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Figure 1. According to a social media source. 

 

1. The Viral Map Problem: Why Imperial Shrinkage Looks Simple but Is Not 

1.1 The apparent clarity of percentage land loss 

A map showing the “percentage of land loss since greatest extent” appears, at first glance, to 
offer a clean numerical history of Europe. Each country receives a number. Britain has lost 
almost everything. France, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Germany, Italy, Turkey, and Austria appear 
as diminished survivors of once-larger formations. Russia seems less reduced. Iceland appears 
unchanged. The graphic works because the viewer immediately understands the emotional 
grammar of the image: modern states are presented as fragments of former greatness. The map 
seems to convert centuries of conquest, dynastic union, colonization, partition, decolonization, 
and border revision into a single comparable percentage. 
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That clarity is deceptive. The number looks mathematical, but the object being measured is 
unstable. “Land loss” implies that a state once possessed land and later lost it, but possession is 
not a single historical category. Directly administered territory is not the same as a colony, a 
crown dependency, a protectorate, a vassal state, a military occupation zone, a dynastic 
inheritance, a federation, an overseas mandate, an ethnographic claim, a tributary relationship, 
or a civilizational sphere. Yet viral maps often treat these categories as if they were 
interchangeable. They present a large colored empire and a smaller modern state as if the 
transition between them were a simple subtraction. 

The persuasive power of such maps comes from the mismatch between visual simplicity and 
historical complexity. A percentage gives the impression of objectivity. It suggests that the 
historian has selected a maximum extent, calculated the present area, and reported the loss. 
But the crucial decision is not the arithmetic. The crucial decision is the baseline. What was the 
“greatest extent” of Britain, France, Spain, Germany, Italy, Greece, Russia, or Turkey? Was it the 
maximum extent of a modern state? A colonial empire? A dynastic monarchy? An ancient 
imperial formation? A wartime occupation? A cultural zone? An ethnic aspiration? The 
percentage is only as meaningful as the answer to that question. 

The result is a map that is not useless, but dangerous when taken literally. It is useful because it 
draws attention to the scale of imperial contraction and the centrality of territorial memory in 
European political history. It is dangerous because it may imply continuity where none exists, 
loss where independence occurred, and national ownership where imperial domination once 
stood. A disciplined reading must therefore begin by treating the map not as a settled dataset, 
but as a provocation. 

1.2 Why “greatest extent” is an unstable concept 

The phrase “greatest extent” sounds precise, but it hides several incompatible meanings. For 
some states, the maximum extent may refer to the area directly administered by the state at a 
particular date. For others, it may include colonies and overseas possessions. For still others, it 
may include lands ruled by a predecessor dynasty or empire whose relationship to the present 
nation-state is partial, symbolic, or contested. In the most problematic cases, “greatest extent” 
may include ancient civilizational space that no modern state can plausibly claim as its own 
territorial ancestor. 

Britain illustrates one type of maximum: the global colonial empire. If the British Empire is 
compared to the present United Kingdom, a massive shrinkage percentage is expected. But 
even here, the baseline is not simple. The empire included colonies, dominions, protectorates, 
mandates, military bases, trading enclaves, and dependencies with different legal relationships 
to London. Canada, Australia, India, Kenya, Jamaica, and Gibraltar cannot be treated as identical 
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units of territorial possession. A single percentage erases the layered legal and political 
architecture of empire. 

Turkey illustrates another type: the successor-state problem. Modern Turkey is commonly 
compared with the Ottoman Empire. This comparison has intuitive historical force, because the 
Ottoman imperial core included Anatolia and because the Republic of Turkey emerged after the 
empire’s defeat and dissolution. Yet the Ottoman Empire was not simply “larger Turkey.” It was a 
dynastic, multiethnic, multireligious imperial order ruling Arab provinces, Balkan territories, 
North African lands, islands, and frontier zones through changing degrees of administrative 
control. To describe the disappearance of those lands as “Turkey’s land loss” is rhetorically 
powerful but historically compressed. 

