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The	University	Centre	in	Svalbard	

Written	exam	SH-201	The	History	of	Svalbard	
Monday	10th	of	February	2020,	hours:	09.00-12.00	

	
Permitted	aids:	none,	except	dictionary	between	English	and	mother	tongue.		

	
The	exam	is	a	3-hour	written	test.	It	consists	of	two	parts:	Part	I	is	a	multiple-choice	test	of	factual	
knowledge.	This	sheet	with	answers	to	part	I	shall	be	handed	in.	Part	II	(see	below)	is	an	essay	
part	where	you	write	extensively	about	one	of	two	alternative	subjects.	You	may	answer	in	English,	
Norwegian,	Swedish	or	Danish.	
			Part	I	weighs	approximately	1/3	and	part	II	weighs	2/3	but	the	overall	performance	will	be	
evaluated	to	produce	a	collective	grade.	Both	parts	must	be	passed	in	order	to	pass	the	whole	exam.	

Part	I:	Multiple-choice	test.	Make	only	one	cross	for	each	question.	

1.	 According	to	the	“Viking”	hypothesis,	
Svalbard	was	discovered	in…?	 o	1096	 x	1194	 o	1196	

2.	 How	many	people	on	Barentsz’	
expedition	1596-1597	survived?	 o	8	 x	12	 o	15	

3.	 Which	was	the	first	species	to	be	
exploited	commercially	on	Svalbard?	 o	Polar	bears	 o	Whales	 x	Walrus	

4.	 Land-based	whaling	on	Svalbard	ended	…	 x	ca.	1650	 o	ca.	1750	 o	ca.	1850	
5.	 Russians	stopped	hunting	and	trapping	…	 o	ca.	1800	 x	ca.	1850	 o	ca.	1900	
6.	 Parry’s	Polar	expedition	took	place	in…	 o	1765	 o	1773	 x	1827	

7.	 Who	headed	the	catastrophic	polar	
expedition	with	an	airship	in	1928?	 o	Wellman	 o	Amundsen	 x	Nobile	

8.	 How	many	states	signed	the	original	
Svalbard	Treaty	in	1920?	 x	9	 o	17	 o	40	

9.	 How	many	mining	companies	produced	
coal	on	Svalbard	in	1930?	 x	1	 o	2	 o	3	

10.	 When	were	the	first	five	big	national	
parks	and	nature	reserves	established?	 x	1973	 o	1982	 o	2001	

11.	 When	was	Svalbard	Airport	opened	for	
regular	traffic?	 o	1965	 x	1975	 o	1985	

12.	 How	many	people	live	on	Svalbard	today?	 o	ca.	2000	 x	ca.	3000	 o	ca.	4000	
	

Part	II:	Choose	and	answer	one	of	the	following	questions:	

A. The	Svalbard	Treaty	
Describe	how	the	political	and	legal	status	of	Svalbard	has	changed	through	history.	Outline	
the	process	that	lead	to	the	signing	of	the	Svalbard	Treaty	in	1920,	and	the	main	principles	of	
the	agreement.	Discuss	how	and	why	it	was	Norway	that	got	the	sovereignty.	
	
or:	
	

B. Science	on	Svalbard		
Describe	the	main	lines	of	how	scientific	research	developed	on	Svalbard	from	its	beginning	
to	the	present	day.	Discuss	the	influence	that	scientific	activity	has	had	on	the	development	
of	modern	Svalbard	with	regard	to	politics,	economy	and	communities.	How	important	is	
science	on	Svalbard	today,	and	why?	
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A. The Svalbard Treaty 
Introduction 
For more than three hundred years, from its discovery in 1596 and until 1920, the 
Svalbard islands were a no man’s land – a terra nullius. The Spitsbergen (or Svalbard) 
Treaty of 1920 changed this status, granting sovereignty to Norway, who formally took 
over in 1925 and proclaimed Svalbard an integral part of the kingdom. Although 
seriously challenged by World War II, the treaty has held its own for nearly a hundred 
years. 
Norway’s sovereignty according to the Treaty has not been seriously questioned, save for 
the exceptional circumstances during the Second World War. The German attacks on and 
use of Svalbard in 1941-1945 was a clear breach of the Treaty. Also, the Soviet demand 
in 1944 to set the Treaty out of force was a challenge, but this crisis blew over after the 
war. In the following we shall concentrate on the development until the enforcement of 
the Treaty in 1925. 
From discovery to ‘terra nullius’ 
A Dutch expedition under the leadership of Willem Barentsz discovered Bjørnøya and 
Spitsbergen in June 1596. The Dutch did not, however, claim any kind of sovereignty 
over the area at the time. When whaling started in Svalbard waters in the second decade 
of the 17th century, there were some conflicts over access and rights among participating 
nations. In 1613 the English insisted on exclusive rights to whaling, partly because they 
started the activity and partly because they – falsely – claimed to have discovered the 
islands in 1553, during Hugh Willoughby’s expedition. To underpin their claim, Svalbard 
was called “King James His new Land” in honour of the king of England. The Dutch 
protested heavily, both against the alleged British discovery and against the very concept 
of annexation of a remote area like this. Relying on Hugo Grotius’ principles of mare 
liberum, the free open seas, they denied that anyone could claim sovereignty over these 
waters. The Danish-Norwegian king Christian IV also maintained a general sovereignty 
over the “Northern Seas” based on ancient historical rights on Greenland and in the North 
Atlantic. He also sent a few naval ships to Svalbard to try and collect taxes from the 
whalers but was largely ignored. Following a local agreement among the whaling fleet 
commanders in 1618, Svalbard became in practice an ‘international commons’ and 
acquired over the years a legal status as terra nullius. This situation remained unchanged 
for some 250 years. 

