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Introduction


Imagined Geographies


Is the world upside down?
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Not so very long ago, our maps had mythical creatures lurking at their edge. While dragons and monsters stalked the land, deep-sea behemoths sought to break the ships and bones of anyone who ventured into their waters. Kraken and Leviathan lay in wait to drag vessels to their doom; sirens, serpents, giant sea pigs, and gargantuan lobsters haunted sailors’ dreams. These fantastical beasts adorned the cartographic imaginations of the medieval and Renaissance ages, with reports of monsters on the high seas becoming the legends imprinted onto maps. Myth and reality merged as these maps enticed adventurers to faraway lands to confirm the existence of such beasts and the riches that may lay undiscovered around them. If these tales proved true, then fame and fortune would surely follow.1


One by one, though, such monsters began to disappear from maps until, by end of the seventeenth century, they had all but died out. Advances in shipbuilding, navigation, and mapping techniques meant that Europe’s cartographers had learnt more about the world and how to render it with greater accuracy. An age of science and rationality superseded earlier artistic flourishes and imagined geographies.2 Still, these older maps remain full of meaning. Their carefully drawn creatures open up remarkable portals into the minds of the mapmakers, empire builders, adventurers, and sailors who once charted and traversed the globe. They reveal their hopes, fears, and anxieties before they were tamed by the new technologies that made known an as yet unknown world.


These representations of unexplored lands and their mythical inhabitants had the power to shape how people thought, dreamt, and talked about the world. Cartographic canvases blurred fact and fiction in their images of the world, in turn influencing how people behaved and acted within it. Today, such maps might appear alive with myth and exaggeration. But perhaps the medieval masters who created them shouldn’t be judged too harshly. For, what if our own world is shaped just as much by myth as theirs was? What if the maps and ideas used to understand the world in the present are just as actively misleading us?


A world of myths has traditionally belonged to the realm of the supernatural and the spiritual. Narratives of the birth, life, adventures, or death of a range of human characters were interwoven with those of gods, heroes, nymphs, naiads, elves, trolls, as well as animals and plants, in order to give meaning to the world.3 The rise of organised religion, followed by an age of science and reason, diminished the mystical qualities and meanings of these stories but myths have remained as alive as ever when it comes to how the world is ordered. Myths of Geography charts a set of myths for our current age, revealing their enduring power and how they are fundamental to how we understand the world and its geography.


Like the myths of antiquity, these myths are stories so powerfully ingrained in our consciousness that they can even stop us recognising that they are, in fact, products of our own active imaginations. Though today’s imagined geographies may be different from those of the past, they can just as readily send us on quixotic quests to El Dorado, or on journeys to slay dragons that never existed. This book considers some of the fundamental beliefs that define our lives and how they shape our experience of the world.4 It reveals that, in so many ways, ‘myth is geography’.5


Such myths are imagined geographies: understandings of the world – and its countries, continents, borders, and regions – that exist in each of our minds. These myths do not reflect the way the world actually is but how it is imagined to be. They appear all around us and are constantly repeated in images, books, stories, maps, textbooks, speeches, performances, films, and the media. Each of them informs how we both perceive and live in the world. But like the frightening monsters that once populated our maps, they don’t always tell us what is really out there but instead reveal our own preoccupations, desires, and anxieties. These myths are lenses through which we ourselves are reflected.6


The eight myths described in this book have been quietly absorbed since our earliest days as children gazing in fascination at a globe or colouring in maps and flags. Each chapter inverts some of our deep-seated assumptions about the world; and reveals how myths can more readily move mountains and create continents than any natural processes of physical geography. The following chapters recount the tall tales we tell ourselves about the world, asking what are the implications if taken-for-granted geographical ‘realities’ suddenly look less certain? If some of the most brilliant cartographers of the day once drew the world ‘upside down’, then what alternative ways of seeing might be out there? Could it be that some of the foundational assumptions held about the world are little more than make-believe? And what are the consequences of living in a world not as it actually is, but how we imagine it to be?


This book counters a prevailing and long-standing invention about the world: the notion of environmental determinism. Originating in Ancient Greece, this is the idea that the climate and the physical environment has an influence on human intelligence and societal development.7 It is a belief that was later particularly well suited to the racism and hierarchies of the colonial epoch and its need to justify imperial rule over distant lands and people. Centuries of deterministic thinking have meant that implicit biases about geography and the environment have proved to be troublingly persistent.8 They lead to a false assumption that geography is destiny and somehow the key to understanding the rise and fall of civilisations, the prevailing world order, and our geopolitical futures. In this essentialist account of the world, geography comes first, and the map follows it.


However, the connection between humans and geography is a multidirectional one. We have agency in shaping our world: from the sculpting of new landscapes, seen vividly in the reclaiming of land in the North Sea that has redrawn the borders of the Netherlands; or in the felling of the Amazon rainforest to create vast tracts of farmland. It can also be seen in the invention of new technologies, from nuclear weapons to drones, that render once strategic territories insignificant; and in our role in accelerating climate change and the profound shifts in the terrestrial and marine environment that will follow. This book places us, our imaginations, and our ingenuity back in geography. It demonstrates that we are not as bound by geography as we might think and that there is nothing inevitable or even accurate about the geography on the maps and atlases of the world that we have pored over since our schooldays. Rather, we have become captives to certain ways of thinking about and representing the world.


This book charts a world where geographical facts are not always what they seem. It journeys through space and time, from the dawn of the continents to the rise of China and war in Ukraine, ranging across Korea, Japan, Bhutan, Zimbabwe, China, Russia, Mexico, the United States, Antarctica, the Sahara, the South China Sea, and Central Asia. It unravels the spellbinding stories and myths that we keep telling ourselves about the world. This is no mere intellectual curiosity or thought experiment. For, only by seeing these myths for what they are can we begin to address the very real injustices, divisions, and environmental catastrophes facing us.


Chapter one introduces perhaps the biggest geographical myth of all: the continents. The shapes of the continents are so instantly recognisable that we can close our eyes and visualise their outlines. They appear clearly and neatly demarcated by the waters that surround them. However, ask even the most basic of questions and they soon start to fall apart. How many continents are there should have a simple answer but it depends on whether North and South America are considered as separate continents, or whether Antarctica is defined as a continent on its own. As for Oceania, which bits of Asia should be included in it? And without a sea or ocean to help us, the border between Europe and Asia is even more confusing, especially when the Ural Mountains diminish to nothing at their southern end. It certainly seems a little strange that we are not able to definitively say how many continents there are, or exactly where the borders between them lie.


