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Chapter 1

Mapping and the Making of Imperial 
European Connectivity

Luis Lobo-Guerrero, Laura Lo Presti  
and Filipe dos Reis

In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map of 
a single Province occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, the 
entirety of a Province. In time, those Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, 
and the Cartographers’ Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that 
of the Empire, and which coincided point for point with it. The following Gen-
erations, who were not so fond of the Study of Cartography as their Forebears 
had been, saw that that vast Map was Useless, and not without some Pitilessness 
was it, that they delivered it up to the Inclemencies of Sun and Winters. In the 
Deserts of the West, still today, there are Tattered Ruins of that Map, inhabited 
by Animals and Beggars; in all the Land there is no other Relic of the Disci-
plines of Geography.

(Borges 1999)

Jorge Luis Borges’s very short story On Exactitude in Science, quoted as epi-
graph to this introduction, poses the problem of politics in relation to issues 
of accuracy and precision in spatial representation. The politics of spatiality 
he depicts is not simply a technical matter of scale, but one of representing 
the meaning of the experience of power in time and space. The problem is not 
simple. It invites reflections on the very idea of representation, on its objects, 
subjects, practices and epistemologies. It also demands careful thought with 
regard to the relationship between the depiction of the expected materializa-
tion of power in space (the map), the knowledge through which this is done 
(cartography and geography), and its effects on the observer (and the map-
maker). Taken as a whole, Borges’s map highlights the fallacy of an empire 
attempting to represent itself through maps.

Maps have been assumed by many, at different times, as authoritative and 
valid sources from which historical facts can be ascertained, which are in 
turn used to legitimate nationalist, economic and legalistic narratives of all 
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2 Chapter 1

kinds. Moreover, maps have been used as devices for the representation and 
dissemination of spatial ideas, as objective and incontestable facts. Cartogra-
phy has been used to legitimize the rights of property over land (e.g. cadas-
tral maps and plans), to debate jurisdictional and territorial boundaries 
(e.g. Weissberg 1963, Ford 1999, Rajkovic 2018), and to validate claims to 
discovery and sovereignty (cf. MacMillan 2003), to name but some. How-
ever arguable those ideas are, as they will be discussed in the following, they 
represent a particular way of understanding maps and cartography and relate 
strongly with established orders, power relations and forms of governance. 
Such form of representation assumes a highly debatable stable correspon-
dence between the depicted and the real. Multiple elements play a role in 
dequalifying the map as an authoritative image, many of which are explored 
in this volume through particular cases of how mapping contributed to the 
creation of imaginaries of empire.

In a recent book, Matthew Edney defined cartography as ‘at once a practice 
found in all socially complex cultures and a particular historical formation 
associated with Western imperialism’ (2019, 5). To argue for the problematic 
relationship between the use (and abuse) of maps in creating and reasserting 
European imperial narrative is not, in fact, a new idea. For example, Mark 
Neocleous noted that cartography has a ‘predisposition towards colonialism 
and imperialism’ (2003, 419), and Brian Harley famously claimed that maps 
served as ‘weapons of imperialism’ as ‘maps anticipate empire’ (1988, 282). 
Maps are expected to create spaces for further expansion and might turn 
them in the end into administrative units for colonization. This aspect was 
also stressed by Matthew Edney’s essay on the ‘irony of imperial mapping’ 
(2009), which was part of the Kenneth Nebenzahl Jr. Lectures, and printed in 
an edited volume on The Imperial Map (Akerman 2009), and where Edney 
contrasted the cartographic discourse around the ‘state’ with the one around 
‘empire’. While the former was mainly driven by the idea that its ‘partici-
pants inhabit, or at least own, the lands being mapped’, the latter, in turn, 
is ‘constructed through cartographic discourse that represent a territory for 
the benefit of one group but that exclude the inhabitants of the territories 
represented’ (Edney 2009, 13). The idea of ‘imperial mapping’ is thus an 
ironic act, Edney continued: ‘Postulating as it does a double audience: the 
population in the mapped territories remains ignorant while another popula-
tion is actively enabled and empowered to know the mapped territory’ (Edney 
2009, 13). This idea was further developed by a follow-up of the collection, 
based on another Kenneth Nebenzahl Jr. Lectures discussing Decolonizing 
the Map (Akerman 2017).

