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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 An age of science and rationality superseded earlier artistic flourishes and imagined geographies.2 Still, these older maps remain full of meaning.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.
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