In the end, it is in the simplicity of the idea – and its repetition through maps, atlases and images – that lies the power of the myth of continents: that they are the only way to divide up our world. But the continents lack inherent characteristics and they don’t correspond to obvious scientific accuracy in their categorisation. They are not, for example, determined by plate tectonics or geology. If they were, then India would more logically be reassigned from Asia and attached to Oceania. Or, if the world was divided according to plant and animal species, then the Sahara Desert would make a lot more sense as a continental barrier between Europe and Africa than the Mediterranean does. The coastline of the interconnected world of the Mediterranean has only the tiniest interruption at the Straits of Gibraltar and the Bosporus Strait, which are trifling in comparison to the vast distances and dangers of the Sahara. So many of the connections, encounters, and inter-relationships that make up our world are lost to the arbitrary continental scheme. The continents – like the rest of the myths in this book – conceal far more than they reveal.


From the continents to the edges of countries, borders are everywhere. The second myth turns to the walls we build between each other and the question why don’t border walls work? Donald Trump made wall-building along the US–Mexico border the centrepiece of his presidential runs in 2016 and 2024. However, his first attempt at the wall did not turn out to be particularly impressive. Parts of it already lie rusting in the Sonoran Desert and whole sections were washed away by monsoon rains in 2021. Ladders are often found scattered alongside it, while other migrants have simply cut holes with angle grinders. Look closer and these border walls are not as concrete, impermeable, or permanent as they at first appear. Their effectiveness rarely matches their grand stature and symbolism, nor do they deliver the sense of security and separation that their architects promise. However, this has not displaced the myth of border walls, and the belief that they are somehow inevitable lines of separation and control.


Whether it is Trump’s border wall, Hadrian’s Wall in northern England, or the Great Wall of China, such immense feats of engineering and effort tend to be imagined as secure lines of defence between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Yet this is not how they function in practice and in the shadow of great walls diverse and vibrant border cultures can germinate. On Hadrian’s Wall, migrants from what is now Syria and Romania once guarded Britannia’s northern borders, while China has several times been ruled by dynasties from beyond its Great Wall. Borders attract as much as they repel, and they can just as readily become monuments to insecurity rather than security. Counter to the mythology that surrounds them, borders and their walls symbolise movement not stasis. Hadrian’s Wall was no impenetrable barrier – it was even abandoned and reoccupied shortly after it was built – while Trump’s wall has done little to stymie the flow of narcotics or migrants. Yet the taller the US–Mexico border wall becomes, the more domestic fears are heightened, and the more desperate the attempts by migrants to overcome them. When a sense of responsibility for the lives of others stops at the border, nobody achieves security. All we are doing is defeating our own humanity.


Today borders are associated primarily with the nation, about which it’s been said, long after you’re gone, ‘There’ll always be an England,’ or any other country that you feel you might belong to. At the heart of this sense of eternity is the essence of the myth of the nation and the conviction that it is both ancient and natural. However, creating a nation involves imagination, selective remembering, and forgetting awkward truths. Modern nations are kaleidoscopes of past and present migrations, the blending of cultures, conflict, and colonisation. The further back in time any attempt to trace the origins of the nation goes, the more elusive this essence becomes. This is precisely why the modern nation needs to be constantly invented, performed, read, and learnt about in the present. These endless reinventions have become so universal that it is now almost impossible to think, act, govern, or educate outside of the framework of the nation state.


Yet the very malleable idea of the nation means that its power and meaning can be captured by certain groups – whether they are monarchs imported from obscure German provinces, ex-KGB agents, or New York property developers. They attempt to remake the nation in their image, as though the country has always been that way. Behind these efforts often lurk agendas that work to maintain the power, wealth, and influence of such elites at the expense of others. But it is important to remember that for most of human existence we managed without countries and instead placed our loyalties and identities in other communities, religions, and institutions. Just as empires once seemed eternal, the way the world is structured along the lines of the nation today won’t necessarily be so in the future. In the meantime, are we condemning ourselves to fight perennial conflicts over territory and borders? Will we continue to marginalise and persecute minorities that don’t fit the latest prevailing iteration of what are supposedly ‘eternal’ national values? And does our obsession with the nation stop us collectively addressing issues like pandemics and climate change that don’t respect international borders?


Following the nation, the fourth myth raises another awkward question: who does the world belong to? On political maps of the world, every corner is shaded in a different colour for each country. However, there are obscure places where ideas of territory, ownership, and authority are less easily defined. In the eastern Sahara, Bir Tawil is the only habitable place on earth not actively claimed by any country. Meanwhile, there is a religious order in the Mediterranean that has no territory or borders but issues its own biometric passports, stamps, coins, and licence plates, boasts an ambassador to the EU, official status at the UN, and diplomatic relations with more than a hundred countries. Antarctica is also a sovereign exception since it is a vast landmass not owned or managed by any single country. In these oddities can be found a thread, which, once pulled, reveals there is nothing inevitable about claiming sovereignty over a particular territory.


Since the summer of 2016 there has also been a grand experiment conducted into what sovereignty means in the twenty-first century. The UK’s decision to leave the European Union was centred on a myth of sovereignty, whereby control over borders and territory is supposedly easy to determine and reclaim. This chapter examines the disjuncture between such an image and a world that is far too complex to be simplified into being either totally inside – or outside – the authority of a single state.9


While sovereignty can be made concrete in border walls and infrastructures, it is, in the end, an abstract concept. It varies from place to place, time to time, and even person to person. When idealised notions of sovereignty collide with messy realities, its complexities and contradictions become strikingly present. But in recognising that sovereignty fluctuates over time and space, can new terrains be opened up for the formulation of a different world order? And with sovereignty unravelling around us, what alternatives might be out there to the current way of bordering the world?


When the taken-for-granted building blocks of our world – continents, countries, borders and sovereignty – are seen as the products of febrile geographical imaginations, at least something tangible and solid like a national economy must prove that not everything in the world is simply made up? Unfortunately, even the way we measure economic growth and development – through the notion of gross domestic product (GDP) – is another invented tradition. So, why does GDP dominate the way we rank ourselves and our countries? Are there better ways of categorising people and places? Especially since, in certain parts of the world, some communities of people are living healthy lives for years – even decades – longer than their wealthier compatriots.


