and New Zealand would be well advised to 
take steps to strengthen their claims. The US found itself 
placed in the middle of a conflict between its major ally, 
Great Britain and its fellow signatories of the Pan-American 
Treaty (Argentina and Chile) which provided for the security 
of the Western Hemisphere. 

The US position was complicated by the contradictory 
attitudes in the internal American debate about its own 
possible Antarctic territorial claims in the Antarctic. The 
debate revolved around the adherence or non-adherence of 
interested parties to the Hughes doctrine (after Secretary 
of State Charles Evan Hughes) of 1924, which required that  
sovereignty claims be based on occupation rather than 

exploration.6 Christie suggests that the initiative in reaching 
a solution to the problem could only be taken by those nations 
which created it (i.e. Argentina, Chile and Great Britain) by 
having the matter settled by the International Court of 
Justice.7 The matter, however, has never been taken to the 
International Court of Justice and territorial disputes have 
been frozen by the Antarctic Treaty signed by the parties 
in 1959 and ratified in 1961. However, Dodds in his analysis 
of Britain’s relationship with Argentina, the US and Chile 
notes that in light of the dispute between Argentina and 
Britain over the Falkland Island Dependencies in 1982, the 
territorial dispute remains unresolved to this day.8 

The difficult position in which the US found itself politically 
in relation to the Antarctic problem led to adopt a stance 
that would allow it complete freedom of action: it refused 
to recognize the territorial claims of any of the protagonists, 
while reserving its own rights in the region. To safeguard its 
freedom of action, the US Secretary of Defense argued that 
it was “imperative that sovereignty or active participation in 
control of the Antarctic, under trusteeship arrangements or 
otherwise, should be denied groups of nations which include 
our most probable enemies”.9 The “probable enemy” was 
obviously the Soviet Union, and according to the US policy 
of containment, “the entire Antarctic continent and its off-
lying islands should be either under American control or that 
of potentially friendly powers”.10 To achieve this result, the 
US circulated a proposal for an eight-power condominium 
of the claimant countries and itself as a solution to the 
conflicting claims over the Antarctic continent to the 
Governments of Argentina, Australia, Chile, France, New 
Zealand, Norway and the United Kingdom, while deliberately 
excluding the USSR.

THE SOVIET REACTION TO THE PROPOSAL

The USSR up until the time of the US proposal had 
shown little interest in the Antarctic. Without doubt, the 
main thrust of the Directorate of the Northern Sea Route 
– “Glavsevmorput” (the department in the Naval Ministry 
responsible for the Soviet Arctic) during the previous 25 
years was the development of the Northern Sea Route and 
the Soviet North.11 This interest was intensified after WWII 
when the USA, Canada and Great Britain, who had realized 
the significant strategic and economic role of the Arctic in 
war-time operations, devoted greater resources to the North 
Polar Region. The Soviet Union regarded increased Anglo-
American and Canadian activity in the Arctic as a threat to 
its own leadership in Arctic exploration and research. The 
Deputy Director of the Arctic Research Institute considered it 
essential to obtain comprehensive information about Western 
Polar programs and sought allocation of more resources to 
broaden the scope of research of the Arctic as a whole.12 
In 1946, the Director of the Institute Victor H Buinitski had 
attempted to broaden the scope of research to the South 
Polar Region, but his plans for investigating the Antarctic 
were ahead of political developments.13 A closed meeting of 
Communist Party members at the Institute accused him and 
several of his colleagues of ignoring the North Sea Route in 
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favour of a “fanciful” expedition to the Antarctic.14 Antarctica 
was definitely not yet a priority. However, the American 
proposal galvanized the USSR to reassess its priorities: the 
reaction to the attempt to exclude it from a vast continent 
that had potential economic, strategic and global political 
significance ensued fairly quickly.

The Directorate of the Northern Sea Route outlined the 
official Soviet view of the American initiative in its journal, 
‘The Northern Chronicle’ in an article entitled ‘The Struggle 
for Antarctica’. The author, Afonin, (1949) describes the 
‘charade’ in which the US and ‘other imperialist countries’ 
had embroiled themselves in their attempts to establish 
an international regime for the Antarctic without the 
participation of the USSR. He soberly assesses the geo-
strategic significance of the Antarctic for the US and its 
allies in ensuring security of the Western hemisphere, as 
well as condemning the ‘colonial anachronism’ implicit in 
territorial claims. In pursuing their ill-conceived ambitions, 
he continues, the ‘American expansionists’ had completely 
ignored the Soviet Union’s rights of prior discovery of the 
Antarctic continent and several sub-Antarctic islands by the 
Russian Antarctic Expedition of 1819/21. The author comes 
to the alarming conclusion that the sole aim of ‘aggressive 
circles’ in the US is to justify American expansion into the 
South Polar Region in order to incorporate it into a worldwide 
network of bases in preparation for another world war.15

Afonin had thus outlined the magnitude of the threat 
that the American inspired settlement of the Antarctic 
problem held for the Soviet Union if the latter did not take 
a firm stand and insist on being part of the solution. It was 
incumbent on the Geographical Society of the USSR16 to 
delineate the Soviet interest in the Antarctic and build a 
robust juridical case for Soviet participation. The Society 
convened a meeting in Leningrad on February 10, 1949 
which was attended by 400 scientists. The President of the 
Geographical Society, Academician Lev Semenovich Berg 
delivered the main address entitled “Russian Discoveries 
in the Antarctic and Present-day interest in that Area”. He 
pointed out that “historically Russia, and by succession the 
USSR has the right of priority of discovering a number of 
Antarctic lands”17 by the First Russian Antarctic Expedition 
of 1819/21 led by Captain Thaddeus Bellingshausen. Priority 
in discoveries was seen as an extremely important factor 
in establishing territorial claims because “rights are said to 
accrue from it”.18 Mention was also made of the Soviet Slava 
whaling fleet which began its activities in 1946; the potential 
discovery of mineral and marine resources; advantageous 
flight routes; the sub-Antarctic islands and the fact that 
neither Russia nor the USSR had ever relinquished the Russian 
discoveries of Antarctic islands. The meeting adopted a 
resolution urging the Soviet Government to participate in 
any international settlement concerning the Antarctic. It 
considered that “no solution of the problem of a regime 
for the Antarctic without the participation of the Soviet 
Union can have legal force, and the USSR has every reason 
not to recognize any such solution”. The popular media 
reported widely on the deliberations of the Society and on 
Antarctica in general and stimulated a wide appreciation of 

the significance of the Antarctic for the USSR. 

The UK and the US were of the view that the resolution 
of the Geographic Society had no official standing and 
that no official notice should be taken of it.19 However, 
they could no longer ignore the issue when on 7 June 1950 
a Memorandum based on the deliberations of the Society 
was delivered by the Soviet Government to the Governments 
of Argentina, Australia, France, New Zealand, Norway, 
the United Kingdom, and the United States (but not to 
Chile, with which it did not have diplomatic relations). The 
Memorandum stated that “all countries concerned should be 
invited to take part in discussing the regime of any sphere 
of international importance and that the Soviet Government 
cannot recognize as lawful any decision on the Antarctic 
regime taken without its participation”. The Soviet Union 
was determined to broaden international participation in 
achieving a solution to the Antarctic problem by proposing 
that “many other states” to whom the “Antarctic continent 
is of importance” participate in negotiations. 20 

The reaction in the UK and the US to the official Soviet 
Memorandum was typical of the prevailing cold war tensions 
of the time. L. P. Kirwan, the Director of the British Royal 
Geographical Society in an article in “Spectator” magazine 
described the Memorandum as “a new and curious development 
in the cold war” saying that the Soviet Union “has found a 
new and admirable field for her talent for political warfare 
and for diversionary and dividing tactics.” He feared that the 
Soviets had sufficient material to cause embarrassment to 
the Antarctic Powers in view of the “complicated evidence 
on which claims to national sovereignty in the Antarctic are 
based and the formidable problems of international law to 
which they give rise”.21 The “American Journal of International 
Law” in analyzing the Soviet position claimed that the Soviets 
viewed international law as an inter-class law aimed at 
furthering the interests of the proletariat in its struggle for 
world supremacy. It concluded that the solution envisaged 
by the Soviet Union for the Antarctic would optimally aim at 
converting such an international agency into an instrument 
of Soviet policy.22 Although the US chose not to respond to 
the Memorandum, its hope to exclude the USSR from the 
Antarctic proved to be “rather naïve”.23

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR ACTION

Meanwhile, an avowedly apolitical proposal put forward 
by scientists provided an opportunity for the USSR to 
further demonstrate an interest and secure a foothold in 
the Antarctic. The American scientist, Dr Lloyd Berkner 
suggested in April 1950 that a third International Polar Year 
(IPY) be held in 1957,24 twenty five years after the previous 
Polar Year as opposed to fifty years between the first two. 
Berkner’s suggestion was accepted by the International 
Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) in 1951, which in 1953 
expanded the scope of research from polar to global, 
renaming it the International Geophysical Year (IGY) to 
run from 1 July 1957 – 31 December 1958. The ICSU set up 
a committee [the Comité Spécial de l’Année Géophysique 
Internationale (CSAGI)] to plan a scientific program and 
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invite participation of interested scientific bodies.25 The 
first meeting of CSAGI held in Brussels from 30 June – 3 
July 1953 formulated the international IGY program and, 
because the Soviet Union was not at that time a member 
of the ICSU, decided to invite the Soviets to renew the 
cooperation that had marked their participation in the first 
two International Polar Years.26 Two member organizations 
of the ICSU, the International Astronomical Union and the 
World Meteorological Organization to which the Soviet Union 
belonged were asked to “undertake… measures to encourage 
the collaboration of the USSR” in the IGY.27 

It was fortunate that these measures were undertaken 
when a new regime had replaced Stalin’s totalitarian rule 
after his death in March 1953. The Stalinist period was a 
difficult one for many sections of the population of the Soviet 
Union, including scientists, who had little opportunity to 
participate in international meetings. After the end of WWII, 
Stalin had instigated a cleansing in the ranks of “backward 
soviet intelligentsia” who had fallen victim to “capitalist 
propaganda” and “kow-towed to all things foreign” while 
being blind to the “superiority of our economy, culture 
and science over the decaying capitalist culture”. Stalin’s 
death brought an easing of restrictions and scientists 
acquired a greater freedom to collaborate in international 
scientific organizations. The new freedom and realignment 
of Antarctic policy encouraged a group of scientists from 
the Department of Marine Expeditions of the Academy of 
Sciences of the USSR to meet in Moscow in 1954 and take 
the initiative in ensuring Soviet participation in the IGY. 
Dr. Ivan Dimitrievitch Papanin, head of the Department 
and former leader of the first Soviet Arctic drifting station 
named Severniy Polus 1 (North Pole 1) in 1937 chaired the 
group’s meetings. They prepared a research program, an 
aviation plan and formulated recommendations which 
were submitted by the Academy of Sciences to the Council 
of Ministers of the USSR as a basis on which to draft any 
future legislation related to its participation in the IGY. 
On 19 July 195428 the USSR Government established an 
Interdepartmental Committee of the Academy of Sciences 
of the USSR consisting of representatives from the various 
institutes making up the Academy. 