Contributing to contemporary debates on mappings and empires in the his-
tory and theory of international relations, human geography and in the critical 
history of cartography, this volume seeks to collectively explore how maps 
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 Mapping and the Making of Imperial European Connectivity 3

can be approached, experimentally, to understand the making of European 
empires through the forms of connectivity they seek to portray. Rehearsing 
mapping’s past and its multifarious relations with European imperial orders 
is not merely a historical exercise to contribute to a global history of cartog-
raphy, which would sound quite redundant in the light of the already many 
contributions to the topic. What binds the several interventions in this volume 
is rather the awareness that looking at a particular moment of the past with 
composite methodologies and interdisciplinary gazes may harbour potential 
observations on the context-embedded relations between mapping, connec-
tivity and European empire to which we are not yet attuned.

While cartography, historically, is a privileged instrument of thought, 
imagination, research and production of geography, within the academic 
field of International Relations, maps and cartography have only begun to 
be studied. Jordan Branch says that mapping ‘shapes the conditions of pos-
sibility of how actors conceive space, territory, and political authority’ (2014, 
41). As such, ‘maps, like theories, shape our understanding of the world by 
highlighting – and obscuring – particular spatial and social features’ (Branch 
2014, 36). This approach focuses mainly on the governance effects of car-
tography. An alternative position reconstructs instead how transformations in 
European cartography between the fifteenth and seventeenth century created 
new imaginaries of space – and the idea of territory itself (Strandsbjerg 2010; 
see also Elden 2013). This book continues on that tradition and focuses on 
the processes of production and translation of maps, and the epistemological 
analysis of the imaginaries of connectivity they depict, in an attempt to reveal 
their contribution to the making of empire.

PROBLEMATIZING REPRESENTATION  
IN MAPPING

What characterizes traditional scholarship on map studies is a direct chal-
lenge to the previously mentioned representational approach. Their critique 
is not new. In line with Borges’s story, originally written in 1945, other 
artists and thinkers were puzzled by the wider problem of representation 
throughout the early twentieth century. René Magritte, for example, formu-
lated a critique which was later developed in different ways and registers in, 
amongst others, Jacques Derrida’s idea of deconstruction (Derrida 1997), 
Michel Foucault’s role of problematization (Foucault 1984) and Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s approach to the assemblage (Deleuze and Guat-
tari 2004). In his two paintings from 1933 and 1935 entitled The Human 
Condition, Magritte offered a critique of the objectivity of the image and the 
subjectivity of the viewer, as well as the flawed logics of representation that  
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4 Chapter 1

support these perspectives. His first painting illustrates the point nicely (see 
figure 1.1.). In it, as described by the Magritte Organisation, he

displays an easel placed inside a room and in front of a window. The easel holds 
an unframed painting of a landscape that seems in every detail contiguous with 
the landscape seen outside the window. At first, one automatically assumes that 
the painting on the easel depicts the portion of the landscape outside the window 
that it hides from view. After a moment’s consideration, however, one realizes 
that this assumption is based upon a false premise: that is, that the imagery of 
Magritte’s painting is real, while the painting on the easel is a representation of 
that reality. In fact, there is no difference between them. Both are part of the 
same painting, the same artistic fabrication. It is perhaps to this repeating cycle, 
in which the viewer, even against his will, sees the one as real and the other as 
representation, that Magritte’s title makes reference.

(Magritte Organisation 2020)

Figure 1.1. René Magritte, La Condition Humaine, 1933. © Rene Magritte La Condition 
Humaine 1933 c/o Pictoright Amsterdam 2020.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 3/7/2023 8:03 AM via RIJKSUNIVERSITEIT GRONINGEN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Mapping and the Making of Imperial European Connectivity 5

By placing the viewer ‘both inside the room within the painting and 
outside in the real landscape’ (as Magritte was quoted in Gablik 1973, 87), 
whilst recognizing the externality of the viewer with regard to the painting, 
Magritte advanced what in critical map studies has been recently labelled as 
a post-representational approach to mapping (Dodge, Kitchin, and Perkins 
2009, 10–23). Such an approach recognizes the performative character of the 
viewer, the map-maker and the publisher – as well as the market in which it 
circulates – the cartographic elements involved (e.g. lines, scale, projection, 
symbols, materials) and, as we argue collectively throughout the chapters in 
this book, the knowledge formations involved in contributing the possibility 
of each of these elements. Whilst the disciplinary apparatus of cartography 
has been variously unpacked with its own historical legacy and system of 
belief, the post-representational approach has challenged and integrated with 
new insights the field of map studies. Considering maps as always mappings, 
scholars have brought attention to the processes, practices and performances 
through which ‘maps emerge into the world to do their work’ (Dodge, Perkins, 
and Kitchin 2009, 231). Such work, whether governmental or subaltern, prac-
tical or imaginative, logistic or communicative, majestic or banal, suggests 
that not only are there different graphic modes of mapping to be explored but 
also different performative practices of mapping. This performativity should 
be traced back to the uses, feelings, debates and actions that are generated 
when interacting with the cartographic sensorium. This means that even if 
a map is inherently an abstract representation, the process through which it 
is created, used and perceived is certainly not. What the various chapters of 
this volume attempt to achieve is thus to situate the reader in the position of 
not believing in what he or she sees at first glance: that is, not confusing the 
immobile representation (the map) with the unstable process from which it 
derives (mapping).