If economic growth alone is not a reliable indicator of wellbeing and worth, then is the ticking upwards of GDP a sign of progress, or a metronome of doom? And in embracing the myth of measuring growth are we relying on a figure that tells us very little about the state of ourselves and our world? Even though the flaws of calculating the size of economies by GDP have long been known, this mythical figure retains a peculiar hold over us. The chasing of economic growth cannot always deliver prosperity and security, while it is accelerating a climate emergency and mass species extinction as rainforests are cleared and wetlands drained. Our current trajectory of endless economic growth, fuelled by insatiable resource extraction, would not be the first time that human societies have collectively and catastrophically failed to read imminent threats to environmental conditions – but it could be the last. As climate change accelerates and sea levels rise, this chapter leaves us wondering: if GDP and economic growth are soaring, then why are we sinking?


The remaining myths in this book turn to three great regions of the world that have historically been misunderstood by the West. The first of these is Russia and the timely question: why is Russia always invading its neighbours? While Putin may once have dreamt of uniting the ‘Russian world’, building a Eurasian Union, and becoming the feted leader who restored Russia to its status as a respected Great Power, his tale has become one of infamy. The bloody invasion of Ukraine, launched in 2022, seems to confirm a myth about Russia being a land-grabbing power, obsessed with expansion.


This is a potent, beguiling, and seemingly self-evident idea, that Putin has become lost to. However, rather than simply expansionism, it is revanchism and a course of stifling repression and aggressive nationalism that has captured Putin’s imagination as the means to assert Russia’s status in the world. Yet this is also the same leader who once gave away his country’s territory in a bid to enhance Russia’s standing. At a solemn ceremony in 2008, the Chinese flag was raised on the island of Bolshoy Ussuriysky – also known as Heixiazi Island – in the Amur River as half of the island was peacefully transferred from Russia to China.10 Relations between Russia and China have blossomed ever since. For Putin, this raises a troubling question: has territorial concession been more beneficial to Russia’s standing in the world than its revanchist claims on Ukraine? From selling Alaska in the nineteenth century to giving away its islands to China, Russia’s destiny has not been determined solely by expansionism. The invasion of Ukraine may well be the inevitable outcome of the distortions and deceits of Putinism, but it is one framed by an imagined geography shaped by grievance, rather than simply an expansionist search for strategic territories.


Russia has long been a rival for the West but more recently a new challenger has emerged. In recent years, China has undertaken the grandest building project the world has ever seen – the construction of a New Silk Road linking China with the rest of the globe. It encompasses artificial concrete islands rising out of the waters of the South China Sea, and lonely trains travelling across Eurasia from coastal China to east London. All over the globe, from Bolivia to Bermuda, and along every point of the compass, the New Silk Road is stretching far beyond China to become the world’s most ambitious network of infrastructure projects. While these projects may be reshaping a new world geography, is there more to the myth of a New Silk Road than simply a play for world domination? Do all roads inevitably lead to China? Will such a grand initiative succeed? Or will it collapse under its own gravity, with its infrastructure projects underutilised, even sinking underwater?


Trying to answer these questions demands reaching beyond a reductionist myth about China’s desire for geopolitical power. The reasons and rationale behind this project are multiple and they are not necessarily born solely out of a position of economic or political strength. It is less a coherent strategy and more a programme shaped by China’s chasing of dragons – from meeting state-mandated GDP targets to exerting sovereign control, legitimating authoritarian rule, and bolstering national identity for a domestic audience. These can be competing and contradictory ends that highlight the potential risks of the imagined geographies of the New Silk Road colliding with a physical and human geography that does not bend so easily to its will.


Finally, the book turns to the myth of Africa as a continent that needs saving from itself. It is a way of seeing and engaging with this region that is still actively produced today in the West through an image of Africa as ‘functionally helpless in battling its own problems’.11 It is a perspective that obscures a vibrant, diverse, and complicated place. The representation of the region as requiring benevolent external intervention and charity is the latest iteration in a long tradition of rewriting Africa’s past, present, and future, which in earlier and less benign times resulted in absurdities like the white rulers of Rhodesia (1965–79) inventing elaborate fabrications about the origins of the magnificent site of Great Zimbabwe. This medieval city was occupied from the eleventh century until the sixteenth century and is at least as impressive as anything found in contemporary Europe. Under Rhodesia’s rulers, textbooks and apparently scholarly articles were written claiming it as the ruins of Arab traders or the traces of an earlier people who had died out – or even a mythical lost ‘white civilisation’.12 Anybody but the indigenous Zimbabweans who had created the capital of a great kingdom.


Such myths have been thoroughly debunked in recent decades but the editing and censoring of the geographies and histories of this region remain active today. Rather than teaching a more honest account of the history of empires there is instead a vacuum of knowledge in former colonial powers like Britain. In this empty space, the nostalgic myth of benevolent, benign, or civilising white rule takes root, and can endure, as a way of distracting from the pain and shame of empire. From Cairo to Cape Town, the traumatic events that determined the fates of millions, and which continue to shape the world, are hardly known in many of the countries that perpetrated them. To overcome the myths of the past demands an engagement with this history. Otherwise, whole regions will remain overlooked and diminished, while the phantom pains of ‘lost’ territories and the involuntary twitches of empire will never be calmed.


The last part of this book asks the question: what comes next? The first step is moving beyond a received set of ideas about the world and its regions that we tend not to question. While these myths have effectively become real for many of us, if we do not suspend an unwavering belief in them, then we are sailing just as blindly as the ancient mariners who went looking for fantastical creatures at the edge of the earth once did.


Most of the geographical myths in this book did not trouble our ancestors for millennia. So why should they bind us today and determine our futures? The implications of disavowing any of these geographical myths would have dramatic consequences. But does our faith in them really deliver harmony and security? Are they worth living and dying for? In order to address the global problems facing us, we must break out of the myths of geography that we have imposed on ourselves. We need to imagine new possibilities for managing change, and more inclusive ways of measuring progress and building trust.