The committee, chaired by Academician I. P. Bardin 
and aided by vice-chairmen Professor V. V. Beloussov, Dr 
Yu D Boulanger and N. V. Pushkov, was to be responsible 
for preparing and conducting the IGY research program, 
processing the research data and publishing the results. 
Although the Academy of Sciences missed the May 1954 
deadline for submitting its national program, a delegation 
led by Beloussov attended the second meeting of the CSAGI 
held in Rome from 30 September – 4 October 1954, where 
he “announced that the Academy of Sciences of the USSR 
had established a national committee for the IGY”. In keeping 
with the Soviet’s adherence to the principle of including a 
wider representation of nations in deliberations regarding 
the Antarctic, Beloussov suggested “that countries of vast 
area (China, India and the USSR) should be represented in 
CSAGI”. However, the meeting President, British geophysicist 
Sydney Chapman, pointed out that members of CSAGI were 

chosen on a functional rather that national basis – “they 
represent international bodies concerned with particular 
branches of science, and not the nations of which they are 
members”. Beloussov did not press the point but concurred 
with Chapman’s assertion that the key to fruitful cooperation 
was a “single-minded devotion to science”.29

It was apparently with this single-mindedness that 
Beloussov attended CSAGI’s First Antarctic conference 
which was held in Paris on July 6-10, 1955. He arrived at the 
conference one day after it opened to report on the scientific 
program in the Antarctic proposed by the USSR Academy of 
Sciences and was asked to indicate the position of the Soviet 
bases on the Antarctic map. He indicated a site on the Knox 
coast and another in the vicinity of the geographic South 
Pole, but was told that the site at the geographic South Pole 
was already taken by the US. The Conference recommended 
that the USSR consider an alternative site towards the centre 
of the continent (at the Pole of Inaccessibility) where no 
station has yet been proposed, and an intermediate station 
in the vicinity of the South Geomagnetic Pole. Beloussov’s 
consent to the recommendation and his further proposal 
for an exchange of scientific and technical information 
on the organization of bases, which was accepted by the 
president, M. G. Laclavère,30 was indicative of the Soviet 
scientists’ desire to be as co-operative as possible in their 
efforts at international collaboration. They also believed 
that their own science would benefit from the exposure to a 
wider international scientific community and a collaborative 
approach.

SOVIET ANTARCTIC INTENTIONS 

The USSR government believed that the IGY program, 
which included research programs in the upper atmosphere, 
outer space and the Polar Regions would benefit more than 
its science: participation in the IGY would bolster national 
prestige and assure the Soviets a voice in formulating a regime 
for the Antarctic. They considered their participation in the 
IGY a matter of national significance, and the associated space 
program and Antarctic research were major commitments. 
The Antarctic commitment was confirmed by a decree of 
the Council of Ministers issued on 13 July 1955 establishing 
the First Soviet Composite Antarctic Expedition (CAE), which 
was to consist of two parts: a continental expedition and a 
marine expedition. The first was to operate on the continent 
year round, whereas the second was to conduct research 
using expedition ships in coastal Antarctic waters and in 
the open sea.31 The First Vice-Chairman of the Council of 
Ministers and member of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party, Anastas Ivanovich Mikoyan32 was assigned 
overall Party and Government responsibility for the First 
CAE. The Academy of Sciences, the Minister of the Navy (V. 
Bakayev), the Head of the Naval Ministry’s Directorate of 
the Northern Sea Route33 (V. Burhanov), the Central Bureau 
of Hydrometeorological Services and other Ministries 
and Departments were charged with the responsibility of 
organizing the expedition, implementing the research program 
and providing technical and logistic support.34 
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The primary task of the First CAE of 1955/57 was to 
commence preparations for the requirements of the Soviet 
IGY Antarctic program, including building a main coastal base 
named Mirny (Peaceful) after one of the two sloops which 
took part in Bellingshausen’s expedition under the command 
of Lieutenant M. P. Lazarev. The naming of the main base 
was an astute political move by the Soviets: it emphasized 
both the claim to Bellingshausen’s prior discovery of the 
Antarctic continent and the peaceful scientific purpose 
of the Soviet expedition. It thus highlighted the contrast 
between the explicitly non-aggressive nature of the Soviet 
Antarctic Expedition and the ambiguous nature of the US 
expedition which was under the military command of the 
US Navy. The implication of the naming was not lost on the 
Australian Department of External Affairs: the Secretary of 
the Department J C Kevin suggested to one of his officers 
in London to avoid wherever possible using the name Mirny 
and in any official statements. It was to be described as “the 
Russian scientific camp on the coast of Queen Mary Land 
near Haswell Islet in the Australian Antarctic Territory”.35

Additional tasks of the Expedition included preparatory 
work in selecting sites for the inner continental polar stations 
which had been suggested by the CSAGI First Antarctic 
conference: Vostok (named after Captain Th. Bellingshausen’s 
sloop and once again underscoring prior discovery) at the 
South Geomagnetic Pole and Sovietskaya (“belonging to 
the Soviets”) at the Pole of Inaccessibility. All these sites 
for the proposed Soviet stations were located on territory 
claimed by Australia in the sector comprising 42 per cent 
of the Antarctic continent and proclaimed by an Act of the 
Australian Parliament on 13 June 1933 as the Australian 
Antarctic Territory (AAT). In 1954 Australia had acted to 
cement its claim and built an outpost named Mawson 
(after the Antarctic explorer, Sir Douglas Mawson who had 
taken possession of the Territory for the British Empire) 
as a formal act of “settling” its new colony. Collis sees the 
intention to build a Soviet base on the AAT as intrinsically 
“anti-colonial” and designed to reject Australia’s claim36, 
since the USSR had adopted much the same position of 
withholding recognition of Antarctic claims and reserving 
its own rights as the US.

AUSTRALIAN REACTIONS

Being a member of the British Empire and an ally of 
the US, Australia in the political sense stood firmly in the 
Western camp but was isolated from it geographically. 
The geographical isolation gave rise to a certain feeling of 
insecurity in this apparently vulnerable, sparsely-populated 
country and led to the Australian government to place great 
reliance on its membership of the British Commonwealth 
and closer post-war ties with the US in formulating foreign 
policy. The political confrontations with the USSR in Europe 
were exacerbated by growing anti-colonial nationalist/
communist sentiments in South East Asia and China. In 
1946, the Australian Labor Government Minister for External 
Affairs Dr Herbert Vere Evatt tended to support the United 
Nations and its internationalist approach to solving world 

problems, rather than the overtly anti-communist Anglo-
American approach. He held a cautiously optimistic view 
of perceived Soviet post-war expansionism and was of the 
opinion that the USSR pursued such a policy for defensive, 
rather than offensive reasons. After the elections in 1949, the 
new Liberal Prime Minister Robert Gordon Menzies adopted a 
more staunchly anti-communist stance which was hardened 
by the communist incursion into South Korea in 1950 and 
the resultant Korean War. He saw the communists as being 
“ideologically driven, remorseless, ruthless, patient and 
cunning in the extreme in their long-term quest to impose 
communism on the rest of the world” and in 1951 suggested 
that Australia had no more than three years to prepare itself 
for a war with ‘Imperialist Communist’ forces.37 External 
communist threats were compounded by communist threats 
from inside Australia itself – the communist dominated 
trade unions had initiated a series of strikes which crippled 
the country, and Menzies attempted to ban the Communist 
Party of Australia.38

While the necessities of cooperation during WWII 
had facilitated the establishment of diplomatic relations 
between Australia and the USSR at legation level on 10 
October 1942 (the Soviet minister, later ambassador, 
Andrei Vlasov presented his credentials in Canberra on 10 
March 1943)39, they eventually deteriorated and came to 
an abrupt end in April 1954. The occasion for the rupture 
was the defection in April 1954 of the Third Secretary of 
the Soviet Embassy in Canberra, Vladimir Petrov (1907-
1991), who, with the assistance of the Australian Security 
Intelligence Organization (ASIO), had made a decision to 
seek political asylum in Australia. His wife Evdokia (1914-
2002) sought asylum several days later at Darwin airport 
while being escorted back to Moscow by Soviet diplomatic 
couriers. Petrov, who had the rank of Colonel in the Soviet 
intelligence service, and his wife, who had the rank of 
Captain, provided details of an alleged communist spy 
network in Australia to a Royal Commission on Espionage 
specially appointed to investigate their claims40. As a 
protest at the role played by the Australian Government 
in the Petrovs’ defection, the USSR closed its Embassy 
in Canberra on 29 April 1954 and expelled the Australian 
Legation from Moscow.41 Relations between the Soviet 
Union and Australia ended and remained suspended for a 
period of five years resuming only on 2 June 1959. Thus, 
during the period of the IGY, when international scientific 
cooperation was supposed to be most intense, Australia and 
the USSR had no official channels of communication. Any 
necessary communication had to be conducted through a 
third party, usually the British Foreign Office.

Australian External Affairs Minister Richard Gardiner 
Casey’s view of the communists matched those of his 
Prime Minister. Casey compared the communist threat to 
Australia to an octopus with its head in Moscow or Peking 
and tentacles reaching out to southern Asia and Australia.42 
With a Soviet presence in the Antarctic ‘from which they 
could drop missiles on Melbourne or Sydney’43, the tentacles 
would have Australia completely in their grasp. Clearly, the 
presence of a potentially inimical power on the southern 
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continent that had the ability to control southern sea routes 
and encircle Australia with military bases and gain intelligence 
as to defence installations by flying over Australian territory 
was not a desirable eventuality. The Australian Government 
would have preferred to prevent the USSR from having any 
involvement in the Antarctic whatsoever so as to eliminate 
any possible detrimental effect on Australia’s territorial and 
strategic interests. The main reason that held the Australian 
Government back from pursuing such a course of action 
was the probability of incurring international odium by 
being obstructionist of the Soviet IGY plans. Casey, who 
was responsible for Antarctic matters, told the Australian 
Cabinet of Ministers that there were no effective means of 
preventing Russian activity in the Australian Antarctic Territory 
and that no means whereby they could be prevented had 
been suggested from any quarter. The most that Australia 
could do would be to refuse any facilities they may request, 
although “it would be unusual in international practice to 
refuse transit rights and servicing facilities to a state ship 
and a state aircraft”. Instead, Cabinet agreed that Casey 
should make a public statement welcoming the Soviets to 
the Australian Antarctic Territory to make their scientific 
observations.44 By welcoming the Soviets, Australia would 
remind them that they were indeed entering Australian 
Antarctic Territory. 

However, before issuing a public welcome, a meeting of 
the Defence Committee held on 25 August 1955 attended 
by the Secretary of the Defence Department Sir Frederick 
Shedden, Chief of Air Staff Air Marshal Sir John McCauley, 
Chief of Naval Staff Vice Admiral R. R. Dowling and Major 
General H.G. Edgar, representing Chief of the General Staff 
assessed the defence implications of Soviet participation 
in the IGY. The meeting came to the conclusion that during 
the IGY it would be of value to observe the extent of Soviet 
activities and that “at the present time when world tension 
is relaxing” there would be no justifiable defence objection 
to use of airports and harbours in Australia by the Soviet 
Expedition. Should world tension increase, however, the 
possibility of the clandestine introduction of nuclear 
weapons into Australian ports from ships and aircraft would 
have to be borne in mind.45 It was considered unlikely for 
the USSR to attack Australia from the Antarctic, but if, at 
the conclusion of the IGY, the Soviets gave indications of 
retaining their bases in Antarctica, consideration might 
be given to depriving them of the use of support bases 
on the Australian mainland.46 The meeting recommended 
further discussions between the Departments of Trade and 
Customs, External Affairs and Air to determine methods of 
preventing Russian aircraft from photographing Australian 
areas of defence importance. The Departments of Civil 
Aviation, Shipping, and Transport were asked to prepare 
information concerning ports and civil airports for use by 
the IGY expeditions in Australia. 