Italy and Greece produce still harder cases. If modern Italy is compared with the Roman Empire, 
the map is no longer measuring state continuity in the ordinary sense. Italy did not rule the 
Roman Empire and then lose it. Rather, a modern nation-state formed on a peninsula that had 
once been the core of an ancient empire. The relationship is civilizational, geographic, linguistic 
in part, symbolic, and political through later memory, but not a straightforward continuity of 
sovereignty. A similar problem appears when modern Greece is compared with ancient Greek 
settlement, Alexander’s empire, or Byzantium. The Greek state did not once administer all 
Hellenistic or Byzantine space and later lose it. Those spaces belong to long, layered histories in 
which language, religion, empire, ethnicity, and political authority do not align neatly. 

Germany poses another version of instability. Should the maximum be the German Empire of 
1871, the Holy Roman Empire, Nazi-occupied Europe, or some broader German-speaking 
cultural zone? Each choice produces a different number and a different political implication. 
Counting military occupation as national territorial maximum is especially dangerous, because 
temporary conquest is not the same as durable sovereignty. A map that fails to distinguish 
occupation from recognized rule risks transforming aggression into a misleading measure of 
“lost land.” 

Thus “greatest extent” is not a fact waiting to be retrieved. It is a methodological choice. 
Without a declared rule for selecting the maximum, shrinkage percentages become artifacts of 
comparison rather than measurements of history. 

1.3 The difference between historical geography and rhetorical cartography 

Historical geography asks how territories, borders, administrative systems, and spatial identities 
changed over time. Rhetorical cartography uses maps to persuade. The viral imperial-shrinkage 
map belongs to both categories, but its public impact comes primarily from rhetoric. Its large 
numbers and dramatic colors invite the viewer to see Europe as a continent of amputated 
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empires. The map’s emotional logic is loss. Its implicit story is that modern countries are 
remnants. 

That story may be partly true in some cases. Austria is indeed a small successor state relative to 
the Habsburg imperial structure. Hungary’s modern borders are inseparable from the memory 
of dramatic postwar territorial contraction. Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, and the Netherlands 
did lose or relinquish overseas empires. Turkey emerged from the ruins of an Ottoman world 
that had once stretched across three continents. Poland’s territorial history includes partitions, 
restoration, westward displacement, and the memory of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 
In such cases, shrinkage is a real historical phenomenon. 

But rhetorical cartography becomes misleading when it makes different historical processes 
look like the same event. Decolonization is not the same as national partition. Dynastic collapse 
is not the same as military defeat. The end of overseas rule is not the same as the loss of 
homeland territory. The dissolution of a federation is not the same as conquest by an enemy. 
The disappearance of an ancient empire is not the same as the contraction of a modern state. 
Yet a percentage map can visually flatten all these processes into one category: land lost. 

The term “loss” itself carries moral and political weight. From the viewpoint of the former 
imperial center, decolonization may appear as territorial reduction. From the viewpoint of the 
colonized, it appears as liberation, independence, or restoration of self-rule. A map that labels 
postcolonial independence as imperial land loss is not necessarily false in geometric terms, but 
it is incomplete in moral and political terms. It measures the shrinking of the imperial possessor, 
not the emergence of new sovereign subjects. 

Historical geography therefore requires classification before calculation. A serious shrinkage 
map would identify the type of territorial relationship being counted. It would distinguish direct 
metropolitan territory from overseas colonies, colonies from protectorates, protectorates from 
mandates, mandates from occupied zones, and all of these from cultural influence. It would also 
identify the date of maximum extent, the legal status of each territory, and the present-day 
comparator. The viral map does not do this work. Its power lies in refusing such distinctions. 