As this book’s conclusion sets out, many of the solutions are already here, and through endeavour, courage, learning, and understanding, we can tear down the physical and imagined walls that divide us. Unpacking a world of myths is a disconcerting and at times counter-intuitive step into the unknown. It is an ever more complex struggle as we adjust to new media landscapes that are an amalgam of fact and fiction, perhaps not all that different from the ancient maps combining scientific measurement and survey alongside mythical creatures and cities of gold. Yet there is hope. If these myths of geography are recognised for what they are, then we might just be able to harness the power of our imaginations to shape brave new worlds.









1


The Myth of the Continents


How many continents are there?


Iceland’s Thingvellir National Park is a unique and mysterious site. Its dramatic fissures and spectacular cliffs testify to the power of the earth to shape landscapes. The park encompasses vast grass-covered lava fields and ravines of towering volcanic rock that close in on the visitor. Along this rift valley – where two tectonic plates are pulling apart – are lakes with pristine, clear water that reflect the snow-capped peaks and high ridges that surround them.1 Some visitors to this UNESCO World Heritage site are enticed by the promise of being able to swim between the two plates on which are located North America and Europe. At one of the most popular dive locations, where the narrowest point in the rift between the plates is just half a metre, you can even touch ‘Europe’ and ‘America’ at the same time and experience the electrifying feeling of your body linking two continents.
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However, plunging into the glacial water of Thingvallavatn, Iceland’s largest natural lake, is not for the faint-hearted. While the waters are crystal clear, and pure enough to drink after being filtered through layers of volcanic rock, the water never gets more than a degree or so above freezing.2 As your breath is taken away by the cold, underwater views of unparalleled beauty unfurl in the icy depths. But after diving into this continental rift – which runs through and beyond the national park, across Iceland, and then the Atlantic – you might be left wondering whether you are returning to Europe or America as you clamber out. Or does it depend on which side you emerge? Or is this place – and Iceland itself – somewhere between Europe and America? In the freezing waters of Thingvallavatn, the neat images of the continents fracture and splinter around you.


For most of us, the continents are instantly recognisable – their outlines clearly demarcated by the waters that surround them. Wherever you are in the world, you should always be able to recognise which continent you are on. However, asking even the simplest questions about them throws up some immediate and striking problems. How many continents are there? Are North and South America separate continents? Is Antarctica counted as a continent? What bits of Asia are included in Oceania? And, when there is no sea or ocean to help us, where exactly is the border between Europe and Asia?


Despite being so sure of the existence of the continents, it seems a little strange that we are not able to immediately and authoritatively say how many there are, or exactly where the borders between them lie. Yet their shape has been imprinted on us since childhood, and has been replicated in maps, atlases, and images ever since. It is in this simplicity, and its repetition, that can be found the myth of continents and the idea that they are obvious, simple, and the only way to order our world. However, bestowing the ‘honour’ of a continent onto a geographical space is no easy task. Rather, it is an undertaking that raises the awkward question: who decided on the outline of the continents, and when? And what are the consequences of carving the world up into just a few giant swathes of territory?


In truth, the continental scheme tells us relatively little about physical geography and rather a lot about ourselves. The continents are a way of dividing the globe that obscure many of the subtleties of the human, natural, and geological world. The continents are not remarkable for their geographical uniformity, their inherent natural characteristics, or the scientific accuracy of their categorisation. Rather the way in which they are currently conceived highlights the power of our imaginations in insisting that they meaningfully exist despite a wealth of evidence to the contrary.


The myth of the continents has become so powerful that it has sculpted its own reality. Today, images of the continents are everywhere, from the schoolroom to badges on luggage, logos, and even deodorants. Yet they are each part of a long-standing myth, the tale of which has been told by Martin Lewis and Kären Wigen in their masterful book from which this chapter takes its name. They outline an origin story that can be traced back to at least the fifth century BC.3 It was the inhabitants of Ancient Greece – and their philosophers, geographers, and mariners – who first gave the names ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’ to the land on either side of the Aegean Sea, the Black Sea, and the Sea of Azov.4 These seas were vital to the communication, culture, and commerce of the Greek world.


However, beyond parts of their coastlines, the ancient Greeks had limited knowledge of these vast spaces. The continental scheme was also far from uncontested even in its own time, and some thinkers ‘evidently employed the term Europe as a synonym for the northern (non-Greek) realm of Thracia’, what is today the south-eastern Balkan region.5 Others placed mainland Greece within Europe, but not the islands or the Peloponnesus peninsula of southern Greece.6 While others still – notably the philosopher and scientist Aristotle (384–322 BC) – argued that the Greek lands and the characters of its people occupied a ‘middle position’ between Europe and Asia.7 To add to this complexity, Libya – as modern-day Africa was known in classical antiquity – was separated from Asia west of the great Nile River delta, making it a three-continent scheme.8


For the Greek geographer and historian Herodotus (c.484–c.425 BC), this division of Asia and Africa along the Nile appeared as an arbitrary boundary that severed the obvious unity of the Egyptian Delta.9 Herodotus also noted the awkward geographical fact that Asia and Africa were not actually separate but contiguous with each other, just as they both were with Europe. As he put it: ‘Another thing that puzzles me is why three distinct women’s names [Europe, Asia and Libya] should have been given to what is really a single landmass’.10


Despite such early objections, the three-fold continental scheme began to shape a view of the world, which extended far beyond the classical age to become a means of categorisation that remained unchanged for almost two millennia. Although the continental scheme stayed largely intact, the meaning of the continents shifted just as vast new regions had to be added. With the rise of Christianity, they became invested with a divine significance. The story of Noah’s successors was mapped onto the continents and according to St Jerome (AD 347–420), the translator of the Vulgate Bible, ‘Noah gave each of his three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, one of the three parts of the world for their inheritance, and these were Asia, Africa, and Europe, respectively.’11 The continental scheme was therefore infused with a renewed spiritual legitimacy and power.