Because the Australian Government was unable to 
communicate directly with the USSR Government due to 
the rupture in diplomatic relations, communication was 
conducted through the British Embassy in Moscow, which 
on 29 August 1955 delivered a message from the Australian 

Government to the Government of the USSR stating that 
the Australian Government welcomed the interest of other 
countries in the International Geophysical Year and would 
be happy to consider what facilities it could provide to any 
expeditions seeking to increase scientific knowledge of 
the Antarctic.47 The wording of the note was an attempt 
by Australia to gain acknowledgement of its Antarctic claim 
from the recipients, as well as to place itself in a strong 
bargaining position regarding the terms for granting the 
required facilities. It hoped to make easier the Government’s 
supervision of any foreign ships and aircraft and provide 
the ability to hamper Soviet activity after the IGY if their 
expedition became dependent on Australia for logistic 
support. It was decided that if the Soviets were to utilize 
Australian harbours it would be an “excellent opportunity to 
find what they are up to as well as some degree of control 
over their lines of supply”.48 

Australia heard nothing further about Soviet preparations 
for an Antarctic Expedition until early September, when the 
Department of External Affairs received a translation of 
an Izvestia article from a Russian émigré living in Brisbane. 
The article reported that a “Soviet expedition will leave in 
November 1955 in the specially equipped ship Ob (12,600 
tons), which is able to travel among polar ice, and an auxiliary 
vessel”.49 Six days later, on 8 September, the Australian 
Embassy in Paris reported a comment of the Paris edition 
of the New York Herald Tribune in a memo addressed to the 
secretary of the Department of External Affairs. The comment 
noted that “Moscow radio said today a Soviet scientific 
expedition with two ships and a ‘special air fleet’ will leave 
in November for a two-year stay in the Antarctic”.50

The USSR Ministry of Foreign Affairs (again via the British 
Embassy) sent an official note to the Australian Government 
on 2 November, omitting any reference to the AAT. It stated 
that the Australian Government would help the work of the 
Soviet expedition in the Antarctic appreciably by permitting 
the flight over Australian territory and the servicing at 
Freemantle (sic) Airport of one of the expedition’s transport 
aircraft. This would allow maintaining an air link between 
the shore base of the Composite Antarctic Expedition (CAE) 
of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR and Moscow. It 
concluded by saying that the work of the expedition would 
be considerably lightened if the Soviet Antarctic expedition 
ship were provided with the necessary servicing in the event 
of its calling at one of the ports of Australia or Tasmania 
(sic), but provided no specific details regarding dates and 
ports of call.51

Before acknowledging the Soviet note, the Assistant 
Secretary of the Department of External Affairs J. C. G. Kevin 
contacted the British Embassy in Moscow on 14 December 
to clarify the Soviet intentions and check on progress of 
their expedition. He asked to be advised if the Soviet ships 
Ob (already en route to Antarctica) and Lena (due to sail) 
or any Soviet expedition aircraft proposed to call at an 
Australian port, explaining that the Australians would not 
wish to be embarrassed by any such call in advance of their 
reply. The Defence Committee had suggested that a tab of 
Soviet activity be kept not only during the IGY, but also in 
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advance of it, and Kevin had started gathering information. 
He conveyed the Minister’s view that any facilities granted 
would be only during the IGY, adding that the Americans 
also wanted to ensure that the main Soviet interest is 
“connected with the IGY and is limited in its duration”.52 
Kevin received no clarification of Soviet intentions or advice 
as to the timetable of any proposed visits and apparently 
did not provide an official answer to the Soviet note. While 
Australia had agreed in principle to a possible visit by the 
Soviet Antarctic Expedition, it had very little knowledge of 
the entity with which it would be dealing. 

THE FIRST SOVIET COMPOSITE ANTARCTIC EXPEDITION

The final plans and research program for the First Soviet 
Composite Antarctic Expedition were ratified by the Presidium 
of the Academy of Sciences on November 18, 1955 in Decree 
N° 600.53 The Deputy Director of the Arctic Institute, Dr. 
Mikhail Mikhailovich Somov, who was a prominent Arctic 
researcher and leader of the Severniy Polus 2 (North Pole 2) 
drifting station, was appointed leader both of the overall 
1955/57 CAE and its component Continental Expedition. 
The second in charge of the CAE and Head of the Marine 
Expedition was the Director of the Institute of Oceanography, 
Prof Vladimir Georgievich Kort.54 Many of the USSR’s highly 
qualified scientists, most experienced polar pilots, navigators 
and Arctic men were diverted from their work in the North 
Polar Region to apply their skills and knowledge in pioneering 
studies and infrastructure development in the South. Four 
hundred and twenty nine people participated in the First 
CAE, including the ships’ crew and the building brigade. 
Although the USSR did not have any experience in conducting 
research in the Antarctic before 1956, (except that carried 
out by Russia during Bellingshausen’s expedition and on 
the Soviet Slava whaling fleet which sailed on its inaugural 
voyage in the 1946/47 austral summer) it believed that it 
had the capacity in terms of human and logistic resources 
to fulfil its Antarctic program. 

Two of the USSR’s most modern icebreakers and a 
support vessel were fitted out especially for the expedition: 
the 12,600-ton high deck sister ships Ob (Captain I. A. 
Man) and Lena (Captain A. I. Vetrov) which were both 
built in Holland specifically for conducting research in 
polar regions55, and the support vessel Refrigerator 7 
(Captain M. A. Tsigankov) which had recently returned 
from “mothering” an ocean-going submarine on a secret 
24,000 mile round trip from Murmansk in the Soviet 
Arctic to the Antarctic.56 The Directorate of the Northern 
Sea Route had serious plans of extensively utilizing 
long-range submarine transport in the Soviet Arctic57 
and the Australian observers feared that if the Soviets 
were playing a double game in the Antarctic, they could 
readily turn their station Mirny into a submarine base for 
the delivery of atomic weapons.58

When the Ob reached its destination on the Antarctic 
continent on the January 5, 1956, the first impression 
was far from favourable. Dr. G. A. Avsiuk, a geographer, 
reported that “the sector which we were allotted (Farr 

Bay, 66 degrees 28 min South, 94 degrees 43 min East) 
was not to our liking as there was no place to go ashore, 
but we liked the area to the west where the Australians 
were planning their operations. We even sent telegram 
thinking that there must have been some mistake and 
asked whether it was possible to land there”.59

After finding a less difficult place to land, the ships 
could finally be unloaded and building work could begin. 
In their progress report, the president of the Academy 
of Sciences, N. Nesmeyanov, and the Naval Minister, V. 
Bakayev, wrote that on the 13 February 1956 the flag 
of the USSR was raised at the first Soviet geophysical 
observatory Mirny (66° 33’ S, 93° 00’ E). It is interesting 
to note that a box containing earth from the city of 
Stalingrad (the battle for which was a turning point in 
defending the USSR from the Nazi invasion) was buried 
under the flagpole as a symbol that the Soviet Union’s 
intentions in Antarctica were serious and long-lasting.60 
By the end of the year, a substantial base for conducting 
scientific research was created in Eastern Antarctica. 
Magnetic, seismic, ionospheric and aerological pavilions 
were built and equipped and aerological, geological, 
glaciological, gravimagnetic, aerophotogrametic and 
photographic laboratories were fitted out at the Mirny 
observatory. 

With the aid of aircraft, the expedition surveyed over 
2,000 kilometres of coastline, took aerial photographs 
over an area of 60,000 square kilometres, undertook a 
comprehensive study of the Eastern Antarctic oases, 
studied the geology of exposed rock in areas around 
Mirny, made aeromagnetic surveys of the oases and large 
areas of coastline as well as gravimetric observations. 
Air reconnaissance flights to the South Geomagnetic 
Pole and in the direction of the Pole of Inaccessibility 
were also undertaken. For the first time in the history 
of Antarctic exploration in the autumn/winter season of 
1956, the expedition undertook a tractor-sledge traverse 
into the interior of the continent which resulted in the 
establishment of the research station Pionerskaya (69° 
44’S, 95° 30’ E) on 27 May 1956 at a site located 375 
kilometres from the coast at an altitude of 2,700 metres 
above sea level. The research station Oasis (66° 16’S, 
100° 44’ E) was established 360 kilometres to the east 
of Mirny earlier than planned and was officially opened 
on the October 15, 1956. During its stay in Antarctica, the 
expedition established close and friendly contacts with 
foreign Antarctic expeditions: the Soviet observatory 
Mirny regularly exchanged scientific information with 
the French, Australian, US and British stations.61

 

CONTACTS WITH AUSTRALIAN SCIENTISTS
Contact with Australian scientists was initiated by the 

leader of the Soviet Composite Antarctic Expedition, Dr Somov 
around lunchtime on 25 January 1956.62 In a radiogram to the 
Australian Mawson station, Somov greeted the Officer-in-
Charge John M Bechervaise, wished the Australians success 
in their IGY work and suggested the “mutual exchange of 
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meteorological information”. Bechervaise radioed a return 
greeting, replying that he would be happy to exchange 
data. The Soviets knew and respected the Australians’ 
prior experience in the Antarctic: Douglas Mawson’s The 
Home of the Blizzard was translated and first published in 
Russian by Glavsevmorput in 1935; his descriptions and 
charts had assisted them in their search for a suitable site 
for a coastal base.

On the same day, the Australian supply ship Kista Dan 
was off the Knox Coast on its way to Mawson station. On 
board was Phillip G Law, the Director of the Antarctic Division 
of the Department of External Affairs and Voyage leader. 
Law sent his greetings to Somov, expressing his desire of 
exchanging information and intention of visiting the site 
of the Soviet base, weather and ice permitting. The next 
day, Somov replied that he would be happy to see Law on 
board the Ob, radiograms being exchanged over the next 
several days until 29 January when the Kista Dan found itself 
near Mirny in heavy ice conditions. The veteran Arctic pilot 
and head of the Soviet air support group Ivan Ivanovich 
Cherevichniy (1909-1971) flew an IL-2 aircraft one hundred 
miles from shore to meet the Kista Dan at night.63 In the early 
morning of 30 January, the Kista Dan dropped anchor off 
Mirny and a Soviet launch transferred Law and his assistant 
Dick Thompson to the Ob, where they met Dr Somov, Prof 
Kort and Captain Man, who acted as interpreter. They held 
lengthy discussions about their scientific programs, Antarctic 
weather and techniques of landing and building stations. 

On the night of 31 January-1 February the Kista Dan set 
out from Mirny for Mawson station, but at 15.30 hours on 
1 February, it ran into pack ice and bad weather, leaving it 
cut off from open water and beset in ice for ten days. On 
7 February 1956, Law received a radiogram from the Lena, 
which was in a position north-west of the Kista Dan offering 
to help them out of the ice. Law thanked Lena’s captain, but 
declined the offer, considering that the Australians could 
manage by themselves once the storm abated.64 However, 
the Kista Dan reached open water only on 11 February; and 
on 2 March, (when they were already at Mawson, where they 
arrived on 17 February) Law received an offer of help from Mirny 
as the Russians thought the Australians were still trapped 
in ice. They supposed that the Australians had refused the 
earlier offer because there would be a cost involved and 
pointed out that “the help will be free of charge in sign of 
friendship between our expeditions (sic)”.65 The spirit of 
cooperation and the “single-minded devotion to science” 
promoted by the IGY committee looked as if it were bearing 
fruit, with scientists from both sides of the iron curtain 
freely interacting and sharing information.