This does not mean the map should be dismissed. Rhetorical maps often expose questions that 
technical maps avoid. They reveal public fascination with empire, grievance, decline, and 
identity. They show how people imagine the past spatially. But they must be read as arguments, 
not as neutral evidence. 

1.4 Why Europe is the ideal test case 

Europe is the ideal test case for imperial shrinkage because it contains nearly every form of 
territorial maximum within a relatively small geographic and historical field. It includes maritime 
colonial empires, continental dynastic empires, ancient civilizational empires, medieval 
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kingdoms, modern nation-states, federations, partitions, wartime occupations, and post-Cold 
War border settlements. No single theory of territorial loss can handle Europe unless it can 
separate these categories. 

Western Europe supplies the clearest cases of overseas imperial contraction. Britain, Spain, 
Portugal, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands built empires that extended far beyond Europe. 
Their present-day territories are small relative to their former imperial reach. If the purpose is 
to measure the decline of overseas empire, these cases are central. They show how small 
European states became global administrators and then returned, at least territorially, to a 
much narrower geographic footprint. 

Central Europe supplies the problem of composite political structures. Austria and Hungary 
cannot be understood without the Habsburg order and Austria-Hungary. Poland and Lithuania 
cannot be understood without the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the later partitions. 
Czechia and Slovakia raise questions about the inheritance of Czechoslovakia and earlier 
Bohemian or Moravian formations. These cases show that the modern state often descends 
from larger structures without being identical to them. 

Eastern Europe and the Balkans supply the problem of overlapping historical claims. Serbia, 
Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, Bosnia, Albania, Greece, Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania have 
histories shaped by empires, medieval kingdoms, national revivals, shifting borders, and 
external domination. Their “greatest extent” depends heavily on whether the baseline is a 
medieval kingdom, a modern interwar state, an ethnographic imagination, or a larger imperial 
framework. Here, shrinkage percentages can become especially politically charged. 

Northern Europe supplies the problem of realm, dependency, and maritime reach. Denmark, 
Norway, Sweden, Iceland, Finland, and the Baltic states raise questions about union, autonomy, 
dependency, and imperial episodes that do not fit the Atlantic colonial model. Greenland, the 
Faroe Islands, Iceland, Baltic possessions, and medieval maritime networks complicate any 
simple comparison between present state area and historical maximum. 

Europe is also ideal because its territorial memories remain politically active. Borders in Europe 
are not merely administrative lines. They are attached to wars, treaties, expulsions, minorities, 
languages, dynasties, religions, occupations, and national myths. A shrinkage map therefore 
does more than show historical area. It touches the emotional archive of the continent. 

For that reason, the viral map problem matters. It is not just a question of correcting bad 
numbers. It is a question of how modern publics understand empire, responsibility, decline, and 
historical continuity. A better method must preserve the map’s central insight—that territorial 
contraction is a real and powerful feature of European history—while refusing its central 
simplification: that all lost space means the same thing. 



10 
 

2. Defining Imperial Shrinkage 

2.1 Current territory versus historical maximum territory 

Imperial shrinkage begins with a deceptively simple comparison: the area of a present-day state 
is measured against the largest territorial formation with which that state is historically 
associated. The present territory is usually easy to identify, at least in ordinary cases. The 
modern United Kingdom, France, Spain, Portugal, Turkey, Austria, Hungary, Greece, Italy, 
Poland, Russia, and other states have recognized borders, official land areas, and current legal 
identities. The historical maximum, however, is much more difficult. It requires a decision about 
which past formation belongs in the comparison. 

A strict method would compare a present state only with the maximum extent of the same 
legal-political entity. Under that rule, many dramatic shrinkage claims would disappear or 
become much smaller. Modern Italy would not be compared with the Roman Empire. Modern 
Greece would not automatically inherit every Hellenic, Byzantine, or Alexandrian space. Modern 
Germany would not be credited with every region ever associated with the Holy Roman Empire 
or temporarily occupied by German armies. Modern Turkey would require careful treatment: it 
is a successor to the Ottoman imperial collapse, but not simply the Ottoman Empire under a 
new name. 