Although there were attempts by some of the geographers of Ancient Greece and the Roman world, notably Ptolemy (AD c.100–c.170), to faithfully draw the shape and contours of the continents, these early attempts at geographical accuracy were later sacrificed on the altar of more theological representations of the world.12 In medieval Europe, elements of the geographical ideas of the Ancient Greeks merged with a religious and spiritual geography. This cosmologically infused cartography is strikingly expressed in the so-called ‘T-in-O’ maps. In these maps, the ‘O’ represented the borders of the known world and, within this ‘O’, a cross symbol – the ‘T’ – designated three bodies of water: the Mediterranean, the Nile and the Don River (formally known as the Tanais), which flows from Central Russia into the Sea of Azov. Together, these bodies of water were meant to separate the landmasses of Europe, Asia, and Africa. Europe was clearly recognised by the medieval cartographers but it was usually depicted as merely one element in the whole of creation. The emphasis was on a universal totality under God, and it dispensed with the more accurate depictions of the world introduced by the likes of Ptolemy.13


On the less-than-exact T-in-O maps, the points of the compass can also be disorientating for modern-day viewers. Instead of north, it is east that is typically located at the top of the map. East was both where the sun rose and where medieval Christians looked for the second coming of Christ.14 The theological bias of these maps offer a reminder that nobody can ever be quite sure which way up the spherical ball of our Earth is spinning in the universe. And while the compass might point reliably northwards for now, every few hundred thousand years or so, the earth’s magnetic field flips and the north and south magnetic poles abruptly switch places. When this happens, will all our maps be turned upside down or will we paint the other end of the compass needle red? And, if there is nothing settled or permanent about north, south, east, and west, what other geographical certainties might wobble and wane?
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A visit to Hereford Cathedral in England to see the Mappa Mundi (c.1300) reveals the world spun on a radically different axis. It is an exquisite surviving T-in-O map. On the map, east is located where north is today, placing Asia at the top, while western Europe is relegated to the lower left-hand side. From the Mappa Mundi’s centre to its bottom runs a long, thin Mediterranean Sea, with an exaggerated Don and Dnieper River and a thin Aegean and Black Sea forming the left side of the ‘T’, while the Nile and its delta complete the right side of the ‘T’.15


Navigation was not the principal aim of such maps. Instead, the continents were the backdrop to a sacred landscape. The Mappa Mundi preserves the way in which thirteenth-century scholars interpreted the world both spiritually and geographically. At the centre is Jerusalem. Close examination of the original using 3D scanning has revealed the tiny indenture of a compass point where the city is located at the centre of the vellum map. This mark would have been where the compass was placed by the cartographer to draw the outer circle forming the edges of this world: the ‘O’.16 Superimposed onto the continents are drawings of the human world alongside prevailing myths, legends, and wonders. Real cathedrals, cities and towns – including Paris, Rome, Petra, Damascus, and Hereford – are placed alongside wonders of the ancient world, such as the Colossus of Rhodes, the Lighthouse of Alexandria, and references to the campaigns of Alexander the Great. The map also includes depictions of biblical events and places, including Noah’s Ark, the Garden of Eden, the submerged cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, the Tower of Babel, and the parting of the Red Sea. Across the map are located strange peoples, from a figure on skis in Norway to the one-eyed king of the Ethiopians, as well as plants, animals, birds, creatures – both real and imagined – and images from classical mythology, including the Minotaur’s Labyrinth on Crete, the Golden Fleece, and the Pillars of Hercules at the Strait of Gibraltar.17


The further away from Europe you go, the more the world becomes populated with monsters and beasts. Strange peoples and creatures such as the headless Blemmyes, the Sciapods with their giant single leg, the cave-dwelling Troglodytes, the dog-headed Cynocephali, the Phanesii wrapped in their great ears, as well as an emerald-guarding griffon, and the cannibal Essedones, all stalk the peripheries of the world. Myth and the material coexist on a map in which ‘everything is caught up and held, past and present, near and far’. The Mappa Mundi is a grand statement about a world ‘planned by God’,18 part of which was a striking and frightening window into a realm beyond Europe that could not but terrorise its viewer. Imagined geographies can linger long in the mind, and in the colonial epoch of the following centuries, when Europeans came to increasingly encounter Asia, Africa, and later the Americas, they went there anticipating encounters with the kinds of monsters that stalked such maps.19
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However, T-in-O maps were not the only way of rendering the world at the time. In the middle of the twelfth century, Muhammad al-Idrisi created one of the greatest works of medieval geography and cartography. Al-Idrisi was born to a noble family in Ceuta, Morocco. He studied in Cordoba, and from the age of sixteen travelled extensively around the Mediterranean, Anatolia, the north-western coast of the Iberian Peninsula and even to England. Around 1138, he was invited to Palermo by the Norman king of Sicily, Roger II, who reigned between 1130 and 1154. The king probably considered al-Idrisi’s noble roots useful in furthering his political objectives in the western Mediterranean, but it was al-Idrisi’s maps that would change how the world was seen.20


Al-Idrisi’s masterpiece, the Tabula Rogeriana, was compiled over fifteen years and is made up of seventy regional maps of the world with accompanying text in Arabic.21 The Tabula Rogeriana was the remarkable product of the accumulation of cartographic and regional knowledge of the time, with its maps depicting the recognisable, though disproportionate, continents of Europe and Asia, as well as the northern part of Africa. Al-Idrisi followed the Ptolemaic cartographic school – with its origins in Ptolemy’s Geography22 – but he was also influenced by the Muslim cartographers of the Balkhi School of Geography, whose maps are oriented with south at the top and Mecca at the centre.23 By combining Greek and Arab knowledge with his own first-hand observations and reports by travellers, Al-Idrisi’s work remained the most accurate world map for the next three centuries.24 While al-Idrisi’s world is apparently ‘upside down’ to the prevailing view of the world today, the Tabula Rogeriana is a revolutionary and remarkably accurate representation of the world, far superior to contemporary depictions of the world being produced in Christian Europe.25


Only as the medieval age gave way to an Age of Discovery, and the Renaissance, was there a return in Europe to a more geographically accurate continental scheme. The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries heralded a renewed interest in Greek and Roman learning, and the reclaiming of Ptolemy’s inheritance, which had been lost to most of Europe for more than a thousand years.26 With its revival though, few Renaissance scholars questioned the basic system of the continents that had been set in antiquity, and they simply reproduced the tripartite divisions of medieval cartography. As such, the continental scheme only came to expand in authority and significance as the human and physical geographies of these lands became ever more accurately categorised and demarcated.27