The spirit of cooperation of the Australian government, 
however, was somewhat lacklustre: it had not replied to the 
request for facilities on the Australian mainland as outlined 
in the Soviet note of 2 November, which was a source of 
frustration for the Soviet expeditioners. In their discussions 
with Law, they expressed concern at the delay in obtaining 
approval for one of their long-range aircraft needed to 
assist with the establishment of the inland stations to use 
the airfield facilities at Perth for the proposed Perth – Mirny 

flight and asked him whether any reply had been sent. He 
told them that he knew that a request had been received, but 
did not know if a reply had been sent. In fact, the Australian 
government had intentionally not sent a reply: it sought to 
discourage any Soviet visits which could allow the visitors 
obtain strategic intelligence and show its displeasure at 
not being provided with specific details as to when and 
where the Soviet vessels intended to call. While Australia 
could not completely deny normal servicing facilities to a 
country with which it was still technically in a relationship, 
it intended to provide no more than the assistance that fell 
within the limits of the Australian Government’s replies to 
the Soviet note of granting strictly “necessary facilities” 
to their vessels. 

It was also interested in whether the Soviet Antarctic 
base was built for purely scientific purposes or whether it 
showed any signs of military related activity. The Department 
of External Affairs presented Law with “four foolscap 
pages of questions” that they wanted answered about 
Mirny station.66 He furnished a detailed report of his visit, 
describing the station’s site, huts, transport, scientific program 
and Russian policy in Antarctica. Law felt that the Soviet 
scientific personnel were of high calibre and the scientific 
program comprehensive, thoroughly planned and backed 
by adequate resources. He believed that the expedition will 
“gain international prestige and provide valuable propaganda 
to substantiate Russia’s claim to be in the forefront of world 
science.” As for any signs of military activity, he noted that 
while the expedition appeared to be civilian and non-military, 
pure as opposed to applied scientific research conducted 
by the Soviets in areas such as oceanography could enable 
naval experts to extract information whether a submarine 
base in Antarctica is a feasible proposition.67 Feasible 
or not, the future Soviet position in negotiations on an 
international regime for the Antarctic confirmed that the 
USSR was interested in upholding the principle of the use of 
Antarctica for peaceful purposes as an essential prerequisite 
for a solution. It also recognized the noteworthy valour and 
services to science and the motherland exhibited by sixty 
members of the preparatory expedition who were awarded 
decorations and medals. The expedition leader Somov, his 
assistants Kort and Gusev received the highest distinction 
of the Order of Lenin. 

CONCLUSION

So far as the spirit of the IGY was concerned, the Soviets 
appeared sincere in their efforts at cooperation, although 
the lack of diplomatic relations and cold war tensions 
hindered effective communication between the Soviet 
and Australian governments and exacerbated suspicions of 
Soviet motives. It would be naive to assert that science was 
the sole driving force for the Soviet efforts in preparing for 
the IGY: Hall correctly observes that science was actually 
the means for attaining a political end, that of establishing 
a workable regime for the Antarctic.68 However, the role 
of scientists in overcoming their political differences in 
their efforts at international collaboration to achieve the 
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scientific objectives of the IGY was significant in building 
good will and friendly relations. The resources in manpower 
and technology that the Soviets expended gave an indication 
of their commitment to a substantial presence in Antarctica, 
making it impossible to find a satisfactory political solution 
for a workable Antarctic regime without significant Soviet 
input. This end was eventually achieved. Although science may 
have been the means for gaining a political foothold on the 
Antarctic continent, it would seem that, from a contemporary 
perspective, the Soviet presence has not been detrimental 
to arriving at a greater level of international cooperation 
than was possible by keeping them out.
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ABSTRACT

Oftentimes it has been said that politics plays an 
important role in Antarctic affairs, including that of 
science. In order to understand the significance of the 
International Geophysical Year ( IGY) and its aftermath 
relating to Antarctica it is important to consider the role 
of the Cold War and geopolitics. This is an issue that not 
only requires historical studies; it also calls for theoretical 
engagement with the question of the interplay between 
science and society, how, in particular, scientific activities 
could enhance political agendas and, vice versa, how 
politics contributed to shaping a framework for science. 
With this in mind the present chapter addresses the 
question of Antarctic research in a geopolitical context. 
It is primarily an analytical chapter, introducing a number 
of concepts developed in empirical philosophy of science 
and policy studies, in close association with a very 
particular empirical case, viz. polar research. Although 
the analytical framework emerges out of the author’s 
earlier work and that of other scholars on the subject, the 
approach is suitable also for understanding international 
research collaborations in other areas like astronomy and 
nuclear research for peaceful purposes. This latter will be 
illustrated by adding on a couple of cases from these other 
areas for purposes of comparison of positive and negative 
preconditions for collaborative regimes. The ultimate 
purpose of the chapter is to explore the contingencies 
and conditions under which multinational collaboration 
came to operate in the 1950s, 60s and beyond. 

The first part of the chapter outlines a number of 
theses concerning the relationship between science and 
politics in historical context. Basic is the notion that 
science in Antarctica is in certain important respects a 
continuation of politics by other means; concomitantly, politics 
is sublimated in scientific activities. What, more precisely, 
is meant by these statements will be clarified in the first 
part of the chapter. The second part of the chapter goes 
on to briefly highlight three different cases of European 
multinational scientific collaboration more generally in 
order to identify a number of conditions that were present 
in two successful cases, the formation of the European 
Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN) 1954 and the 
European Southern Observatory (ESO 1960), but absent in 
an early attempt (1970/75) to launch a European Antarctic 
Project (EAP). The latter may be considered as a forerunner 
of the European Project for Coring in Antarctica (EPICA) 
that began in 1966 and is still continuing. Whereas CERN 
and ESO concern the institutionalization of international 
scientific collaboration in the form of joint facilities, the 
case of the EAP concerned a less ambitious mode of joint 

action on the part of several nations. Despite this the EAP 
could not be realized in the early 1970s. The comparison 
of the three cases is relevant because it allows one to 
highlight conditions of global and regional politics, as well 
as other factors that condition(ed) the success or failure 
of attempts to establish and institutionalize international 
scientific collaboration on a European level, despite the 
existence of a viable Antarctic-regime which one might 
have expected to facilitate such institutionalization in 
the case of the EAP.

INTRODUCTION

The opening up of archives after the collapse of the cold 
war reveal that basic research in physics, oceanography, 
geophysics and other fields was intensely entangled 
with military motives, much moreso than one had been 
led to believe fifty years ago when the dominant image 
was to portray basic science as separated from all such 
interests. The dichotomic image of the 50s and early 60s 
influenced the early accounts of the history of Antarctic 
research during and after the International Geophysical 
Year ( IGY). Historians of science developed it, and so 
did sociologists and philosophers of science, as well as 
political scientists. All four groups introduced powerful 
distinctions, such as that of the context of discovery 
as separate from the context of justification (Popper). 
In political science Don K Price, influential in science 
policy studies, depicted the science-advisory function as 
one where – in the post-war state - immacultate reason 
gives birth to truth that in turn speaks to power, in the 
corridors where muggy particularist interests are at work. 
Sociologists also contributed to the dichotomic image, 
with Robert Merton defining a set of norms that came 
to be regarded as the ethos of science, the CUDOS.1 The 
dynamics of research was thus studied without reference 
to the external political and social contexts. Only internal 
sociological contexts involving the scientific ethos and 
generating rationality, counted. In similar fashion, Thomas 
Kuhn’s notion of the paradigm (1962) hinged on a cordone 
sanitaire between science and society.2 Such dichotomic 
imagery of science was prevelant and strong during the 
cold war. Today, with the cold war gone and the archives 
of fifty years ago opened up, one gets a different picture. 
Science and society are seen as intertwined. Important 
institutional motives apart from basic research were 
definitely at work in the 1950s, not least in the shaping 
of the IGY. Thus we get a different picture.

Geopolitics, science and internationalism 
during and after IGY

AANT ELZINGA
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PART I: A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

INSTITUTIONAL MOTIVES AND DRIVING FORCES

The IGY was part and parcel of a unique geopolitical 
situation.3 The abyance of political and military motives 
in the Antarctic Treaty of 1961 was a matter of sublimating 
the same, translating them into cooperation and rivalry in 
science. Indeed in polar research internal and external motives 
are more easily distinguished than in many other fields. To 
clarify I employ the concept of institutional motives. It refers 
to structural determinants or driving forces, influencing the 
conditions of polar science. In earlier work4 altogether six 
institutional motives in polar research were identified:

- Basic Reseach Motive: many problems in basic research 
are studied with advantage in polar regions.

- Political Motive: research activities mark national 
presence; successful polar research programs give international 
visibility and prestige for one’s own nation. Science is used 
as a means to underscore and strengthen sovereignty claims 
or geopolitical stature.

- Economic Motive: A. Natural resources: the Antarctic 
constitutes a natural resources base, but with the Environmental 
Protocol having been adopted this has been closed as far 
as minerals are concerned. Marine resource exploitation is 
subject to regulation under CCAMLR,5 which is mandated to 
use an ecosystems approach; B. Technological development: 
the development of equipment and science to explore 
for (but not exploit) natural resources; new and emerging 
science and technologies are interesting for scientists and 
military institutions.

- Military Motive: From the military viewpoint Antarctica 
has been and is of strategic interest, although very far from 
the extent found in the Arctic which has been a very useful 
battle arena in case of an armed conflict between the former 
Soviet Union and the USA (because of the short distance by 
air and favorable conditions for missile-carrying submarines 
that can ply under the ice).

- Jurisdictional/Administrative Motive: The exercise of 
jurisdictional functions, legal arrangements and administration 
over territory, people and natural resources or conservation 
areas requires a knowledge base that must be continually 
developed.

- Environmental Motive: The polar regions are suitable areas 
for probing and monitoring global environmental degradation 
(compare the ozone hole over the Antarctic), and global 
changes in the environmnetal and climatic systems may be 
studied in geological time (e.g., through ice core drilling). 
The Antarctic is also relatively unspoiled and aesthetic values 
warrant special protection. 

It may be possible to analyze and compare polar research 
policies of different countries in terms of national “motivational 
profiles”, but this will not be attempted here. Focus in the 
present chapter is more specifically on the dynamics associated 
with geopolitical dimensions. Let me clarify.

Polar research has stimulated the growth of science in many 
disciplines. In some cases it is motivated by human curiosity, 
or what may be called the basic research motive. At the level 

of an institution or as part of a nation’s science policy, the 
basic research motive manifests itself in the existence and 
support to a group of specialists who define their problems 
at some distance from the particularist pressures of politics 
and economics, frequently as part of a broader community 
bridging across national and international boundaries. 
This is only possible when the group is sufficiently large to 
maintain itself as a relatively stable and continuously active 
community, relatively immune from commercial, military, 
political and other so-called external pressures. In that sense, 
the basic research motive is “internalist”, as distinct from 
“externalist” institutional motives which have their point of 
departure in the quest of economic gain, national prestige, 
environmental protection, or power. During the cold war, 
strategic military and political (superpower) motives were 
strong background forces that translated into competition 
and cooperation beteween countries involved in Antarctic 
polar research. After the collapse of the Soviet Union these 
motives have abated while the environmentalist motive has 
grown, but it is not strong enough to take up the slack. 