The term map-making should already intuitively suggest that cartography 
is always a process, the process of making, creating or better, as Luis Lobo-
Guerrero argues in the second chapter of this book, inventing space through 
symbolic and inscriptive patterns that change, although slowly, over time. In 
contrast to origins, invention emphasizes novelty, fabrication, contingency 
and politics of origins. The cartographer Denis Wood, however, distinguishes 
between mapping as a cognitive process aimed at tracing and mediating 
relationships with the environment, and cartography (or map-making), as 
requiring the inscription of such spatial relations into a stable object – the 
map – which adheres to specific and political projects (Wood 1993). In this 
volume, Lobo-Guerrero furtherly problematizes the tension between mapping 
and cartography, considering mapping a rational process of spatial actualiza-
tion that transcends the materiality of the cartographic object, though requir-
ing the visual and perceptual apparatus of the map to move from a state of 
latency to one of external efficacy.
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6 Chapter 1

Thinking within the context of post-representational mapping, the urgency 
to read the map as an open process concerns the act of creating, circulating 
and interpreting maps. Oscillating from debates over the material and sym-
bolic space depicted by maps of empire to the epistemological, social and 
political processes that precede, accompany and follow their materialization 
(i.e. cartographic acts), the chapters of this book differently unfold the sense 
of the map and mapping as the result of a series of always emerging political, 
relational and contextual practices. Practices that may not even have, at their 
embryonic stage, any relation with a Eurocentric and modern conception of 
cartography, as the ones analysed by Jeppe Strandsbjerg in the third chap-
ter of this book illustrate the point.

In this volume, we sympathize with the need of going beyond the mono-
lithic readings of cartography, approaching instead the formation and use 
of map-making in its plurality, movements, contingencies and differences. 
In this respect, Kerry Goettlich avers in his chapter that the significance of 
maps may go beyond mere representations of rhetorical power, and they can 
have effects which appear unrelated or even contrary to their aims. Within 
the concerns of post-representational cartography, the work on representation 
requires in fact to understand also what happens when a map is put into circu-
lation. Once published, maps begin an autonomous life, often conflicting with 
the initial intentions of their creators, and activate various exponential cir-
cuits and dynamics: departing from various ‘centres of calculations’ (Latour 
1987), they circulate either within epistemic communities or quotidian places. 
Different levels of post-representational analysis of maps and mapping are 
brought effectively together by Louis Le Dourain (chapter 4): the networks 
of map-makers, colonial circles and diplomats; the performativity of maps 
and how these maps create imperial spaces; and the use of specific genres of 
thematic maps (population, economy, transport). Filipe dos Reis also fore-
grounds a ‘process-focused understanding of mapping’ that helps to recon-
struct those epistemological traces that become unseen once the map has been 
produced and normalized as a social vehicle within the horizon of the modern 
empire. Blank spaces, in his case, are not accounted ‘as “passive” spaces of 
non-knowledge but rather seen as actively produced by incorporating certain 
sources (or “authorities”) and silencing others’ (p. 108).

In line with the efforts of a post-representational analysis and contrasting 
the traditional tendency of critical historical cartography to deconstruct the 
hidden agenda of map-makers, Laura Lo Presti proposes to shift attention 
from the moment of production of maps to that of their consumption. Once 
incorporated into objects of everyday life, maps become part of our ‘mate-
rial culture’ (Cosgrove 1999), and their messages need to be deconstructed 
at the crossroad of intention and expectation, and between production and 
reception.
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 Mapping and the Making of Imperial European Connectivity 7

In short, cartography and practices of mapping explored by the contribu-
tors of this book show that the history of mapping is a multifaceted history 
of the unstable politics of representation underlying any map. The idea of 
fact in a map, and of a map as a fact, requires a careful epistemological 
engagement with the details around which knowledge formations give rise to 
specific cartographic objects. The interpretation of the rhetoric in a map, as J. 
B. Harley put it, is an interrogation of objects such as lines, scale, projection, 
empty spaces. Those are in turn mediated by the imaginary of the map-maker 
and the knowledge supporting his creations, the always historically located 
imaginary of the map observer and user, and the anachronistic character of 
current knowledge (Harley 1989).