A looser method compares the present state with a predecessor polity. This is the most 
common method used in popular historical graphics. Britain is compared with the British 
Empire. Spain is compared with the Spanish Empire. Portugal is compared with the Portuguese 
Empire. France is compared with the French colonial empire. Austria is compared with Austria-
Hungary or the Austrian Empire. Turkey is compared with the Ottoman Empire. Russia may be 
compared with the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union, or some mixture of imperial and Soviet 
space. These comparisons are intelligible, but they must be labeled as successor-polity 
comparisons rather than direct state comparisons. 

A still looser method compares the present state with a civilizational maximum. This method is 
the most rhetorically powerful and the least analytically safe. Italy may be compared with 
Rome, Greece with Alexander or Byzantium, Germany with the Holy Roman Empire, and various 
Balkan states with medieval kingdoms or ethnic-historical maxima. Such comparisons may be 
meaningful for memory, literature, nationalism, education, and identity. They are much weaker 
as territorial measurements. A civilization is not a cadastral state. A language sphere is not a 
government. A religious commonwealth is not a tax administration. A temporary zone of 
influence is not the same as sovereign territory. 

The first task in defining imperial shrinkage is therefore to identify what kind of maximum is 
being used. A map that does not do this has already made its most important choice invisibly. 
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The arithmetic may be correct, but the comparison may still be conceptually wrong. Present 
territory is a legal fact. Historical maximum territory is a selected interpretation. 

2.2 Direct rule, indirect rule, colonies, dominions, protectorates, and spheres of influence 

A serious definition of imperial shrinkage must distinguish among forms of territorial control. 
Empire is not a single administrative condition. It is a layered structure of power, law, extraction, 
settlement, military presence, diplomacy, prestige, and symbolic hierarchy. Some imperial 
territories are incorporated directly into the ruling state. Others are governed as colonies. 
Others are ruled through local monarchs, chiefs, governors, protectorate treaties, chartered 
companies, vassalage, tributary obligations, or military occupation. To combine all of these into 
one area figure produces a dramatic number but an imprecise history. 

Direct rule is the clearest category. A territory under direct rule is administered as part of the 
sovereign state or imperial government. Laws, taxation, officials, courts, military obligations, 
and political authority flow from the center. Even here, variation exists. Metropolitan 
departments, imperial provinces, crown colonies, military districts, and overseas possessions 
may all be direct in one sense but unequal in representation and rights. The French case is 
especially important because the French state sometimes incorporated overseas territories into 
legal structures that differed from the British imperial model. If all overseas space is counted 
merely as “French land,” the legal texture disappears. 

Indirect rule is more ambiguous. Empires often control territory without fully absorbing it. A 
protectorate may retain a local ruler while surrendering foreign policy, defense, or fiscal 
authority to an imperial power. A vassal may owe tribute, military support, or diplomatic 
obedience while remaining internally autonomous. A mandate may be administered by a great 
power under international authorization rather than formal annexation. A sphere of influence 
may involve commercial and diplomatic dominance without ordinary sovereignty. These 
arrangements differ dramatically, yet popular maps often shade them in the same color. 

Colonies also require subdivision. A settler colony differs from an extractive colony. A plantation 
colony differs from a trading enclave. A crown colony differs from a self-governing dominion. 
British India, Canada, Australia, Hong Kong, Kenya, Jamaica, and Malta did not occupy the same 
constitutional position within the British imperial system. The Spanish empire in the Americas 
differed from the Portuguese empire in Brazil and Africa, and both differed from the Dutch 
commercial empire. Treating them as identical units of possession may work for a crude 
geometric estimate, but it fails as political history. 