The Spitsbergen issue 
Based on an initiative from A.E. Nordenskiöld, who sought the protection of the king for 
his planned colony at Kapp Thordsen, the Swedish government in 1871 inquired 
European states whether they would object to an annexation of Spitsbergen to Norway. 
At this time, Norway and Sweden were in a personal union under the Swedish king. 
Norway was somewhat sceptical, whereas most other governments were either positively 
inclined or uninterested. Russia, however, protested, and the initiative was abandoned. 
During the 1890s public opinion in Norway leaned more towards an annexation, partly 
inspired by the polar expeditions of Nansen. When the union with Sweden was dissolved 
in 1905, this became a part of the foreign policy program of the young, independent 
Norwegian government. Preliminary conferences were called in Kristiania (Oslo) in 1910 
and 1912, where Norway, Sweden and Russia were supposed to draft an international 
treaty. The proposed a joint administration by the three states, a so-called condominium. 
Finally, in 1914 an international conference assembled in Kristiania to solve the 
“Spitsbergen issue”, but no agreement was reached. 
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During World War I Norwegian economic interests on Svalbard grew, and Norway raised 
the question of sovereignty at the peace conference in Paris in 1919. On 9 February 1920 
the Spitsbergen Treaty was signed by nine states, giving Norway “full and absolute 
sovereignty” over the archipelago, but granting excessive rights to citizens of the 
signatory states. The treaty of 1920 gave sovereignty to Norway but did not envisage a 
particular regime or administration – that was up to Norway to decide. I took the better 
part of five years to work out an arrangement. Norway formally assumed sovereignty on 
14 August 1925, at which point the treaty and the associated Mining Code, as well as the 
Norwegian Law on Svalbard, was enforced. Svalbard, as the Spitsbergen archipelago now 
was renamed, thus changed status from a no man’s land to an integral part of Norway. 
Principles of Svalbard Treaty 
The ‘Treaty concerning Spitsbergen’ (Svalbard Treaty) of 9 February 1920 consists of 10 
articles and an addendum. The main principles of the agreement are, first, ‘full and 
absolute’ sovereignty for Norway, which means that Norwegian laws and regulations 
alone prevail in the area. Second, the principle of non-discrimination means that citizens 
of all signatory states enjoy equal access and rights with regard to many forms of 
economic activity. Taxation is limited to what is needed for local administration and 
services. Third, Svalbard may only be utilized for peaceful purposes. The treaty grants 
rights to citizens of states, not to states themselves. 
The Svalbard Treaty is open for accession. It was originally signed by nine states but 
there are now 44 signatories. The Treaty presupposes the creation of regulations for 
mining activity (the Mining Code) and there are procedures for establishing property 
rights (addendum). 
The Treaty applies to the Svalbard islands and their territorial waters, now 12 nautical 
miles. Due to developments in the Law of the Sea Norway has been able to expand her 
sea territory greatly, and in 1977 also declared a 200 NM fishery protection zone around 
Svalbard. Norway claims full sovereignty over sea and continental shelf in this area, but 
this is disputed by other states.  