CONNECTIVITY EFFECTS AND SPATIAL IMAGINARIES

Whereas it is by now well known that cartography is a practice of space-
making, it is yet to be understood how the knowledge practices involved in 
map-making relate to the making of European empires as connectivity effects. 
Moving beyond the challenging relationships between the use of maps in 
creating and reasserting European imperial narratives, and drawing on the 
post-representational approach to maps and cartography, this volume takes 
the debate on the usefulness of maps as sites for the study of the relationality 
of power a step forward by focusing on the forms of connectivity the different 
maps and mapping experiences studied by our authors, created, attempted and/
or challenged. As the second volume of a trilogy of books aimed at exploring 
the problem of connectivity in relation to the making of spaces of governance, 
it follows Imaginaries of Connectivity: The Creation of Novel Spaces of Gov-
ernance (Lobo-Guerrero, Alt, and Meijer 2019). This argues, in particular, that 
the relationality of power must not simply be described and analysed in relation 
to hierarchies and forms of domination, but also with regard to the connectivity 
effects it creates. Such effects are not automatic processes or result from linear 
causal logics, they are the outcome of complex strategizations, conscious or 
not, through which disparate elements get connected with each other in such a 
way that a novel effect is produced (Lobo-Guerrero 2012). This is illustrated in 
this volume, for example, in how Kerry Goettlich approaches the notion of con-
nectivity by borrowing the concept of ‘homology’ from Patricia Owens (2015), 
to show how ideas, protocols and practices at the basis of property mapping 
were transferred from the making of property boundaries to that of imperial 
boundaries. Filipe dos Reis provides another example when he approaches 
connectivity as a symbolical and graphic space represented in maps, that cor-
responds to the ‘back-and-forth’ work of accumulation and circulation of ideas, 
tools, maps that continuously invented and fabricated the idea of empire.
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8 Chapter 1

More broadly, Mapping, Connectivity and the Making of European 
Empires poses questions on how to explore the ‘configuration’ of such map-
ping experiences that, as the term suggests, results from a particular way of 
connecting parts or components. Such connections do not just happen but 
do so under specific terms, which are worthy of investigation since they 
give away the operation of very specific practices of power. Engaging with 
the terms under which something is made to connect, or disconnect, and the 
connectivity effects this creates, involves a careful analysis of the epistemo-
logical conditions under which the representation of space, in time, mate-
rializes in maps. Rather than conceiving connectivity as a rational impulse 
of establishing a new imperial order in Greenland, Strandsbjerg advances, 
for instance, a temporal understanding of connectivity, and considers that 
‘Danish-Norwegian mappings of Greenland, and the route to the island, were 
driven by a desire to re-establish contact, ensure sovereignties and thus secure 
dominion over these far away and mythical lands’ (p. 52).

An approach to connectivity also requires composite methodologies that 
explore the construction of an empire emerging through the action, interaction, 
circulation and collision of different mapping’s representational practices and 
interests. In this sense, Louis Le Dourain traces different levels of connectivity, 
focusing not only on representations of networks and transport systems in maps 
but also on the circuits and venues (e.g. congresses) where they were produced 
and presented to a broader audience made of political leaders and geographers. 
Connectivity effects are thus unfolded throughout the chapters in very different 
ways; on the one hand, by seeing their visual materialization on maps and, on 
the other hand, by discussing their emergence through maps as maps circulate in 
networks (and thereby create and stabilize these networks). Maps, in this respect, 
are better conceived as either ‘immutable mobiles’ (Latour 1987) or ‘mutable 
mobiles’ (Edney 2019). While, on the one hand, the notion of immutable mobiles 
highlights the relative stability of maps as material objects and their role in stabi-
lizing networks and imaginaries of space (necessity), to speak of mutable mobiles, 
on the other hand, emphasizes the instability of maps, how they are permanently 
reinscribed and translated and how maps transform spatial imaginaries (contin-
gency). By approaching maps and cartography in such a way, we are able to 
highlight the complex negotiations and contestations of imaginaries of the world 
of which empire is but one manifestation. To argue that connectivity effects, 
deployed in maps and and enacted though maps, can be approached to interro-
gate space-making, requires an engagement with the idea of imaginary, which as 
argued in the first volume of the trilogy, ‘is more mundane as it appears’ (Lobo-
Guerrero, Alt, and Meijer 2019, 3). Instead of assuming connectivity as a given,