In the history of the Scientific Committee on Antarctic 
Research (SCAR) one can see a division between basic and 
curiosity motivated research on the one hand and strategic 
research on the other hand reflected in the sub-committee 
structure, with traditional disciplinary work groups being 
supplemented by new interdisciplinary groups. SCAR’s function 
to oversee and encourage international scientific cooperation 
has also been overlayered with a research advisory function 
to the Consultative Parties to the Antarctic Treaty, involving 
further hybridization of expertise. Hybrid communities are 
formed around motives that lay outside the research itself. 
They appear as sub-cultures. Around the externalist motive 
for research it is not uncommon to find subcultures of 
scientists mixed with planners, politicians, adminstrators, 
bureaucrats and businessmen. These “hybrid” communities 
form their own value patterns, their own specific priorities 
and criteria, modes of evaluating potential projects and 
possible results, as well as reputational systems and career 
patterns, which in part are different from those of academic 
research communities centered on disciplines. As researchers 
have mantled more and more advisory funtions within the 
Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) one can say there has been a 
kind of hybridization of Antarctic research. Thus tensions arise 
between excellence and relevance, with hybrid researchers 
pushing for broader mandates and mission oriented projects, 
for example nowadays related to research on global climate 
change driven by strong environmental motives.

THE ANTARCTIC TREATY SYSTEM AS A POLITICAL REGIME

The ATS came into being 1959, after successful completion 
of the IGY and a process of political consultation.6 After 
its ratification it has been in effect since 1961. Originally 
twelve nations, the ones that set up research stations in 
Antarctica during the IGY, were involved in the negotiations 
and adoption of the treaty. At a conference called by the US 
sovereignty claims and as yet undefined mineral resource 
interests were laid to one side. This was necessary in order 
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to reach a common goal of agreement. Instead the politics 
of the cold war and the British-Argentine-Chilean tensions 
were sublimated into a framework for scientific competition 
and cooperation. The ATS provided the legal framework and 
science was the glue. The research activities of countries 
that did not previously hold claims to title of territory did 
not under the ATS regime translate into new claims. The 
maintenance of research stations in the case of the seven 
claimant countries (Argentina, Britain, Chile, New Zealand, 
Australia, France, Australia and Norway) nevertheless has 
an affiliation of post offices and other sovereignty claiming 
signa. This is not forbidden. Additional parties to the AT at 
its founding were two major players, the US and USSR, plus 
Belgium, Japan and South Africa. Belgium and Japan had 
participated in the early history of Antarctic exploration and 
research; South Africa had political and economic interests 
in its southern hemisphere, as well as an interest in a regime 
that banned military operations in the ocean waters due 
south of her. Japan also had potential economic interests, 
among other, relating to marine resources. 

The ATS froze all territorial claims, neither recognizing 
nor rejecting them. As a regime the system consists of the 
original convention together with a network of subsidiary 
rules and regulations governing the conservation of fauna 
and special sites, and seals, as well as the management 
of marine resources. More recently the protection of the 
environment and rules governing tourism together with a 
moratorium on minerals exploitation have been added. The 
ATS is a unique international political regime with science 
at its center.

The centrality of science is due to its strategic position 
in the ATS. The treaty specifies that there will be no military 
forces or operations in Antarctica, it shall be a nuclear free 
zone, and the dumping of radioactive wastes is prohibited. 
These are solutions to pressing problems of the cold war 
era, when nuclear testing looked for suitable places in the 
world, uranium was a strategically valuable commodity, and 
the polar conditions might be what World War III, if it came 
– it was predicted - would be fought under in the northern 
hemisphere between the two superpowers of that time.7 In 
such a war Antarctica would also have had a strategic military 
value as a place from where one could control Southern 
Ocean shipping, were the Panama-canal to be closed. This 
was a lesson learned from the German submarine raiders 
based in Antarctic waters during World War II. The advent 
of the Sputnik and advanced satellite technologies also 
increased the continent’s potential military strategic value 
in any major conflict.

SIX ANALYTICAL THESES AND SOME RELATED CONCEPTS 

To make sense of the multiple roles and conditions of 
science in and around the Antarctic continent it is useful to 
postulate a number of analytical theses:

1. On the part of the countries involved there are 
institutional motives that drive and legitimate research 
activities in Antarctica.

2. For participating nations the IGY facilitated a sublimation 

of politics in science; in the geopolitical context at hand science 
acquired a two-tier role, simultaneously production of new 
knowledge and continuation of politics by other means.8 If we 
distinguish practical-instrumental and symbolic-instrumental 
functions of science. The ATS as a regime may be seen to 
build on, formalize and serve an historical and sociopolitical 
dynamic that has at least two dimensions: viz., a practical-
instrumental function in relationship to various institutional 
motives at work, and a symbolic instrumental function in 
the realm of politics. As such it is a legal arrangement that 
sustains and faciliates fruitful tradeoffs between science 
and politics.

3. It is necessary analytically to distinguish between 
practical-instrumental and symbolic-instrumental functions 
of science in the IGY. The ATS that followed IGY is a regime 
that builds on and continues these relationships; a practical-
instrumental function in relationship to various institutional 
motives at work, and a symbolic instrumental function in 
the realm of politics (a regime for fruitful science/politics 
tradeoffs).

4. Under the ATS (regime) Antarctica becomes a continent 
by and for science.9 Production of science (symbolic capital) 
is a prerequisite criterion for new countries to become 
members. 

5. The framing and overlayering of science with complex 
intertwined sets of political, administrative and other 
extrascientific institutional motives generates complexity 
and hybridization in the social relations of research. The 
stronger the extrascientific motives the greater the pressure 
to epistemic drift. Peer review mechanisms are important to 
counteract and maintain high quality research that in turn is 
an important precondition for the science/politics tradeoff 
to work. By epistemic drift is meant a drift of norms and 
criteria whereby scientific agendas and considerations meant 
to ensure the quality of research get skewed or subordinated 
to political, administrative and logistical expediency.10

6. In and by itself the science, or the basic research 
motive, is not enough to establish new forms of large-scale 
multinational collaboration within the ATS-framework. More 
often than not a definitive political will on the part of the 
participating countries, and possibility of significant mutual 
benefit at economic and political levels, is needed. The role 
of leading (hybrid) scientific personalities that may act as 
champions for specific projects involving transnational and 
transdisciplinary collaboration is also important.

The first two points have already been touched upon. 
The third point involves two further concepts:

Practical-instrumental research: Aims at solving current 
problems, be it in military, economic, administrative, 
environmental regulative, or some other sphere. In such 
cases the research is embodied in and bears the stamp of 
the institutional arrangements at hand. One can say that 
different institutional motives are at work, expressed in 
mission oriented and applied programs, some forms of 
monitering, etc.

Symbolic-instrumental research: “It is initiated in order to 
demonstrate that the party in question possesses scientific 
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capacity capable, should the need arise, of being used as a 
basis for influence in non-scientific fields. Here the client 
aims to ensure the presence of researchers in a region where 
he wishes to assert himself. Such presence will signal two 
things; first the state’s interest and attachment to the 
area, and second the government’s political will to play an 
active part in the development of the area. In the eyes of 
the government, the scientific component is of secondary 
importance in relation to the symbolic function.”11 In other 
words the state becomes an analytically distinct actor in 
its own right, separate from the government that may be 
in place in a consultative party country at any given time. 
Continuity emerges within the realm of the foreign affairs 
departments of member countries. 

The fourth point emphasizes the constitutive role 
science came to have in Antarctica in the realms of politics 
and policy-making.

The fifth point is borne out by the editor of a survey of 
Antarctic research thirty years after the IGY making a case 
for stronger peer review mechanisms. “Politics plays a major 
role in Antarctic affairs and it must be expected that political 
considerations will inevitably intrude, in some countries, 
in the selection of which scientific activities to support. 
On purely scientific grounds, the evidence of the past 20 
years suggests that in some cases a great deal of money has 
been spent on some programs supporting poor scientific 
objectives, on activities which are poorly coordinated and 
apparently represent no planned or systematic effort to fill 
in clear gaps in our knowledge.”12

 Finally, the sixth point will be clarified by a comparison 
of the three cases in the second part of the chapter.

REINTERPRETING THE HISTORICAL BENCHMARKS 
CONSTITUTED BY THE IGY AND ATS

The pressure of institutional motives in epistemic regimes 
like the AT tends to carry over into the agendas of science, 
which in turn produces both enabling and constraining factors 
in the scientific activities of those experts whose task it 
is to help maintain and develop the regime. The regime-
concept pinpoints a two-tier relationship, i.e. a structuring 
at both political and scientific levels. First, regarding the 
role of institutions and collective or public choice, individual 
actors are not at liberty to violate rules or conventions (AT, 
CCAMLR, Environmental Protocol, etc.) of a practice once 
they have become parties to it. The regime in which they 
participate will have socially constraining effects on their 
actions. Secondly, there is the constraint and empowerment 
at the cognitive level, where epistemic communities (i.e. 
hybrid scientific communities) are centrally involved and 
can have certain tasks prescribed for them. 

In most recent periodisations in the history of Antarctic 
exploration and research the IGY 1957/58 marks a definitive 
benchmark. Pre-IGY periods are depicted as ones of conflict 
and tension between countries with political and economic 
interests in Antarctica, while the post-IGY era is mostly 
portrayed as one of harmony, one where science is able to 

proceed without too many extrascientific pressures and 
disturbances. Thence geopolitical agendas and possible 
economic gain are glossed over or forgotten. In this perspective 
that still holds sway in the mainstream literature the IGY 
too is depicted as simply an arrangement where internalist 
scientific motives are the drivers because political aspirations 
were placed in abeyance. 

I want to argue that this is a simplistic picture. Both 
during and after IGY, political and economic as well as other 
extrascientific motives continued to exist. The difference is 
that during the IGY and afterwards there was a recognized 
framework wherein politics is sublimated in science, at various 
levels and to various degrees. This becomes evident when 
one considers for example the European Antarctic Project, 
which is the topic of the second part of the present chapter. 
There we have a case where some countries had the ambition 
of stretching international cooperation beyond bi- and 
multilateral collaboration to a deeper form of cooperation. It 
was found that shared scientific interests were not sufficient. 
Required were enabling institutional motives at a regional 
level of geopolitics.

Critics, furthermore, have called the present regime in 
Antarctica a form of scientific colonialism or imperialism by 
science. This is because science is the instrument needed to 
exercize power and influence on its arena, to the exclusion of 
those that cannot or have decided not to mobilize this resource 
in the way that the AT prescribes. And those countries that 
can use science best are those who already have a position 
of supremacy on the international scientific map. Some third 
world countries devote resources to science in Antarctica at 
the cost of other, for some, more pressing priorities.

Countries with longer traditions in polar research, even 
if their motives may be just as political, have had a tendency 
to criticize the duplication of research efforts and the 
poorer quality of the science performed by their poorer 
cousins. This, rather than suggesting forms of international 
development aid and cooperation whereby the stronger 
actors will support the weaker ones. Bi- and multi-lateral 
collaboration for the most part involves some kind of mutual 
benefit to all concerned. 