Why Norwegian sovereignty? 
From 1905 to World War I Norway worked carefully, but steadily to gain influence on 
Svalbard. It was the Norwegian government that initiated the political process to solve the 
question of administration, clearly with an ambition to acquire a leading position – 
hopefully, even to gain sovereignty. This proved to be an unlikely or impossible outcome 
before the war, as particularly Sweden and Russia wanted a hand on the steering wheel. 
The Spitsbergen Conferences 1910–14 proved that full Norwegian sovereignty was 
unrealistic at that time. 
The events during and after the war changed the political situation. Norwegian economic 
interests on Svalbard had grown and become predominant. At the Paris peace conference 
in 1919 Norway put forward a desire for full sovereignty. Norway’s merchant fleet made 
a significant war effort on the allied side, and so Norway enjoyed considerable good-will 
among the victorious great powers. Germany and Russia, who had both opposed 
Norwegian pretentions before the war, were barred from taking part in the negotiations. 
There was a general will at the peace conference to solve remaining territorial issues, of 
which Spitsbergen was but one. As long as the treaty secured the acquired rights and 
interests of the various nations’ citizens and the area was held outside of big politics, it 
seemed a practical solution to grant sovereignty to neutral Norway, who as the only state 
had put forward a claim. There is an element of compensation as well, in view of 
Norway’s losses during the war. 
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C. Science on Svalbard 
Introduction 
If one defines scientific research simply as ‘the systematic collection and appraisal of 
knowledge’, then science have age-old traditions on Svalbard – maybe all the way back 
to the observations of Friderich Martens aboard a whaling ship in 1671. What is 
perceived as science is relative to the contemporary context. Here, we shall focus on the 
development of modern science on Svalbard, meaning expeditions and activity with the 
primary purpose of studying natural phenomena and gathering scientific data. 
What is polar research? 
Polar research as a specific term that probably originated in Germany in the 19th century – 
“Polarforschung” became almost a scientific discipline of its own. Today, however, we 
realize that polar research is not defined as a particular discipline but has a geographical 
definition: research that is dedicated to polar areas of the world. Typically, it is field 
based, multidisciplinary, international and very expensive. It is also typical that polar 
research is motivated by more than scientific curiosity; individual and national prestige, 
economic and political interests are also important. Nonetheless, international 
cooperation is prevalent in polar research. 
Karl Weyprecht and Georg von Neumayer’s initiative in the 1870s to organize the first 
International Polar Year (IPY) in 1882–83 was a turning point in making polar research 
more focussed on science, less on heroic exploration and discovery. There were twelwe 
observatories around the Arctic. On Svalbard the Swedes manned the station at Kapp 
Thordsen, with great success. This first IPY was a break-through for international 
cooperation on polar research. 

 
Phases in Svalbard’s history of science 
The (scientific) exploration of Svalbard may be divided into different phases. 
1596–1720:  
This phase covers Barentsz’ first discovery and the initial geographical exploration and 
mapping of Svalbard. Though the expeditions were not, or rarely, motivated by scientific 
goals, they laid the foundation for including Svalbard into the known world and future 
research. 

1720–1850: 
The 18th century was ‘the Age of Reason’ and stimulated the development of natural 
sciences and systematic research. Making inventories of the natural world became a 
priority. Expeditions that came to Svalbard in this phase often had as their primary goal to 
reach high latitudes and set geographical records but also often contained a varied 
scientific program for collection and measurement. 
1850–1900:  
What we can call the breakthrough of modern Svalbard science took place in the second 
half of the 19th century. This was the first “golden age” of research and Sweden more or 
less acquired a hegemony by sending many scientific expeditions to the area. The Swedes 
also conducted the first purely scientific wintering on Svalbard, during the IPY in 1882-
1883. 
1900–1945:  
Scientific activity on Svalbard expanded greatly in the early 20th century, with 
expeditions from many nations. Systematic mapping of topography and resources played 
an important part. Geological survey went hand in hand with land claims, paving the way 
for future mineral extraction. Norwegian Svalbard research grew rapidly and took a 
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leading role, although other nations were active too. The economic crisis in the inter-war 
period, however, represented a set-back for science. 
1945–today:  
After the Second World War science slowly gained momentum, and Svalbard gradually 
turned in to a popular platform for international research.  “Big science” was introduced 
already in the 1960s with the ESRO station in Ny-Ålesund, whereas environmental 
research became a priority from the 1970s and 1980s. Since the mid 2000s climate 
research has dominated the scientific agenda. 
As we have demonstrated, the scientific profile of Svalbard research has changed over 
time. Initially, geographical exploration and mapping was top priority – everybody 
needed a good map to document their observations. From the mid 19th century geology 
and geophysics were at the forefront. Resource geology became important around the 
turn of the century, and also had political implications in the struggle for sovereignty over 
Svalbard. Since the 1970s environmental research, not least biology, has expanded. One 
reason was the introduction of large environment protection areas in 1973. Today, 
environment and climate related research dominate Svalbard science. 
The role of science on Svalbard 
Science has played an important role in Svalbard’s general history. It helped increase the 
scientific and public knowledge about the area in general but has also contributed in the 
basic understanding of global natural phenomena like glaciations, aurora, climate and so 
on.  
Scientific expeditions stimulated tourism and vice versa, and also gave a direct impetus to 
the development of a mining industry. Scientists themselves played a role in starting 
mining activities as well as providing information on mineral resources. Science has been 
a political factor for a long time. Presence and activity on Svalbard were regarded as 
expressions of national interests, not least in connection with the sovereignty question 
before the First World War. During the Cold War, science was a peaceful channel for 
cooperation under otherwise tense political relations between the East and the West. 
Nowadays, both China and India maintain permanent research activity in Ny-Ålesund – 
an indication of their ambitions to play a role in the Arctic. 
Today, research and education represent one of the main pillars of Svalbard’s economy as 
coal mining is receding. In Longyearbyen it represents around 15% of the work-years and 
both directly and indirectly generate economic activity. Also, in Barentsburg science is 
becoming an increasingly important factor. Huge investments in research infrastructure 
and communications have benefited the communities. From a social and cultural 
perspective, the fact that UNIS provides local community life with some two hundred 
international students throughout the year is of great importance. 
 

 


