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The Cold War 
Justice being taken away, then, what are 

kingdoms but great robberies?
St Augustine

I          N LATE 1977,  A VERY PREGNANT 
Argentine woman named Silvia de Palma 
was dispatched by her government to the 
frigid, inhospitable wasteland of Antarctica.    
     It was not a prison sentence.
     Earlier that year, Augusto Pinochet— 
president of Argentina’s traditional rival 
Chile—had paid a brief visit to Chile’s 
sizeable Antarctic Base to assert his country’s 
dominance on the continent. De Palma’s all 
expenses paid ‘holiday on ice’ was designed 
to counter Chile’s advance with an even 
bolder move: by virtue of having Argentine 
parents and being the first native-born 
citizen of Antarctica, Emilio Palma, born 
two months later, arguably could lay claim 
to the entire continent for his homeland.                                               

                 Paul Nicklen, National Geographic       

      Not surprisingly, Chile—as well as the 
five other countries with long-standing 
territorial claims on Antarctica—were not 
amused, but Argentina wasn’t joking around.
It is illegal in Argentina to display a map of 
the country that doesn’t include the section 
of Antarctica that the nation claims is theirs. 
     Ever since the first human—American 
seal hunter John Davis—allegedly made the 
first Antarctic landing in 1821, the continent 
has been a unique sort of legal ‘No Man’s 
Land,’ simultaneously owned by no one 
and claimed by nearly everyone. 
     The 1961 Antarctic Treaty, signed by 53  
countries, ‘froze’ claims to the existing 
seven claimants: Argentina, Chile, Australia, 
New Zealand, Norway, France, and the UK. 
But the agreement is only a stopgap measure: 
it neither denies or legally enshrines existing 
claims, and merely forbids any new claims 
being made while the treaty is in force.



   The official map of Antarctic claims looks 
like a partially-nibbled pizza, with most of 
the slices meeting at the South Pole.   
    The Antarctic Treaty prohibits weapon-
ization or colonization, dedicating the 
continent to the the peaceful pursuit of 
science—a legal loophole which has spurred 
the establishment of nearly a hundred 
research outposts by thirty different nations, 
only a few of which actually conduct any 
real science. The rest are solely an excuse to 
plant the national flag. (Instances are 

common of flags mysteriously disappearing 
or being replaced by a rival country’s flag.)
     Ironically, much Antarctic research is 
dedicated to studying climate change, the 
accumulating effects of which are in large 
part the cause of the land scramble itself. 
The continent’s millions of penguins and 
seals have recently been joined by several 
thousand humans mainly due to the increas-
ingly accessible cornucopia of resources 
lying offshore or under the melting ice. 
     Like the similarly disputed region 
surrounding the globe’s Northern pole, these 
potentially include large amounts of oil and 
gas, minerals, fresh water and fish—as well 
as equally large numbers of tourists.
    The Treaty bans all mining until 2048,  
but that has arguably only stoked the desire 
for signatories to preserve their claims with 
dubiously justified activity, and in the 
process encouraged a tendency to overlook 
routine environmental infringements. 
(Despite its pristine landscape, Antarctica is 
the least protected place on the planet, with 
only 1.5% of its ice-free portion formally 
designated as environmental reserve.)   
     Lacking any permanent settlements, 
Antarctica is nonetheless the best-mapped 
region on Earth, with over 37, 000 place 
names labelling the most obscure feature in 
every corner of the continent—many sport-
ing several names in differing languages.

   Most land claims result from pioneering 
exploration efforts, although Argentina and 
Chile bolster their claims by pointing out 
that the Antarctic Peninsula, geologically-
speaking, is a continuation of the Andes, the 
mountain range dividing the two countries.
    Less convincingly, some Danish fans of 
the heavy metal band Metallica suggest the 
band’s 2013 concert for Antarctic researchers 
justifies a claim based on the band’s drummer 
hailing from Denmark. (Besides not being an 
original Antarctic Treaty claimant, Denmark 
already lays claim to territory 50 times its size 
in the form of equally remote Greenland.)
    One enterprising Brazilian has proposed a 
novel way of resolving the dispute between 
Chile and Argentina by employing the legal 

principle of ‘frontage.’ Under this system, 
any country with open seas access to 
Antarctica would have a legitimate claim 
along its meridianally-bound sector. 
(Suspiciously, this results in Brazil having a 
larger slice than either Chile or Argentina—or 
indeed, any other South American country.)
    On the other hand, applying this method 
to the entire globe results in no less than 47 
countries with a potential claims, including 
such unlikely candidates as Mexico and 
Mozambique. (Europeans would doubtless 
fail to support such a scheme, however, with 
Iceland the only European country included.)
    Some territorial claims under the existing 
treaty overlap—most notably, Argentina and 
the UK, which is a bit worrying, as they 
already went to war in 1962 over ownership 
of the nearby Falkland Islands.   
     Under an extended ‘frontage’ system, the
perennial conflict in places like the Middle 
East would threaten to spill further afield, as 

many antagonists in the region with claims 
would share common boundaries—among 
them India, Pakistan, and Iran. It would 
probably be only a matter of time until 

someone declared an Icelamic Republic. ◾