Certainly Antarctica is a continent by science. But it is 
only partly true that it also is a continent for science.13 The 
science required is not an easy currency to come by for all 
countries. The possibility of sublimating politics in science 
is costly. More far reaching international cooperation has 
had difficulty establishing itself. In principle international 
research stations might be created, but this has not been 
done. 

IGY AND THE SUBLIMATION OF POLITICS IN SCIENCE

Returning to the 1950s and geopolitics, we note that in 
the immediate postwar period there were two major points 
of conflict in Antarctica. One was one a three-way conflict 
between Britain, Argentina and Chile. Sir Vivian Fuchs, the 
leader of Britain’s scientific activities immediately after World 
War II recalls how in those early days “science was spoken of 
rather glibly, for it formed a convenient front for what was 
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being done for quite other reasons. Indeed, much of what 
was accomplished was achieved despite the arguments put 
forward for promoting science, rather than because of them. 
The first recruits accepted the situation without demur, 
for they were largely drawn from the Services, accustomed 
to using their talents to further the national need without 
delving too deeply into the reasons.”14 In 1953 when the IGY 
was being planned, Admiral Byrd reminded those involved 
of the ultimate perspective wherein Antarctica is “a vast 
untouched reservoir of natural resources. As we recklessly 
squander our natural resources in this country (the US) we 
will come to need these new resources. It is imperative that 
they do not fall into the hands of a potential enemy.”15 The 
second major point of conflict became the one between 
East and West in the cold war, where the US policy of 
containment called for the setting up of a condominium of 
powers excluding the Soviet Union to rule Antarctica. This 
failed, and instead science became the vehicle through which 
geopolitical rivalry and the quest of an Antarctic influence 
was channeled. Altogether 68 Antarctic stations (including 
ones on sub-antarctic islands) were operating during the 
IGY.16 Britain added to its bases in the region of the peninsula 
and a sophisticated geophysical observatory was set up at 
Halley Bay, an excellent location for observing auroral activity. 
The US mounted a large Antarctic “township”, complete 
with an airfield on the ice at McMurdo Sound. “Operation 
Deep Freeze” (1955/56), as the American effort was called, 
involved nearly 5000 men, four icebreakers, cargo ships and 
numerous aircraft. Using McMurdo as a launching pad, five 
other stations were built, one right at the geographic South 
Pole. This south pole base – the Amundsen-Scott research 
station – was itself a superpower manifestation at the place 
where all the sectoral claims of the claimant countries meet. 
As such it was an unmistakeable concretization of US policy, 
which was not to recognize any claims and reserving the right 
to lay claims anywhere in the future if and whenever this 
might prove advantageous. The Soviet Union assumed a similar 
policy. Not to be outdone by the US, the USSR succeeded in 
the difficult task of establishing a research station at the 
point on the continent furthest away from any coast (the 
Pole of Inaccessibility). This constituted another superpower 
statement. In addition four other Soviet stations and staging 
bases were mounted, the start of a policy that resulted in a 
net of Soviet bases fanned across Antarctica, one or more 
in nearly all the sectors claimed by different countries. This 
again was an example of the use of science as symbolic capital 
in the international political arena. The heady technological 
optimism of the times should not be underestimated either, 
since it also played an important role.

TECHNOLOGICAL OPTIMISM OF THE 1950S 
AND FUTURIST SCENARIOS

It should also be noted that the 1950s in many respects 
was a new “heroic era”, one of technological optimism. 
Technocratic ideologies were rampant both East and West. 
Nuclear power held the promise of a new and efficient source 

of energy, and it was still some years before Rachel Carson 
sounded the bell on environmental degradation. If we look 
at Life magazine’s illustrated book on the north and south 
poles that appeared in 1962, i.e. after ratification of the AT, 
we are given the details about how the US installed an atomic 
reactor with an effect of 1500 kW at their airbase on McMurdo 
sound, and how there were plans for similar installations at 
the South Pole and Byrd stations. There is a futuristic sketch 
of Antarctic cities enclosed under large glass domes, which 
“would make colonization of Antarctica possible. Atomic 
driven generators outside these domes would give power 
and regulate the temperature. A light source at the top of 
a central tower would serve as an artificial sun during the 
dark months.”17 In some respects a few steps in this direction 
were contemporaneously taken in the Arctic, at the American 
Thule military base in the north of Greenland.18 

This optimistic scenario also included regular trans-Atlantic 
flights and mining towns dug out into the icecap above the 
shafts down to the mineral bearing mountains. In retrospect 
these futuristic visions of the 1950s seem naive. The atomic 
reactor at McMurdo has been closed down long ago, since 
it broke down and became a pollution hazard; radioactive 
wastes and contaminated rock and other minerals had to 
be transported back to the US, at considerable cost. The 
prospect of mines being established in Antarctica is today 
probably forty years away, and even then much will hinge on 
new technological developments that make such resources 
more easily accessible on the one hand, and environmental 
consciousness of future generations on the other hand. 
During the years immediately after the IGY the scope of 
research decreased and it was dominated by a few powerful 
players. During the season of 1961/62 there were still about 
300 scientists “on the ice”, 174 of them Americans and the 
remainder from a handful of other countries, particularly 
the USSR, Australia, UK and France. On October 13, 1970 
the Whitehouse in Washington issued a statement on US 
Antarctic policy. In it President Nixon reaffirmed US interest 
in scientific collaboration with other countries and announced 
an increase of the NSF budget for this purpose, noting that 
“Antarctica is the only continent where science serves as the 
principal expression of national policy and interest.”19 

An interesting futuristic scenario would have been one 
of bringing Antarctica closer to the type of internationalism 
envisioned by Karl Weyprecht in connection with the first 
International Polar Year, an idea also implicit in the ideas of 
Henryk Arctowsky, and Otto Nordenskjöld twenty five years 
later.20 It is an ideal that would entail truly international 
stations, manned by multinational teams of researchers and 
flying the flag of SCAR or perhaps ICSU. Technologically, 
organisationally and logistically this would have been 
possible. Some scientists in Europe have had ideas along 
these lines, but in practice it has been impossible to realize. 
A major reason was that both during the IGY and afterwards 
science was primarily the perogative of nation states. It was 
governments that had to pay the cost. Cooperation resulted 
primarily at the level of science and intergovernmental 
organisations, even in the ATS. The extension of ATS mitigated 
against interference from other International Governmental 
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Organizations (IGOs) or the formation of new types of 
regimes. The ideas of Antarctica as a world heritage region, 
or alternatively an international wildlife reserve were both 
effectively defeated in the late 1980s.21 

SCIENTIFIC EXCELLENCE AND POLITICAL RELEVANCE

The historical record suggests that as long as Antarctic 
research does not represent a political threat, either in content, 
organisation or logistical support systems, researchers will 
have complete freedom of choice in the selection of topics, 
choice of collaboraters, and modes of evaluating results. If 
on the other hand the primary interests of governments, 
politicians or high level (leading scientists or hybrid) civil 
servants become endangered, conditions of cooperation will 
degenerate. Whether or not symbolic-instrumental research 
facilitates international cooperation will depend on the 
context, vested interests, and political conjunctures. When it 
works, we see science as the continuation of politics by other 
means, in the case at hand it is in and through the IGY and 
the ATS regime that followed it. To a large extent knowledge 
interests of scientists and the symbolic-instrumental 
interests of politicians have been more or less convergent 
in Antarctica. This is what made the IGY and the ATS regime 
that followed it possible in the first place. It was thanks to 
some very special geopolitical conditions combined with 
new technological capabilities in the 1950s. 

In the Antarctic, because of the treaty, which suspends 
territorial claims and makes science the ticket into the 
club of decision-makers, research continued to represent 
a form of symbolic capital. There was/is a special kind of 
tradeoff with politicians where by scientists are provided 
with funds to do research, but in doing this research they 
also perform a political task, advancing the national interest 
of their own country in a geographical arena. In doing so 
they can influence the growth of science. Crudely put, one 
might say that politicians in the major nations after the 
advent of the AT didn’t need to worry so much about the 
kind of work their scientists do, as long as they were there 
in Antarctica and could show a “significant performance of 
research” was going on. The symbolic value lies primarily 
in the very presence of a country’s scientists in this cold 
continent, but of course international recognition of highly 
qualified scientific effort enhances the symbolic value of 
a country’s research on the political arena. Probably, with 
time the latter aspect became more important, but then 
again this varied from one country to another depending on 
the prevailing political climate, the national science policy 
doctrine and overriding institutional motives. In some cases 
a country might desire to join or use its presence in the club 
to influence the course of international science.

Sometimes the rhetorical import of research activities 
may be more important to politicians than their actual 
scientific value. This not only means that projects that are 
poor from a scientific point of view get endorsed, or that 
siting of new research stations is based on expediency and 
the political need to demonstrate a presence (thence so many 
stations on King George Island which was easily accessible 

for new players), but also scientifically interesting projects 
and plans for multinational collaboration on a scientific 
basis get frustrated and are unable to proceed. Thus the 
image of letting the scientists more or less followed their 
own heads (and hence natural prominence of good quality 
basic research) does not always run true.

PART II: CONTINGENCIES AND LIMITS TO 
INTERNATIONALISM. THREE CASES

In principle, once the Antarctic Treaty was in place there is 
no reason why, theoretically, nations might not get together 
to create an international research station, one, not with a 
national flag, but flying the flag of SCAR, or say Unesco. In 
practice of course such an international station would probably 
once again open up the issue of sovereignty, both between 
and within the nations involved. The reason for chosing 
two other cases of multinational European colloboration in 
science to compare with that of the Antarctic is to show that 
under certain conditions such collaboration under a common 
“European” flag is possible, and to more clearly identify the 
factors that made it possible in nuclear physics and astronomy 
but not in Antarctic science. Comparisons with the peaceful 
uses of atomic energy and collaboration in astronomy are 
particularly instructive if one is interested in teasing out 
the limits of internationalism and the institutional motives 
at play behind scientific efforts.

INTERGOVERNMENTAL EUROPEAN ACTION AROUND 
ATOMIC RESEARCH IN THE 50S (CERN)

Peaceful uses of atomic energy were on of the most 
prominent issues discussed in the post-war era. Parallel to 
UNESCO a United Nations Atomic Energy Commission (UNAEC) 
was set up in hopes of developing global management of 
this important resource, pooling information and experience 
for peaceful purposes, and exercising control which would 
curb a proliferation of atomic power for military purposes. 
Unfortunately the UNAEC was unable to fulfil its mission and 
in 1949 the agency was declared defunct. Not long after there 
were discussions regarding atomic collaboration for peaceful 
purposes and research under the auspices of UNESCO. This 
was perceived by the British as a clever move on the part of 
the French to broaden their involvement by going European. 
The following statement by a British physicist is indicative 
of British suspicion of French motives. “As far as I can see 
the whole plan [CERN] is just one of the high-flown and 
crazy ideas which emanate from UNESCO… if the Frenchs 
want to have a nuclear physics research laboratory why 
don’t they go ahead with the co-operation of any country 
interested.”22 A UNESCO affiliation was in some scientific 
circles apparently perceived as rather suspect, and this no 
doubt even more so in the field of atomic energy. In the field 
of Antarctic research the option of UNESCO stations did not 
even emerge. In the case of atomic physics the monopoly 
of the two superpowers and the conspiratorial cordoning 
off of national laboratories in East and West, in the Soviet 
Union and the United States during the cold war, led to a 
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situation where it was imperative that European nations 
opened up a space for research in nuclear physics in the face 
of a lack of material resources, which hindered scientists in 
many countries from going into research on the structure 
of the atom. The French took a leading role, with physicist 
Pierre Auger (1899-1993) being instrumental in the events 
that led to the foundation/establishment of the European 
Centre for Nuclear Research (CERN) at the border between 
France and Switzerland near Geneva in 1954. Today it is the 
world’s largest particle physics centre. The preliminary plan 
for such a center was developed by the Unesco Secretariat. 
Even though the outcome was not a universal international 
facility, the idea was picked up and translated into a regional 
European initiative which helped somewhat redress the 
balance of power in physics vis-à-vis monopolization by 
the two superpowers.