Spheres of influence should normally be excluded from core shrinkage calculations unless a 
separate influence index is being created. Influence is real, but it is not territory in the strict 
sense. A state may dominate markets, control railways, dictate treaties, place advisers, shape 
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military policy, or claim religious authority without exercising sovereignty. If such zones are 
included, the map becomes an influence map, not a territorial map. The boundary between 
influence and control is historically important precisely because it is unstable. That instability 
should be recorded, not hidden inside a percentage. 

Thus the central distinction is not merely between empire and no empire. It is between grades 
of admissible territorial inclusion. A disciplined map should say which categories are counted: 
direct sovereignty, colonial administration, protectorates, mandates, vassals, tributaries, military 
occupations, leased territories, naval bases, federated republics, dynastic unions, and influence 
zones. Without that classification, “land loss” is only a visual compression of unlike things. 

2.3 Land area, population, administrative control, and sovereignty 

Imperial shrinkage is usually expressed as land area, but land area is only one measure of 
imperial scale. A large desert, tundra, or sparsely populated frontier can add enormous territory 
while contributing little population, revenue, or administrative depth. A small island, port, canal 
zone, or urban colony can be strategically immense while barely changing the area total. If 
shrinkage is measured only by square kilometers, the map privileges spatial magnitude over 
political weight. 

Population offers a different view. The loss of a densely populated province may matter more 
than the loss of a vast but sparsely inhabited periphery. British imperial contraction looks 
immense by land area, but population measures would emphasize India even more strongly. 
French imperial shrinkage by land area includes large Saharan and African territories, but a 
population-weighted index would produce a different emphasis. Austria-Hungary’s collapse 
would appear not only as territorial reduction but as the dissolution of a complex demographic 
order of Germans, Hungarians, Czechs, Slovaks, Croats, Serbs, Romanians, Poles, Ukrainians, 
Italians, Jews, and others. A population index reveals what a land-area index hides: empires 
ruled people, not empty polygons. 

Administrative control is another dimension. Some territories were intensely governed; others 
were lightly claimed. A line on a map may represent a treaty claim rather than effective 
administration. In colonial Africa, for example, European maps often showed vast possessions 
before complete administrative penetration. In steppe, desert, mountain, and frontier zones, 
imperial authority could fade with distance from roads, forts, rivers, tax offices, and garrisons. A 
maximum extent based on claimed territory may exaggerate control. A maximum based only on 
effective administration may shrink the empire but produce a more realistic political geography. 

Sovereignty must also be separated from control. A power may control a territory militarily 
without having recognized sovereignty over it. Occupation during war is the clearest case. 
Occupied Europe under Nazi Germany should not be treated as the ordinary territorial 
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maximum of Germany. The same caution applies to any state whose maximum includes short-
lived wartime occupation. Military control is historically significant, but it should not be 
confused with settled incorporation. A separate “occupation maximum” may be useful, but it 
must be labeled as such. 

Economic power further complicates the picture. An empire may extract wealth from territories 
it does not formally annex. Chartered companies, debt regimes, unequal treaties, canal 
concessions, resource monopolies, and client regimes may produce imperial effects without full 
territorial sovereignty. If the goal is to measure imperial power, land area is incomplete. If the 
goal is to measure territorial shrinkage, economic control should not silently inflate the map. 

The result is that no single number can capture imperial contraction. Land area is the simplest 
index and the easiest to visualize, but it should be treated as one measure among several. A 
serious study should distinguish territorial shrinkage, population shrinkage, administrative 
shrinkage, sovereignty shrinkage, and influence shrinkage. The viral map collapses these into 
one number. The disciplined method separates them. 

2.4 A proposed formula for imperial shrinkage 

The basic formula for imperial shrinkage is straightforward: 

Shrinkage percentage = 100 × (1 − present area ÷ maximum historical area) 

This formula produces a percentage of territorial contraction. If a present state has 100,000 
square kilometers and its historical maximum was 1,000,000 square kilometers, the shrinkage is 
90 percent. If the present state has 500,000 square kilometers and the maximum was 1,000,000 
square kilometers, the shrinkage is 50 percent. If the present state has not contracted relative to 
the selected baseline, the shrinkage is 0 percent. The arithmetic is simple. The methodological 
burden lies in defining the numerator and denominator. 