However, just as Renaissance cartographers and geographers were drawing increasingly accurate maps of Europe, Asia, and Africa, they found themselves suddenly confronted with a ‘cosmological shock’ of epic proportions.28 The unexpected discovery of America brought into being a new geographical problem. In crossing the Atlantic – initially on a quest for Asia – a certain Genoese navigator named Christopher Columbus, along with Portuguese, Spanish and Florentine explorers, encountered the inconvenience of a new world. The ‘discovery’ of the Americas shattered the prevailing and divinely ordained structure of the world. Space urgently needed to be found for a new continent on maps of the world.29
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This moment is captured on the extraordinary map of the German cartographer Martin Waldseemüller: the Universalis Cosmographia (1507). In 2003, it became the world’s most expensive map when the United States Library of Congress purchased it from Prince Johannes Waldburg-Wolfegg for $10 million.30 Its value reflected the view that this map was effectively ‘America’s birth certificate’.31 On the Universalis Cosmographia, Waldseemüller depicted – for the first time on a world map – a separate western hemisphere with the Pacific as a dividing ocean. It was made in the wake of the voyages of the Florentine explorer and navigator Amerigo Vespucci (1454–1512), who claimed the existence of a New World as a distinct landmass after his voyages of 1501–2. Waldseemüller honoured Vespucci by naming these lands ‘America’ and, in doing so, christened a ‘new’ continent and a ‘new’ world.32


By the late seventeenth century, atlases were being produced in Europe that unambiguously showed the world divided into four main landmasses – Europe, Asia, Africa, and America.33 At the same time, cartographers were being confounded by a tortuous problem that had troubled the ancient Greeks: where to place the border between Europe and Asia. Advances in geographical knowledge and cartographic techniques were posing awkward questions about precisely where these two continents began and ended. Knowledge from exploration and encounters to the east was presenting these cartographers with an intractable problem: Europe and Asia were firmly attached to each other and there was no substantial body of water to cleanly separate them.34


For the Ancient Greeks, the lands beyond the northern coasts of the Sea of Azov had been largely terrae incognitae. This was fortuitous for the geographers of antiquity and their successors in the early Middle Ages, as it enabled them to maintain a simple threefold continental division.35 In order to distinguish between the two continents, the small and shallow Sea of Azov, which connects to the Black Sea through the Kerch Strait, was exaggerated and extended northwards, leaving just a narrow isthmus of territory to the north connecting Europe and Asia, with the Arctic Sea on the other side. To make this ‘natural’ border between the continents complete, this thin sliver of land was neatly transected by the Don River, which supposedly flowed southward from its source in the Arctic and emptied into the Sea of Azov.36 On these maps, the invention of a great northern river and an expansive sea reflected a logic of how the world was meant to be, rather than how it was.


It was a depiction of the world that increasingly ran counter to what was being revealed at the eastern edge of Europe. By the sixteenth century, geographers and cartographers were having to adjust to the idea that the Don River did not originate anywhere near as far north as the Arctic Sea, and that the Sea of Azov was much smaller than had been so vividly imagined.37 However, the division between Europe and Asia – established almost two millennia earlier and rendered sacred through Christian interpretations – would prove stubbornly difficult to disavow.38 Resolving this tension would involve a dramatic leap of the geographical imagination. It demanded feverish efforts to determine a new boundary between the two continents that would ultimately entail the creation, in the mind at least, of impassable mountain ranges and broad ravines deemed worthy of a continental divide.


The first attempts at remaking this division, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, involved a variety of different river routes – including the Volga, Kama, Northern Dvina, Pechora, and Ob rivers in Russia – that were suggested as northern continuations of the Don. The hope was that these waterways could maintain an acceptable and familiar continental boundary all the way to the Arctic and, by doing so, preserve the prevailing continental symmetry.39 However, these solutions merely generated new problems as the rivers ended up not connecting, or at points had feeble widths that could not match the grandeur required of a continental divide.


It took a radical intervention from a Swedish military officer, Philipp Johann von Strahlenberg (1676–1747) to provide the spark of imagination necessary to maintain the division between Europe and Asia. For Strahlenberg, it was not a river but the Ural mountain range that could determine the barrier between the two continents. It was a proposal that he set out in a book and map, published in 1730, in which the Urals are explicitly noted as the principal segment of the boundary between Europe and Asia. At their southern terminus, he diverted the boundary to the west, along the Samara and then Volga rivers to a point around Tsaritsyn (Volgograd), where the Volga flows closest to the Don River. In the flat farmland between these rivers, a few hills were conveniently inserted on his map to cover this gap, and the continental border then followed the final brief stretch of the Don to the Sea of Azov, and finally into the Black Sea. It was an innovation quickly taken up by Russian intellectuals of the day, especially those who wanted to uphold the modernising, Europeanising agenda of Russia’s first emperor, and tsar, Peter the Great.40


During Peter’s long reign (1682–1725), the city of St Petersburg – named in his honour and located on the Baltic Sea – was established in 1703 as a grand window onto Europe. The land on which St Petersburg was built was captured as a result of Russia’s victories over its northern rival, Sweden, during the Great Northern War (1700–21), which had seen Strahlenberg spend thirteen years in western Siberia as a prisoner.41 At the same time as gaining territory at Sweden’s expense, Russia was also rapidly expanding eastwards, driven by a search for valuable furs.42 By the end of the eighteenth century, Russia stretched across Eurasia, from the Baltic Sea to Alaska. This expansion, together with Peter’s tumultuous transformation of Russian society towards something resembling a European state, invested the border between Europe and Asia with an acute political salience.


After Peter’s death, one advocate for the continuation of his reforms was the statesman and historian Vasilii Nikitich Tatishchev (1686–1750). Tatishchev was a contemporary of Strahlenberg, even claiming that he suggested to Strahlenberg the idea for the Urals as the boundary between Europe and Asia, and he had consulted with the Swedish officer in Siberia, and again after his return to Sweden.43 For Tatishchev, a continental border at the Urals would categorically affirm the historical core of Russia as European to the west of this border; while Siberia and the other Russian territories – to the east – would be consigned to a colonial sphere in Asia, which was suitable for settlement, direct rule, and exploitation.44 Though the Urals had never before been seriously considered worthy of dividing the continents, an imagined geography came to render them higher, wider, and longer so that the distinction between Europe and Asia could be maintained. It was a deception enthusiastically embraced by cartographers within and beyond Russia.