imaginaries can be approached as empirical spaces from which to observe 
the creative processes productive of connectivity. In turn, these processes can 
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 Mapping and the Making of Imperial European Connectivity 9

be interrogated through the ideas, practices, beliefs and material objects and 
conditions that combined in specific ways . . . give rise to novel specifications 
of orders interpreted as constituting reality. In other words, imaginaries can 
be used to reveal the novel terms that are to constitute the ground for political 
decision and action.

(Lobo-Guerrero, Alt, and Meijer 2019, 4)

As such, Lobo-Guerrero’s chapter reconstructs how maps outline novel 
imaginaries of connectivity in the XVI C ‘Spanish’ empire. Following Pag-
den’s provocative claim that there never was a ‘Spanish’ empire (Pagden 
1998, 3), Lobo-Guerrero identifies different imperial modes and manifesta-
tions, all of them connecting space and power differently.

Highlighting the visual and material dynamic performances of maps in 
many contexts of everyday life during the Italian Fascism’s Empire, Lo 
Presti stresses the idea that connectivity to the empire can be experienced 
at the level of imaginary: by focusing on the map as a multisensorial expe-
rience – a touchable, observable, audible medium – connectivity becomes 
‘a multisensorial ritual’, where the imaginal empire of fascism becomes 
understandable by larger strata of the population. Further, by addressing the 
temporal narrative plotted in the granite of large maps or in the celluloid of 
newsreels, connectivity emerges as a chronomobile frame, overlapping the 
glories of the Old Roman Empire to the fascist present in order to manipu-
late imperial future claims in a manner similar to the one addressed by 
Strandsbjerg in this book. As an output of heterogeneous movements and 
a further solicitor of global mobilities, mapping practices cannot be easily 
disentangled from imaginaries of connectivity, circulations and networks 
they contribute to enact.

MAPPING IMPERIAL ASPIRATIONS

By exploring the imaginaries of the world in the mapping of Western modern 
empires, the book also links to the burgeoning literature on the history of inter-
national relations and empire (Barkawi and Laffey 2002; Long and Schmidt 
2005; Bader 2015;  Bayly 2016; Phillips and Sharman 2020; for international 
law, see Koskenniemi, Rech, and Jiménez Fonseca 2017). The emphasis on 
empires serves here as an important corrigendum within the academic field of 
International Relations, but also the broader social sciences and humanities, to 
overcome ‘methodological nationalism’ (also, state centrism) and Eurocentrism, 
as it contributes to further erode the myth of Westphalia. Studying empires 
promises, inter alia, to rethink the ‘international’ as a rather ‘ “thick” set of social 
relations’ compared with the “thin” space of strategic interaction, populated  
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10 Chapter 1

by diplomats, soldiers, and capitalists’ (Barkawi and Laffey 2002, 100) of an 
international order composed by sovereign states in the ‘Westphalian’ tradition. 
Moreover, politics in the Westphalian tradition is mainly conceptualized as inter-
action between European great powers and located within Europe.

Paying greater attention to the imperial dimension of European politics 
highlights, in turn, the influence of the non-European world on Europe itself. 
The sharp distinction between the European and the non-European world as 
separated spheres of analysis becomes untenable as the idea that European 
empires only radiated out and diffused into the rest of the world. This helps 
to overcome Eurocentric conceptualizations of the international. It challenges 
as well various forms of ‘methodological nationalism’. In studies of world 
politics this comes often in the form of the ‘territorial trap’, where states are 
taken as containers with impermeable boundaries and where progress and 
change occur only within these boundaries (Agnew 1994). In this regard, the 
individual chapters of this volume understand empires not just as a differ-
ent form of political aggregates, which are closed entities in themselves, but 
highlight various modes of interconnectedness within world politics, and the 
effects of circulation and connectivity. Related to this, chapters problematize 
some core dichotomies and distinctions of studies of the international and 
social theory in general, such as the ones between the European and the non-
European world, the domestic and the international, the private and the public 
or empire and nation/state.