The present area should be the recognized land area of the current state, with a clear rule for 
overseas territories, autonomous regions, dependencies, and disputed lands. For some 
countries, this is not trivial. Should overseas departments count as part of France? Should 
Greenland count as part of Denmark’s present area, part of the Danish realm, or as an 
autonomous territory in a separate category? Should disputed territories be included only if 
internationally recognized, effectively controlled, constitutionally claimed, or historically 
associated? A reproducible method must state the rule before calculating. 

The maximum historical area should be classified by type. At minimum, the study should 
maintain separate categories: state maximum, imperial maximum, colonial maximum, dynastic 
maximum, civilizational maximum, occupation maximum, and influence maximum. These 
should not be mixed into a single table without labels. A country may have several legitimate 
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maxima depending on the question. Britain’s colonial maximum differs from the maximum area 
of the United Kingdom as a domestic state. Italy’s modern state maximum differs from the 
Roman imperial maximum. Greece’s modern state maximum differs from Byzantine, Hellenistic, 
or ancient Greek cultural maxima. Germany’s state maximum differs from occupation-era 
control and from the Holy Roman imperial structure. 

The formula should therefore be modified into a family of indexes rather than one universal 
measure. A direct-state shrinkage index compares the current state with the largest area ever 
held by the same state. A successor-imperial shrinkage index compares the current state with 
the largest predecessor empire to which it has a strong institutional or historical succession 
claim. A colonial shrinkage index compares the current metropole with its former overseas 
empire. A dynastic shrinkage index compares a current successor state with the largest 
composite monarchy or dynastic formation associated with it. A civilizational shrinkage index 
compares a modern state with a symbolic cultural or ancient maximum, but this should be 
marked as a memory index rather than a sovereignty index. 

The resulting notation might be simple. Let C be current recognized territory. Let M be the 
selected maximum. Let k identify the type of maximum: direct, colonial, dynastic, successor, 
occupation, civilizational, or influence. Then: 

Shrinkage(k) = 100 × (1 − C ÷ M(k)) 

This notation forces the mapmaker to reveal the comparison. Britain’s number might be labeled 
Shrinkage(colonial). Turkey’s might be labeled Shrinkage(successor-imperial). Austria’s might be 
labeled Shrinkage(dynastic). Italy’s Roman comparison, if used at all, would be 
Shrinkage(civilizational), not ordinary territorial loss. Germany’s wartime maximum would be 
Shrinkage(occupation), not national shrinkage. Such labels would not make the numbers 
perfect, but they would prevent the most serious deception: treating all historical maxima as 
equivalent. 

The formula should also allow uncertainty. Historical borders are often approximate. Frontier 
zones, deserts, mountains, protectorates, and tributary regions may not have exact boundaries. 
Rather than reporting a false precision, a disciplined table could report ranges. A country might 
have a shrinkage estimate of 85 to 90 percent under one definition and 60 to 70 percent under 
another. This would be less viral, but more honest. 

The aim is not to abolish shrinkage maps. They are useful when properly labeled. The aim is to 
make them intelligible. Imperial shrinkage should be a method, not a meme. It should reveal 
how much territory a political formation once controlled, how that control was structured, how 
it disappeared, and what kind of comparison is being made. Only then can the percentage 
become historical evidence rather than cartographic theater. 
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3. The Problem of Baselines 

3.1 Modern nation-state baselines 

The most conservative baseline for measuring territorial shrinkage is the modern nation-state 
itself. Under this rule, the comparison is limited to the largest territory ever controlled by the 
same legal-political state that exists today, or by a clearly continuous constitutional predecessor. 
This approach produces the cleanest measurements because it avoids assigning ancient 
empires, dynastic confederations, colonial systems, or cultural zones to present-day states 
without proof of institutional continuity. It asks a simple question: how much territory has this 
state, as this state, actually lost? 