By drawing the continental border at the Urals – and clearly distinguishing a colonial realm in Asia – Russia could also claim to be an equal to the empires of western Europe in Spain, France, England, the Netherlands, and Portugal. Russia would share with these powers a distinct homeland, which belonged within European civilisation, while ruling over a vast and non-European colonial periphery.45 This made the Ural Mountains of immense significance for Russia, and an equivalent to the extensive bodies of water that set apart the homelands of Western Europe’s empires from their colonial realms in the Americas, Africa, India, and South East Asia.


It was a line of continental demarcation that went on to gain near-universal acceptance across Europe in the nineteenth century.46 However, the scale of the Ural Mountains was never quite able to match the idea of the continents that they were purported to divide. First among these shortcomings was that the Urals are, in places, somewhat diminutive. They are not the towering barrier that their designation as a continental dividing range would suggest. In fact, they did nothing to deter Cossack soldiers heading east in the late sixteenth century, when they portaged their riverboats across the Urals’ crests.47
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Even more problematic is that they peter out to nothing at their southerly end. As the peaks of the Urals diminish so too does the definitive claim of these mountains to provide a neat and natural border between Europe and Asia. The response to this inconvenience of physical geography was the invention of a convoluted extension to the border. In a somewhat modified version of Strahlenberg’s route, one of the most common contortions – endorsed by Tatishchev – has been to extend the border from the southern edge of the Ural Mountains to run along the Ural River. This river eventually empties into the Caspian Sea, at which point the border cuts south-west, and returns to a land border at the Caucasus. The continental divide continues across the Caucasus to the Sea of Azov and the Black Sea, keeping Turkey firmly in Asia, and ending up in the Mediterranean, and a return to a division of the world more familiar to the Ancient Greeks.48


The problem with this innovation is that the Ural and Caucasus Mountain ranges remain separated by a troubling 600-mile gap, only partly filled by the meagre Ural River. Nevertheless, the clarity of the continental divide is left in no doubt on countless modern atlases and maps, with the boundary so carefully traced that any lingering reservations about the Urals’ diminishing peaks and the modesty of the Ural River are obliterated. From the mid-eighteenth century onwards, the Urals loomed – on maps at least – as the dominating geographical feature demarcating Europe from Asia.49


For Russia though, this imagined geography also brought with it new problems as set out by Nikolai Danilevsky (1822–85) in his magnum opus, Russia and Europe.50 Danilevsky was an ardent supporter of pan-Slavism and the idea of a Russian-led liberation and unification of Slavic people. In his book, Danilevsky criticised the idea of Europe as somehow representing the highest expression of human social, cultural, and intellectual development.51 He denounced Europe’s misplaced sense of superiority and the violence of empire building. As part of this polemic, he argued that, in a geographical sense, Europe was not a continent at all but a mere peninsula of Asia.52 To support his case, Danilevsky ridiculed the proposition of the Urals as a major boundary:




In terms of its altitude, this mountain range is one of the most insignificant of all, and in terms of its traversability one of the easiest. In its middle section, around Ekaterinburg, [the Urals are so low that] people cross them … and [have to] ask their driver: but tell me, brother, just where are these mountains? … If the Urals make Europe a continent, then why not consider India a continent? After all, it is surrounded on two sides by seas, and on the third are mountains for which the Urals are no comparison.





However, Danilevsky reserved his utmost disdain for the river portion of the continental divide, conceding that the Ural Mountains ‘at least, are something’ but further to the south, ‘the boundary between two worlds falls to the Ural River, which is a complete nonentity. It is a narrow little stream, one-quarter of the width of the Neva [in St Petersburg] at its mouth, and its banks are absolutely identical’.53
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Danilevsky’s dismissal of such a boundary, and the relegation in this perspective of Europe to the edge of Asia, also opened up possibilities for rethinking Russia as a unified geographical space. The territories east of the Urals were now no longer a colonial sphere but could be every bit the ‘homeland and fatherland’ of Russia to the west of the Urals.54 It was a visionary idea, which a group of Russian émigré intellectuals took to its logical conclusion in the shape of Eurasianism in the 1920s and 1930s.


These émigrés, who had fled to Prague and Paris from the Russian Civil War and Bolshevik rule, yearned for an alternative to the Soviet present, alongside an aching nostalgia for an absent homeland. Among this community was the geographer Peter Savitsky, who repeated the argument that the Eurasian landmass is not bisected by the Urals but is unified by a series of regions, or biomes, that run in broad, unbroken strips from the western borderlands of Russia to Siberia, and are absolutely unaffected by the Urals.55 For Savitsky, these biomes of characteristic flora and fauna demonstrated the East–West unity of Eurasia and the absurdity of an imaginary continental division. He saw Russia as Eurasia – ‘a unified geographical world unto itself’ – that belonged neither to Europe nor to Asia.56 In doing so, the territory of the Russian Empire could be maintained by mapping its entirety onto a new continent.


However, the world was not ready for either Danilevsky or Savitsky’s radical alternatives to the established geographical order. Well before Danilevsky’s intervention, the continental border had already been actively supplemented by markers on the ground to correspond with those on maps and in minds. Approximately an hour’s drive from the city of Ekaterinburg, located just to the east of the Urals, looms a soaring column erected in the 1830s to mark the border between Europe and Asia. However, this grand monolith does not sit atop some high peak or astride a great river but in a quiet and secluded forest clearing. Raising the gigantic column of marble in such a place would have been an immense feat of engineering for the day. On the weighty, dark marble of its base is inscribed ‘Europe’ (Evropa) and on the other side ‘Asia’ (Aziya). At its top perches the two-headed eagle of the Russian Empire looking simultaneously east and west – to Europe and Asia.
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A little further to the south, on the motorway leading from Ekaterinburg to Moscow, is a newer, and much smaller, monument, about 12 feet tall. It looks like a small, stylised Eiffel Tower, and on its base is also written, in Russian, ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’. Located at a rest stop on the motorway, this marker denoting the continental divide receives more frequent visitations by passing motorists and tourists than the out of the way tsarist monument. At the same stop is a memorial stone to Tatishchev, both of which have become popular photo spots. Here, too, it is notable that there are no significant or distinctive geographical features – no mountaintops or fast-flowing rivers – to herald the border between continents. Instead, these are artificial markers that trace not geological and physical features in the landscape but the lines of ink drawn across a map.