Much valuable work has been produced from imperial, colonial, de-
colonial and post-colonial perspectives which focus on different elements 
and processes of identity creation and destruction; cultural syncretism; 
relations of oppression and plunder; speciations of life in the form of race, 
gender, class and culture; and civilizationalist aspirations (e.g. Todorov 
1984; Legg 2007; Mignolo 2011; Shilliam 2012; Anievas, Manchanda, and 
Shilliam 2014; Çapan 2017; Mignolo and Walsh 2018; Zondi 2018). Ideas 
of empire and imperialism are sometimes taken as ready-made categories 
for political analysis, as monolithic practices of power immutable over 
time, and as relations of explicit or implicit domination, which succeed one 
another, inevitably, from empire to empire (cf. Eisenstadt 1993; Muldoon 
1999; Abernethy 2000). However, the general approach of this book toward 
European empires resembles the processual and post-representational take 
on mapping. Understanding empires as processual highlights the making of 
European empires. Yet, as the chapters of this volume show, empires are 
never made, they are always empires in the making – tied to processes of 
dynamic stabilization, hierarchization and ordering. To paraphrase Latour 
(2005), ‘empire’ does not explain but needs explanation; on the other hand, 
it is impossible to fix ‘empire’ completely on conceptual grounds. Attempts 
to find a core of empire (be it as successor of the Roman empire or reading  
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European empires backwards from the British empire of the nineteenth cen-
tury) do not succeed because empires do not fully mirror each other. There is 
no transhistorically valid notion of empire. Therefore, as Luis Lobo-Guerrero 
puts it in his chapter ‘In fact, it could be argued, there never were European 
empires’ (p. 42). Thus, to attempt to map imperial aspirations goes beyond 
the idea of denouncing empire and imperialism as a ‘European’ creation 
exported and imposed around the globe.

When the idea of European empire was located by critics in the early mod-
ern period with the so-called trips of European discovery and the first wave 
of globalization, it is refreshing to think, for example, as Fisher and O’Hara 
among others have proposed, that early modern colonialisms were ‘cotermi-
nous with the initial processes of European state-making’ (Fisher and O’Hara 
2009, ix). As they put it, ‘the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, witnessing 
profound transformations in political and economic life, spawned nothing 
less than a cultural revolution – or better said, a revolution in the possible 
ways of being human’ (Fisher and O’Hara 2009, ix). To assume an impe-
rial entity as pre-forming an imperial practice ignores the idea that power is 
a practice with a history. An example is the reflection that, assumed-to-be 
ready-made Europeans did not find ‘indigenous’ people in the Americas but 
people with their own identity (Langebaek 1995, 2008). These histories invite 
us to reflect on why and how are new and old worlds, past and present, recog-
nized around the markers of the imaginaries that think of them, and what do 
critiques of imperial thinking have to tell us of how we reason about order, 
power and governance, in time.

So, how should the idea of empire be approached in order not to fall into 
false presuppositions or clichés which foreclose the possibility of interrogat-
ing the empirical richness of imperial practices and the connectivities they 
portray through maps? Imperialism is, in the words of Burbank and Cooper, 
‘the extension of power across space’ (2010, 293). More precisely, as Bal-
lantyne and Burton (2012, 29) emphasize ‘grafting one space upon another, 
whether cartographically or imaginatively or both . . . is perhaps one of 
the signature moves of would-be imperial spaces’. In this respect, the idea 
of European empire, as explored in this book, relates mostly to a political 
understanding of the production of space, which, although it cannot be dis-
sociated from a classical imperial imaginary emerging from Rome, needs 
to be understood in relation to its situated historical epistemologies. David 
Armitage argued that all European empires and their post-colonial succes-
sors looked back to Rome as its inspiration and aspiration: ‘All roads lead to 
Rome, and from Rome, to Troy’ (1998, xv). However, as Carlo Galli argued, 
whilst using a phrase from Rutilius Nanatianus in his De Reditu Suo from the 
beginning of the fifth century, empire is a space with ‘an inborn founding 
authority, more centering than central’. In this respect, the idea of empire 
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emerging out of Rome is one of ‘a universal space of the world of civilised 
men’ that, ‘rather than excluding barbarians, . . . attracts them, exhorting them 
to cross the threshold of humanity’ (Galli 2010, 12). Such an approach, put-
ting aside the civilizational issues involved and the specificities of the Roman 
model, presents an idea of empire as a permeable space, where power rela-
tions operate both ways and mutually constitute the objects and subjects of 
empire as unstable, and as continuously emerging entities. This is not to deny 
the relationships of oppression and violence that result from imperial prac-
tices. It is to assume empire as an empirical object of mutually constituted 
relationships of power worth exploring in its empirical manifestations, such 
as maps, and analysed paying careful attention to its epistemological details. 
In this vein, chapters of this volume explore maps as crucial in the creation 
of European colonial spaces. Whether it is, for example, the creation of an 
imaginary of empty and therefore colonizable land through ‘blank spaces’ on 
maps (Filipe dos Reis), the partitioning of far-distant non-European territories 
in the European imperial centres (Louis Le Douarin) or the use of surveying 
techniques by European settlers on the ground (Kerry Goettlich), maps were 
crucial in the creation and stabilization of hierarchies of knowledge between 
the European and non-European world.