For many countries, this sharply reduces the drama of imperial-shrinkage claims. Modern Italy, 
for example, would be compared with the territorial maximum of the Kingdom of Italy or the 
Italian Republic, not with the Roman Empire. Modern Greece would be compared with the 
largest extent of the Greek state after independence, not with Alexander’s empire, Byzantium, 
or the ancient Greek settlement world. Modern Germany would be compared with the German 
Empire or another clearly defined German state formation, not with all of Nazi-occupied Europe 
or the Holy Roman Empire. This method resists the temptation to convert cultural ancestry into 
territorial possession. 

The advantage of the modern nation-state baseline is discipline. It does not deny that modern 
states use older memories, symbols, languages, religions, and myths. It simply refuses to treat 
those memories as territorial facts. A flag that borrows from ancient Rome does not make the 
Roman Empire a previous version of the modern Italian state. A church tradition that 
remembers Byzantium does not make modern Greece the territorial residue of Byzantium. A 
national literature that invokes medieval greatness does not automatically turn medieval 
expansion into modern national land loss. 

This baseline also helps separate internal territorial adjustment from imperial decline. A state 
may lose borderlands, provinces, islands, or disputed territories without ever having been an 
empire in the world-historical sense. Such contraction is still historically important, but it is not 
the same as the collapse of a colonial or dynastic system. A modern nation-state baseline can 
therefore identify ordinary border revision, secession, partition, and treaty settlement without 
exaggerating them into civilizational catastrophe. 

However, this strict method has limitations. Some present-day states really are successor states 
to larger imperial formations. Turkey cannot be fully understood without the Ottoman Empire. 
Austria and Hungary cannot be fully understood without the Habsburg order. Russia cannot be 
understood without the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union. Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, 
and the Netherlands cannot be understood without overseas empire. A method that only 
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measures the present legal state may become too narrow for post-imial history. It may remove 
precisely the structures that shaped the modern state’s identity, institutions, borders, and 
geopolitical memory. 

The best use of the modern nation-state baseline is therefore as a first index, not the only index. 
It provides a floor of methodological caution. Once the direct-state comparison is established, 
broader imperial, dynastic, colonial, and civilizational comparisons can be added. But those 
additional comparisons should be labeled as different baselines, not silently substituted for the 
modern state itself. 

3.2 Dynastic and composite-state baselines 

The dynastic baseline compares a present-day state with a larger political formation once ruled 
by a dynasty, crown, or composite monarchy associated with that state. This is essential for 
understanding much of European history, because Europe was not originally organized as a 
continent of ethnically defined nation-states. It was structured by royal houses, marriages, 
inheritances, elective crowns, personal unions, confederations, imperial titles, estates, duchies, 
kingdoms, and overlapping jurisdictions. Dynastic space often does not map cleanly onto 
modern national space. 

Austria is the classic case. A map that compares modern Austria with the Austrian Empire or 
Austria-Hungary captures a real post-imperial contraction. Vienna was the center of a vast 
Habsburg system that included peoples and lands far beyond present Austrian borders. Yet the 
Habsburg monarchy was not simply a larger Austria. It was a composite structure containing 
kingdoms, crownlands, provinces, languages, legal orders, religious communities, and historical 
rights. To describe the collapse of that system as Austria losing land is partly true from the 
standpoint of imperial center, but incomplete from the standpoint of the peoples who became 
Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, Croats, Slovenes, Poles, Ukrainians, Romanians, Italians, and others 
within successor states. 