THE EUROPEAN SOUTHERN OBSERVATORY (ESO)

The European Southern Observatory (ESO) with its 
headquarters in Munich today has large facilities in northern 
Chile. La Silla is a desert site chosen in 1964, now with 
six European telescopes and seven “national” telescopes 
belonging to various member states. A second desert site 
was established at Cerro Paranal. It is famous for hosting 
the Very Large Telescope (VLT). A further cutting edge 
high tech observatory, the Atacama Large Millimeter Array 
(ALMA) is under construction near San Pedro de Atacama. It 
is thanks to convergence of various scientific and political 
interests that ESO today stands as an example of successful 
intergovernmental collaboration in science. The idea of 
European collaboration in the field of astronomy was suggested 
by the German astronomer Walter Baade (1893-1960) in 
1953 and taken up by Dutch scientists led by Johannes 
Oort (1900-1992).23 The scientific motivation was interest 
in exploring the historical evolution of celestial bodies and 
using big telescopes to study extra-galactic star systems, 
a task that required telescopes in the southern hemisphere. 
New technological developments were also important. 
Furthermore, senior hybrid scientists/administrators in 
a number of research councils in European countries saw 
much to be gained in transnational cooperation, and pushed 
for the idea.

Initially five nations were interested, Belgium, France, 
Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden, while lukewarm Britain 
preferred to monitor the project and later opted in favour of 
Commonwealth cooperation. Until 1958 scientists explored 
South Africa as a possible site for a new observatory, but 
poor seeing conditions and growing concerns about rascial 
policies in that country led to a search for alternatives. In 
the end the north of Chile was settled on by an instrument 
committee that was created in 1958. Several attempts were 
made to obtain funding also from the Ford Foundation in 
the US. Ultimately this succeeded, with a sizeable grant that 
contributed to substantially reducing the contributions of 
the partners to the construction costs of the initial facility, 
therewith reshaping the terms of the political debate in the 
five countries concerned. One of the conditions was that four 

of the countries had to declare themelves ready to go ahead. 
This provided a formula that allowed a hesitant France some 
respite. The Ford Foundation grant was catalytic in triggering 
France to act since Federal Republic of Germany had already 
agreed to a substantial commitment and there was the fear 
that if Germany paid 49% she would dominate.24 France for 
its part came on board ready to bear one-third of the costs 
(equal to Germany’s share) of the future facility. This move 
was thanks the Ford Foundation grant, and stilled the fear 
that West Germany would overwhelmingly dominate the 
project, a situation Belgium and the Netherlands were also 
keen to avoid. In October 1960 the convention for an ESO-
regime involving five countries was signed in Paris. 

At the political level an institutional motive was agreement 
between several parties that European cooperation in 
science, including astronomy, would help promote Eureopean 
integration. Hybrid researchers, members of national research 
councils and institutes played an important role in mediating 
between the realms of science and politics. In the immediate 
postwar era smaller countries, with earlier German chauvinism 
(also in science) still fresh in mind, were interested in seeing 
Federal Republic of Germany integrated into and contained by 
the European community. Thus reintegrating, while containing 
Germany became a major consideration that tipped the scales 
in a positive direction for the realization of ESO. Indeed it 
is no coincidence that ESO’s first Director General was the 
eminent German Astronomer Otto Heckmann (1901-1983). 
Grounded in political will that flowed from different interests 
in the various countries concerned, it was possible to arrive 
at a formula for cost-sharing at the economic level, and, at 
the administrative level, an organizational and management 
structure that was acceptable to all parties.

FAILURE OF THE EUROPEAN ANTARCTIC PROJECT (EAP) 1970/75

In the decade after IGY at least four related factors 
converged to raise interest in European scientific collaboration 
in the Antarctic. First of all new technological developments 
made it possible to pursue new research agendas. Secondly 
there was a shift form description and observation to 
an interest in explaining processes, such as changes in 
mass balance of glacial ice sheets. Thirdly an epistemic 
differentiation took place on the disciplinary landscape within 
the sciences, with glaciology becoming more prominent. In 
this connection, fourthly, mission orientation of science in 
the wake of reformulations of economic and environmental 
motives for research was also important, allowing glaciology 
to play a special role in advancing the understanding of 
environmental change.25

In the early 1970s several new international research 
programmes were working. In May 1969 the US, USSR, 
Australia and France joined together in the International 
Antarctic Glaciological Programme (IGAP, with the UK joining 
1972), focusing on East Antarctica, e.g., the Vostok ice dome. 
In 1970 an ad hoc group led by glaciologist J.H. Zumberge 
within SCAR set up the Ross Shelf Ice Project (RISP), and 
later a Filchner-Ronne Ice Shelf Project (FRISP) was set up, 
involving Germany, UK, USSR and USA. A project, Glaciology 
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of the Antarctic Peninsula (GAP) involving the UK, Argentina, 
Chile and USA later emerged in 1973 out of as symposium at 
SPRI in Cambridge where airborne radio echo sounding and 
isotope analysis of ice cores were discussed. Throughout there 
were significant efforts to standardize methods in glaciology, 
with the IAGP producing comprehensive standardization 
guidelines endorsed by SCAR in 1972: measurement methods 
along traverse lines, geophysical meassurements, i.e. radar, 
seismic refraction profiles, magnetic profiling, physical and 
chemical properties of ice, traces of radioactivity.26 It is in 
this context the significance of the idea of a joint European 
glaciological project may be appreciated.

Initially the idea of a European Antarctic Project came up 
during the SCAR meeting and symposium on earth sciences 
held in Oslo 1970. At that meeting there was discussion both 
of geology and mineral deposits but also the question of 
environmental change that might have left traces in the 
archive of the Antarctic ice sheet. Tony van Autenboer and 
Hugo Decleir, two veterans of the Belgian IGY expedition to 
Antarctica sounded the idea out with a French researcher, 
Jacques Nougier who suggested the Council of Europe (CoE, 
a body created in 1949) might be interested. This led to a 
preliminary meeting hosted in Brussels (3 November 1970) 
chaired by Baron Gaston de Gerlache Gomery who later 
became the Chairman of the “Bureau” of a European working 
group for polar research under the auspices of the Committee 
on Science and Technology (CST) of the CoE. At the time 
it was noted how only two European countries maintained 
permanent research stations in Antarctica (France and the 
UK), and that three other countries (Norway, Belgium and the 
Netherlands) had a constant interest but only intermittant 
activity. (W) Germany, Italy, Sweden and Switzerland also 
expressed interests.

Increasing sophistication of research and prohibitive 
costs of logistic and technical support had made it virtually 
impossible for smaller countries to maintain a permanent effort 
except as part of a joint European effort. When articulated 
the concept was soon linked to environmentalist interests. 
A central task was ice core drilling to facilitate studies of 
past climate change and predicting future change including 
the influence of human activities, much along the lines of 
EPICA twenty years later. 

Such a project, it was decided, might play an important role, 
providing several more countries a possibility of participating 
in and developing what “would represent a spectacular and 
significant manifestation of l’esprit européen”.27 With travel 
and hospitality costs funded by the European Council’s CST 
the Working Party for European Polar Research (WPEPR) 
consisting of scientists plus a CST representative held at 
least 16 meeting in various European cities from 1970/74, 
with most intensity in Paris from the Autum of 1972 to the 
Spring of 1973.28 A draft report was widely circulated.29 
The scientific concept that evolved concentrated on deep 
drilling, first and foremost in what appears to be the area 
of present day Dome Fuji on Dronning Maud Land (DML). 
This was to be supplemented by several traverses along 
three types of lines, viz. glacial ice-flow lines, dividing lines 
between major ice field regions, and lines following 2500 

m elevation contours. In addition the plan called for drilling 
on the ice-shelf, a geodetic programme and a radio-echo 
program.30 Operations would be during the austral summer 
seasons over a period of five years. 

At the first Paris meeting (1971) of the European polar 
working group glaciologist Claude Lorius and Hans Oerschger 
(1927-1998) emphasized the importance of the climatic 
environment in the world as a factor conditioning human 
life, pointing the great signficance of the Antarctic venture 
in this context,31 an argument that made an impact at 
the CoE.32 However intergovernmental consensus was not 
forthcoming. The main obstacle was the great expense, 
and failure to come to an agreement with regard to the 
project’s managerial structure and the financial formula 
for sharing the cost between participating countries. The 
problem was the larger countries. Having decided to join 
the IAGP Britain withdrew from the EAP effort already in 
June 1972, saying that it was prepared to help but did not 
want to be an official partner since the latter entailed costs 
that would cut severely into the normal operating budget of 
the British Antarctic Survey. Britain also committed itself 
to a program for the Glaciology of the Antarctic Peninsula 
(GAP), a venture that was politically more important since 
it covered the region of British Antarctic territorial claims. 
Furthermore the Scott Polar Research Institute (SPRI) had 
become heavily involved in a very fruitful collaborative effort 
with US scientists and Danish radio engineers in pioneering 
activities to successively map bedrock profiles under the 
Antarctic icesheet over vast areas of the continent using 
airborne radio echo techniques (radioglaciology it was also 
called in some scientific and engineering circles at the 
time). In this effort the US Navy provided the planes and 
logistical support while the National Science Foundation 
in Washington was responsible for a major portion of the 
funding. Collaboration with the US proved to be simpler and 
cheaper while yielding substasntial scientific payoff. 

The German delegate to the EAP working group meetings 
Walther Hofmann (1920-1993) had his sights set upon an 
expedition to Greenland and succeeded in getting his 
government to vote against a joint European Antarctic 
endeavour. Therewith the 3 million US dollars it was hoped 
Germany would contribute also fell away. France on the 
other hand became all the more adamant as the rightful 
defender of the European standard. Representatives of 
smaller countries like Belgium worked hard to revamp the 
project and, in response to a request in 1974 by the CoE 
(before a final decision in 1975) scaled it down to a more 
acceptable level of costs by extending the timeframe from 
five to seven years. 

It was not only the high cost that constituted a stumbling 
block. There were also technological difficulties. First of 
all, at the time technology for ice core drilling had not yet 
been sufficiently developed to meet the requirements of 
deep drilling at temperatures below minus forty degrees 
centigrade. Secondly, for logistics purposes in the earlier plan 
there was a need for a large ski-equipped transport aircraft 
of type CL 130, something only the US Navy possessed.33 
Some delegates argued that the EAP should be converted 
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to participation in the IAGP instead, since there the two 
superpowers supplied long distance logistics. French scientists 
put a lot of energy into trying to shape up the original plan 
of 1972 to make it acceptable. The German representative 
Walther Hofmann in particular was strongly opposed to their 
rationalist top-down approach.34 A professor in geodesy 
who had experience from Greenland, he was moreover not 
interested in Antarctica and pushed for a project on Greenland 
instead, arguing that it was much closer and less costly. In 
that case the US might even be relied on for long distance 
transport of equipment. 