Reasoning within the spaceness of the empire relates also to the under-
standing of empire as a relational and mutable entity, an approach that 
chimes closely with the poststructuralist sense of space understood as the 
product of interrelations, the sphere of coexisting heterogeneity, and engulf-
ing processuality (Massey 2005). Such an understanding followed the spatial 
turn in the social sciences and the humanities (Warf and Arias 2008). For 
long conceived as a prison, the container where power unfolds, or a matter 
of scaling and distance, space has been implicitly considered a theatrical 
scenery or an attribute of power but not its co-constitutive force. Such an 
approach has been countered by a position, as expressed in Foucault’s Eye of 
Power, where space is presented as emerging as a catalyst of power relations 
(Foucault 1980, 149), which follows Lefebvre (1992) in analysing space as a 
constellation of ‘moments’, revelatory experiences, epiphanies of power fab-
rications or failures. As argued in the chapters of this book, relating issues of 
micro- and macro-politics, and revealing cultural and political struggles over 
territories, the spaceness of empire produces the conditions where to unfold 
its emergence as a historic-political problem. By taking the idea of empire 
as revealing an experience of governance, contributions to this volume com-
plicate the analysis of the construct of the empire by approaching maps and 
mapping practices as sites of epistemological experimentation. It follows that 
the imaginaries of connectivity revealed through maps can be used to under-
stand the making of empire.
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ON EMPIRES AND THEIR CARTOGRAPHIC  
MOORINGS: A ROAD MAP

Considering the epistemological richness and intricacies of both the constructs 
of empire and cartography, it should come as no surprise that there is a grow-
ing concern with how the two relate to each other. Chapters in this book deal 
with a wide range of cases that help us learn about the making of European 
empires and mapping in various non-traditional ways. They include narra-
tives of first waves of imperialism in the modern age, as well as ‘Enlightened’ 
imperialism, and early twentieth-century late-state imperialisms.

Focusing on the making of the Early ‘Spanish’ Empire, or better, the ways 
that different imaginaries of a ‘Spanish’ Empire were made concrete and 
operative, Lobo-Guerrero discusses in chapter 2 the ‘foundational’ maps 
like the Carta de Juan de la Cosa (1500), the Padrón Real with the map of 
Diego Ribeiro (1529) and the map of America by Diego Gutierrez (1562). 
His speculative journey starts from the emerging global space shaped by 
each cartographic artefact to then reconstruct the broader epistemic and 
administrative practices that made the assemblage of colours, lines, human 
and geometric symbols a coherent and governed spatial order. The problem 
of knowing and knowledge is central in this early phase of European expan-
sion as Europeans were confronted with the question of how to deal with 
the novelty of the encountered territories and people of the New World. The 
author develops the idea of maps ‘as constituting sites for experimentation, 
from which to explore experiments of power, and in which to interrogate the 
conditions of possibility of such experiments’ (p. 23). His reading of a global 
Christian space into the map of Juan de la Cosa, the consolidating role of 
cosmography as a legitimizing knowledge that authorizes a global imperial 
power in the map of Diego Ribeiro and his interpretation of the Gutierrez map 
as portraying the partitioning of Atlantic ocean space as a legitimate site of 
imperial confrontation in the late XVIC are examples of experimental reading 
of contending imperial imaginaries of connectivity.