Far from the Urals, the continents also unravel on Russia’s Pacific coast, where in the port city of Vladivostok the sun both rises and falls in the ‘East’. Vladivostok is located on a peninsula, and the sun lingers long in the evening sky over the Amur Bay before sinking below the distant hills on the other side. In this beguiling scene is captured the immensity of Russia, as just beyond those hills lies China. In Vladivostok, where many inhabitants define themselves as part of Europe, the whole of China – and much of Asia – stretches out to the west. Ten time zones from London, and seven from Moscow, Vladivostok is a Europe beyond the Orient. From here the points of the compass spin and the imagined geographies of Europe and Asia, East and West, Orient and Occident, flicker and shimmer in the evening light.


It is a reminder that every continental border is as much the product of ideas and imagination as physical geography. When it comes to the Europe–Africa border, the Mediterranean coastline is still widely understood as the southern extremity of Europe. However, for the British geographer, imperialist, and politician Sir Halford Mackinder (1861–1947), Europe’s boundary should not have ended there but extended far to the south. Mackinder viewed it in terms of a distinction between races, and, as he saw it: ‘the southern boundary of Europe was and is the Sahara rather than the Mediterranean’.57


It might have been a geographical categorisation born out of the racist hierarchies of imperialism, but drawing a continental line in the Sahara is no more arbitrary than declaring a continental divide in the Mediterranean. Indeed, in terms of connectivity, the Mediterranean has long interwoven peoples from its shores with each other. For the Romans it was known as Mare Nostrum (‘Our Sea’), simultaneously capturing in this naming Roman dominance on all sides of the Mediterranean, as well as the rich cultural diversity that made up their Empire.58 The Mediterranean has always carried the seeds of plants and trees as readily as boats, and it is criss-crossed by avian migrations just as it is by human ones. It possesses an interconnected and circular coastline with only the tiniest interruption at the Straits of Gibraltar and the Bosporus. The histories of Malta, Crete, and Sicily – the last of which was where al-Idrisi compiled his Tabula Rogeriana – are testament to the Mediterranean Sea’s role in culture and commerce, as well as control and conquest. It is a sea defined by movement and connection rather than simply an expanse of water serving as an intercontinental divide.59


The Roman map of the Tabula Peutingeriana (1265) – of which a medieval copy survives – shows how connectivity and control radiated out of the ports of the Mediterranean across a network of Roman roads that stretched throughout Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa. On the Tabula Peutingeriana, the Nile Delta teems with towns and villages, all connected by the diverging and reconnecting branches of the river. This map shows the potential of rivers and seas to unite rather than simply divide. Providing fresh water, fertile land, food and a convenient means to transport goods, rivers have played key roles in determining the locations of towns, cities, and entire civilisations throughout human history.


The fertile valleys of great rivers have been the cradles of four of the earliest civilisations: the Tigris and Euphrates in Mesopotamia; the Nile in Egypt; the Indus in South Asia; and the Yangtze and Yellow River in China.60 While the Nile might have been a convenient line for the abstract sacred geographies of the medieval T-in-O maps, any cartographic division between Africa and Asia along this river bisects the interconnected world of the Nile Basin and its delta. It is in part why geographers later determined the Red Sea and the Gulf and Isthmus of Suez as a no less inconsistent division between Africa and Asia.61


Attempts at demarcating the borders of newly ‘discovered’ continents have proved no less contentious. Cartographers only detached Oceania from Asia as recently as the early twentieth century, and it was as late as the 1950s that American geographers came to insist that North and South America deserved separate designations. Antarctica – despite its lack of permanent human habitation – was also added to the list of continents around the same time, leading to a sudden and dramatic reconfiguration of the fourfold categorisation into a seven-continent scheme.62


There is a flimsy logic to some of these new additions. For example, when it comes to Oceania and Asia, the island of New Guinea is typically cut in half along a north–south dividing line. The continental scheme follows the political boundary between Indonesia, ceded to Asia, and independent Papua New Guinea, a constituent of Oceania. It is an obvious reflection of a political border rather than any discernible feature of human or physical geography.63 The North American continent also has a no less arbitrary division from the South, which by some accounts includes Panama and all points north – the artificial line of the Panama Canal even providing a particularly neat and convenient demarcation for the last hundred years or so. However, in common parlance, Central America is often excluded from North America and sometimes Mexico is removed as well. For most Spanish-speaking peoples of the western hemisphere, the term Norte America is reserved for the United States and Canada.64 In this sense, the border is again revealing for being a cultural distinction rather than a geographical one.


The carefully drawn borders of the continents on our maps and atlases remain oblivious to such contentions, despite being often at odds with nature. In terms of fauna and biogeography, northern Africa, for example, is classified as part of the Palearctic region, which includes northern Eurasia, encompassing all of Europe and north Asia but distinct from sub-Saharan Africa and southern Arabia.65 In the Americas, after the volcanic Isthmus of Panama rose from the sea floor and bridged the previously separated landmasses around 3 million years ago, the Great American Faunal Interchange resulted in the animal communities of North and South America melding together.66 Floral realms also do not fit neatly into the boundaries drawn by the continental scheme.67 As Savitsky charted, the continuity of biomes stretching across Eurasia suggest continuity rather than division. And, if the continents were categorised according to the distinctiveness of the natural world, then Oceania could make the grade as a unique continent but so too would Madagascar, due to its distinct fauna in comparison to continental Africa.68


With the shape of the continents as they are currently conceived elusive in the natural world, then perhaps geology and plate tectonics can be a surer guide for confirming the continental scheme? It seems promising that in geology, ‘continental’ granitic crust is less dense and generally lies higher on the Earth’s surface, relative to the more dense basaltic crust of the ocean floors.69 However, by this definition, Madagascar would again be designated a continent as it is separated from Africa by oceanic crust, while New Zealand would also need to be redrawn as a continent outside of Oceania.70 Even more problematic for the prevailing continental scheme is that North America and Eurasia are connected by an expansive, though submerged shelf of ‘continental’ rock under the Bering Sea in the North Pacific.71 As for the Indian ‘sub-continent’, this should be re-designated geologically as part of Oceania as it is tectonically linked to distant Australia rather than Asia. The modern countries of Australia and India both lie on the same ‘Indo-Australian’ piece of lithic crust. Similarly, if plate tectonics were a marker of continents, then not only should Iceland be split down the middle but also Africa, which is in the slow process of breaking apart along the Great Rift Valley.72
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