Against the French “integrated” model Hofmann introduced 
an “à la carte” model of financing and management according 
to which each country would be responsible on both counts for 
only a part or parts of the scientific programme. His motivation 
was that it could not be expected that national institutions 
and funding bodies “promote the means of research work 
which is carried out and exploited by other countries”.35 
Big country chauvinism thus ended up undermining the 
whole enterprise. Van Autenboer’s conclusion in retrospect 
is that the greatest fault all along lay in the failure to do 
the extensive political groundwork needed for a project 
like this.36 Also the role of individual personalities and their 
interests turned out to be important. Hofmann, for example, 
turned out to be the wrong man for the role of “delegate” 
on behalf of West Germany.37 

Despite a good scientific programme and a constructive 
approach to logistics the plan came to naught and was 
abandoned in 1975. The CoE for its part was relieved when 
Norway offered to finance a European pilot study on Spitsbergen 
before anything else was done.38 Substantial parts of the 
scientific program that was developed however found their 
way into other international programs. When EPICA did come 
into being it was in large measure thanks to much better 
political groundwork and the fact that two of its major 
champions, Gothilf Hempel of West Germany and Claude 
Lorius of France acting in unison, among other at the Grand 
Challenges conference in Bremen September 1994.39 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

CERN and ESO were established to assure European 
indepence and the cost in each case was justified by the 
scientific and political returns. The EAP on the other hand 
is a case of a missed opportunity, or possibly a good idea 
hatched too early. Although a failure it remains an important 
forerunner to EPICA. At the same time it cleary indicates how 
international scientific cooperation when it reaches a certain 
scale does not create itself but is dependent on a combination 
of political will, scientific diplomacy and energetic efforts 
on the part of a small group of leading scientists, some of 
them acting as champions on behalf of a new enterprise. 
The political groundwork also has to be well prepared, 
and the level of technological development as well as the 
role of leading personalities is also important ingredients 
to consider. The framework for international scientific 
collaboration lain by the Antarctic Treaty Organization has 
been a boon to many interesting ideas for intergovernmental 

collaboration. Ultimately however changing conjunctures in 
geopolitics can make or break possible implementation of such 
collaboration in any individual case. This is a lesson that has 
to be remembered and viewed in the longterm perspective 
of an institutionalization of Antarctic polar research.
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FOOTNOTES

1 Ziman (1994). The old Mertonian norms are intellectual 
Communism, Universalism, Distinterestedness and Organized 
Skepticism (CUDOS). 
2 Kuhn (1962; 2nd ed. 1970).
3 Geopolitics and “geopolitical” are terms that are frequently 
used in both political science and human/political geography, 
whence it has a variety of specific meanings within the 
academic discipline in question. In the present chapter the 
term is used more loosely to refer to the relationship between 
political interests, territorial claims on the global map and 
immediate or potential economic interests as inscribed in 
the foreign policy of a nation or several nations in mutal 
agreement or disagreement. The emphasis is on geography 
and political boundaries, claims of sovereignty and influence 
or control over territory as strategic objectives. In Antarctica 
science is a vehicle for several aspects in this process.
4 Elzinga (1993a: 9).
5 The Convention on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine 
Living Resources (CCAMLR) came into force in 1982.
6 Beck (1986), Lewander (2004).
7 Osherenko & Young (2005).
8 Elzinga (1992), Elzinga (1993a:83) & Elzinga (1993b).
9 See the title in Elzinga (1993a).
10 Elzinga (1985), also Elzinga (1997).
11 Ostreng (1989: 89), cited and further developed in Bohlin 
(1991).
12 Walton (1987: 61-64).
13 Elzinga (1993a).
14 Fuchs (1982: 322).
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15 Byrd cited by Mickleburg (1987: 143).
16 Station counts vary. The figure given here is based on a 
table in T.J. Wilson (1961); see also Walton (1987: 55).
17 Ley (1962: 173-176).
18 See further Elzinga (2007).
19 White House Press Secretary 1971: 551.
20 Lüdecke (2001), Elzinga (2004).
21 Elzinga (1993), also see Beck (2004).
22 Gowing & Arnold (1974) cited in Elzinga (1996: 106).
23 Blaauw (1991).
24 The role of the Ford Foundation has recently been discussed 
by John Krige in a paper to the Annual History of Science 
Conference, held in Vancouver BC, November 2-6, 2006. I am 
grateful to Krige for letting me consult a preliminary version 
of his paper; see also Krige (2006, Chapter 6).
25 These four background factors and a more detailed 
account of the attempt to launch EAP will be taken up in 
a later paper which will also take the story forward to the 
establishment and success of EPICA that came to replace 
its failed forerunner a couple of decades later.
26 Nuclear bomb tests carried out elsewhere on the globe, 
trace studies started 1953, e.g., E. Picciotto of Belgium 
(Picciotti & Wilgain, 1953). 
27 Nougier et al. (1971: 115).
28 Swithenbank (1995) who served as a vice chairman and 
attended almost all meetings.
29 CoE (Nov 1971 a).
30 CoE/CA (Jan 1971: 23-25). [not in referemce list]
31 CoE/S&T (June 1971: 3).
32 CoE/CA (Jan 1973: 16-17); Van Autenboer (1974).
33 CoE/CA (Jan 1973: logistic plan, pp. 26-27).
34 Fleischmann (2005: 161).
35 CoE (June 1972: 2). Missing in reference list
36 Van Autenboer in interview made by B.P. Abbink.
37 Much later Autenboer had contact with the German official, 
Prof. H. Flohn, who had received Hofmann’s negative account 
of the discussions and transmitted it to his government thus 
influencing the negative German decision. Retrospectively, 
when given Autenboer’s account this official said he regretted 
the situation and negative position taken by Germany (van 
Autenboer, personal communication).
38 “The Comittee has since been informed that the Working 
Party on Polar Research has been making further enquires 
and has now concluded, thanks to a generous offer from the 
Norweegian Polar Institute, a pilot study should be carried out 
in the Arctic (Svalbard) before submitting any revised plan 
for an expedition to the Antarctic. This study would involve 
no operational costs for the Council of Europe budget and 
administrative expenses would be met from appropriations 
already allocated” (CoE/PA April 1975).
39 “European Conference on Grand Challenges in Ocean and 
Polar Science” Hempel (1995).
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The proceedings of the 2nd SCAR Workshop on the History of Antarctic Research 
published in a special edition of the Chilean Antarctic Institute Bulletin reflect 
the final product of such workshop and, as indicated by their Editor, Cornelia 

Lüdecke, in her introduction, are a compilation of the presentations made at the work-
shop, where other activities mentioned by the Editor also took place.

At the Workshop, also attended by Jan Huber, Executive Secretary of the Antarctic 
Treaty and a member of his staff, two book presentations of historical relevance were 
made: La Antártica y el Año Geofísico Internacional. Percepciones desde fuentes chilenas 
1954-1958 a chronological selection of articles published in the Chilean press before 
and after the IGY, by Mauricio Jara, Consuelo León and Jason K. Moore, all of them par-
ticipants in the workshop was introduced by Professor Alberto Sepúlveda, University of 
Chile. In addition to the journalistic chronicles, relevant Chilean diplomatic documents 
and Chilean Navy documents are included in this selection of sources. 

Another interesting book, Los Descubrimientos Geográficos Antárticos Argentinos (2005), 
was presented by its author Cnl. Adolfo E. Quevedo Paiva, member of the Argentinian 
Academy of International Affairs. While the book describes the discovery of Antarctica 
and the main Argentine landmarks thereof, its most significant contribution is the 
identification of important discoveries made by Argentina in the Weddell Sea and the 
Antarctic Plateau towards the South Pole, between 1954-56.

Mention must be made of Dr. Ricardo Capdevila, a specialist in Nordenskjöld´s 
Antarctic voyage, Permanent Secretary for many years of the Iberoamerican Antarctic 
Historians Meetings, whose abstract was received but who unfortunately died before 
being able to attend the workshop. Since then, another misfortune took place. His disciple 
Eugenio Genest, from the Argentinean Antarctic Institute, presented his paper The Polar 
Years: the path from Exploration to Cooperation, presently included in these proceedings 
in a revised version entitled History of the Argentine Scientific Research in Antarctica, but 
sadly also passed away recently.

In addition to the Editor and President of the SCAR Action Group History of Antarctic 
Research, Cornelia Lüdecke, Jason Kendall Moore, who assisted with the revision of the 
proceedings, and Reiner Canales, Editor of INACH’s Antarctic Bulletin, must be thanked 
for their valuable contribution. 

Appendix



Harley Benavente Poblete
Harley Benavente Poblete was born in 1970 in Punta Arenas, in the Magallanes 

region of southern Chile. He is a graduate architect and watercolourist. For 
some time he has practiced architecture privately, whether working alone or in 
the company of other architects. Recently, he participated in the development 
of the ENAP (Empresa Nacional del Petróleo, the Chilean National Oil Company) 
Bioclimate building, which won a prize from the Chilean National Energy 
Efficiency Program and was one of the ten distinguished projects in the latest 
Architecture Biennial. Together with his associate, architect Danilo Kusanovic, 
Harley established his architectural studio in Punta Arenas, where he currently 
works on various commercial and sports infrastructure projects. 

Harley lectured in architectural theory and methods of graphical expression 
at the School of Architecture at the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile 
(Pontifical Catholic University of Chile in Santiago), and at the School of 
Architecture at the main campus of ARCIS University, at Castro, on the island 
of Chiloé. 

Harley has worked in watercolours for twenty years. His works make up part 
of several collections in the Magallanes region of Chile and in other countries. 
In addition, he has given several one-man art shows and has done several 
series of paintings, including thematic, historical, and nature categories. In 
2008 he won the first prize in the Eighth National Watercolour Art Exhibition 
in Valdivia, which is the Chile’s principal watercolour art event. 

COVER

“The Rescue”
It is noon on Elephant Island, in the Antarctic. Shellfish soup for lunch. 
In the “living room” - made from an upturned rowboat covered with canvas, 

the castaways have grown accustomed to leaving the urine bucket next to the 
door, and the last one to use it empties it when he leaves the shelter.

Suddenly, there are shouts of joy – something wonderful has taken place: 
a boat is visible on the horizon. And that boat, led by Ernest Shackleton 
himself, draws closer. They are saved! 

Months of isolation come to an end in just a few minutes. The 22 men are 
rescued, safe and sound, through the skillful maneuvering of Captain Luis 
Pardo, at the helm of the “Yelcho,” a tender belonging to the Chilean Navy. 

And so Chile is written into the history of Antarctica, and begins to exercise 
its sovereign control over the Frozen Continent. 

Harley Benavente, Architect-Watercolourist. 
Figure Nº 13 in the series “Shackleton’s Adventure”.

Watercolour on cotton paper, 29 x 38 cm, 2004.
Courtesy of José Nogueira Hotel, Shackleton’s Bar, Punta Arenas.

1. The departure of the Endurance 3. Trapped in the ice

4. The crew leaves the Endurance

8. The James Caird leaves Elephant Island for help

THE CHILEAN ANTARCTIC BULLETIN USES FONTS TCL 355 (TITLES) AND DIGNA (TEXT), CREATED BY CHILEAN DESIGNERS TONO ROJAS AND RODRIGO RAMÍREZ RESPECTIVELY.
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