Referring to the ‘mapless empire’ originally shaped by Viking explorers’ 
oral mapping and empirical navigation during the tenth and eleventh centu-
ries, in chapter 3 Jeppe Strandsbjerg examines how the space of Greenland 
was conceived and connected at a distance without any formal and political 
understanding of modern maps. It was only when the English explorer James 
Hall drafted four sketch maps of the Greenlandic coast in 1605–1612 that a 
process of epistemological translation from contingent and sensorial forms 
of mapping the environment to modern, rational and abstract cartography 
occurred. In particular, Strandsbjerg intersects two levels of connectivity 
effects. One is played in a political, economic and legal sphere and follows 
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the metamorphosis of the Danish empire from a system of mutual benefit 
and exchange to a more hierarchical obligation toward the Kingdom. On a 
cartographic level, Strandsbjerg notices how the sovereignty over Greenland, 
and hence the politics of re-connecting the old lands conquered by Vikings, 
passed through the inscription and translation on modern forms of cartogra-
phy: ‘The mapping of Greenland not only connected Greenland to the king it 
also connected Greenland to a wider European cartographic theatre occupied 
with imperial rivalry alongside a territorialisation of sovereignty’ (p. 71). In 
this sense, Strandsbjerg deals with a rather unusual case of European impe-
rialism, namely the aspiration of Denmark to create an empire in the North 
Atlantic during the late-sixteenth and seventeenth century.

In examining property boundaries and intercolonial boundaries in the 
English colonies of North America, Kerry Goettlich focuses in chapter 4 
on a distinct cartographic mode of imperial space-making, discussing maps 
resulting from technologies and practices of surveying. The author refers 
to maps produced through surveying as solidifications and incrustations of 
newly invented property claims that did have rhetorical power and were 
embedded in particular contexts and struggles. Surveying became crucial 
for settler colonial activities as it delegitimized native territorial claims and 
helped to convert the land of Native Americans into settler property. Prac-
tices of surveying were however not fully controlled by colonial authorities 
but organized by private landowners. The relationship between both groups 
was highly ‘ambitious’ and resulted in various struggles about the extent of 
land-claiming. Moreover, the author pays attention to the unintended conse-
quences of survey mapping in British North America as a result of problems 
to govern at a distance.

Focussing on the work of the famous German cartographer August Peter-
mann and the function played by Justus Perthes press in the provincial town of 
Gotha, Filipe dos Reis sheds light in chapter 5 to the complex, adventurous and 
‘precursory’ cartographic enterprise that made possible the German imperial 
and colonial discourse in the nineteenth century. Considering the city of Gotha, 
the Justus Perthes press and the cartographic discoveries of Petermann as three 
different ‘centres of calculations’ (Latour 1987) or, as dos Reis also puts it, 
‘empires of science’ where maps and their imaginaries were made active and 
mobile, dos Reis reflects on the performative functions of blank spaces on 
maps as catalysts for the hunger of explorations and colonization that the young 
Deutschland would have strongly manifested a few decades later.

In chapter 6, Louis Le Dourain studies the role of a large private colonial 
network in France. This epistemic community, which includes merchants, 
diplomats, army officers and scholars, developed in the context of the dis-
solution of the Ottoman Empire after World War I an opportunity to start 
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a campaign for a French Syria in the Middle East. The campaign was sup-
ported by an important shift in how French imperial ambitions in that region 
were justified, namely not on grounds of glory and a civilizing mission but 
by economic interests and rather indirect rule. Such an economic empire was 
also an empire of metrics and statistics – technologies of governance that 
played a pivotal role in the peace negotiations after the Great War in general. 
The use of metrics and statistics, as in thematic maps, was not restricted to 
measure economic indicators but also to the governance of populations. As 
such, French imperial circles began to draw ethnographic maps, which were 
influenced by the way populations were mapped in Eastern Europe in the 
context of the simultaneous dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Le 
Dourain’s chapter, in particular, explores the contested cartographic imager-
ies and practices or, as the author puts it, ‘the cartographic combat’ that sur-
rounded and shaped the French imperial interests on the Levant before and 
after World War I.

In chapter 7, Laura Lo Presti introduces a multi-sensory approach to maps, 
mapping and the making of empire, advancing the idea that empire-making 
is part of a complex process that involves propagandistic consumption. As 
she puts it, ‘The empire transforms from a concept into a practice only at 
the moment of its consumption’ (p. 178). Lo Presti analyses maps produced 
and circulated within the understudied Italian Fascism’s empire as part of 
‘a persuasive, communicative, and performative media apparatus’ (p. 176) 
where popular maps and map-like objects reveal complex and interrelated 
epistemological formations through their materiality, for instance: the senso-
rial experience of the viewer, the propagandistic strategy of the mapmaker 
and the power it supported, as well as what could be called, ‘a political sen-
sorial economy of space’. Maps, in her case, operate as media for a Fascist 
imaginary of space, drilled into the audience through mundane practices such 
as radio broadcasts at school (asking students to engage with the Fascist maps 
almost as subliminal messages), in games and postcards, and in cinematic 
ways that combine aesthetic with politics.
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