Hungary presents a related but distinct problem. The Kingdom of Hungary had a historic 
territorial identity much larger than modern Hungary. The post-World War I settlement reduced 
Hungary dramatically and left powerful memories of national loss. Here the dynastic and 
national baselines overlap more closely than in some other cases, because the Kingdom of 
Hungary had an enduring political geography and elite memory. Still, it was multiethnic and 
internally diverse. Measuring Hungarian shrinkage as a simple loss of national land risks ignoring 
the non-Hungarian populations and competing national movements inside the old kingdom. 

The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth raises another issue: shared inheritance. Should the 
Commonwealth be assigned to Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine, or some combination of 
successor identities? It was not merely a large Poland, nor merely a large Lithuania. It was a 
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composite political order whose territories now lie across several modern states. A shrinkage 
map that assigns its whole maximum to one modern country distorts the Commonwealth’s 
structure. Yet the Commonwealth remains central to Polish, Lithuanian, Belarusian, and 
Ukrainian historical memory in different ways. A disciplined method should treat it as a shared 
predecessor rather than a single-state possession. 

Dynastic baselines also complicate the notion of sovereignty. A ruler might hold several crowns, 
each with its own laws and estates. A king could be sovereign in one territory, duke in another, 
emperor in a third, and claimant in a fourth. The map of dynastic Europe was often a map of 
layered titles, not a uniform administrative state. Counting every dynastic holding as one 
national maximum imposes a later nation-state model on a pre-national political world. 

The dynastic baseline is therefore legitimate but dangerous. It is legitimate because many 
modern European states emerged from the collapse or contraction of dynastic structures. It is 
dangerous because it can turn multiethnic composite monarchies into the lost property of one 
modern nation. The correct treatment is to label dynastic comparisons explicitly, record the 
composite character of the polity, and avoid implying that every successor population was 
merely part of another nation’s lost land. 

3.3 Colonial empire baselines 

The colonial empire baseline compares a present-day metropole with the maximum extent of its 
overseas empire. This is the baseline that generates the most dramatic shrinkage percentages 
for Britain, Spain, Portugal, France, the Netherlands, and other maritime powers. It is also the 
baseline most likely to be intuitively understood by viewers: the British Empire was once vast; 
the present United Kingdom is small. The Spanish and Portuguese empires once extended 
across oceans; modern Spain and Portugal occupy comparatively small European territories. 
France once governed large parts of Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and the Pacific; metropolitan 
France is much smaller. 

This baseline is historically meaningful because colonial empires were real structures of power. 
They were administered, taxed, militarized, settled, exploited, mapped, named, and legally 
organized. Their decline transformed world politics. Decolonization produced dozens of 
sovereign states and changed the demographic, economic, and diplomatic position of Europe. In 
that sense, colonial shrinkage is not a cartographic illusion. It is one of the defining processes of 
modern history. 

Yet colonial shrinkage requires careful wording. From the imperial center, the end of empire 
appears as territorial loss. From the colonized territory, it appears as independence or 
liberation. The same geometric subtraction therefore carries opposite moral meanings 
depending on viewpoint. A map that says Britain lost India, Spain lost much of the Americas, 
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Portugal lost Brazil and later African possessions, or France lost Algeria and other colonial 
territories may be geometrically accurate within an imperial frame. But the word loss can 
obscure the fact that these territories were not natural extensions of the European homeland. 
They were ruled through conquest, settlement, extraction, treaty, or coercive imperial systems. 

The colonial baseline must also distinguish types of colonial possession. British dominions such 
as Canada, Australia, and New Zealand became self-governing in ways different from colonies 
governed directly from London. India was central to imperial power but was not the same kind 
of possession as a small naval base or island colony. French Algeria was legally and emotionally 
different from other French colonial territories because of settlement, incorporation, and war. 
Portuguese Brazil became an empire and then an independent state on a timeline very different 
from Portuguese Africa. The Netherlands’ relationship to the Dutch East Indies was unlike its 
relationship to small Caribbean territories. These distinctions matter because shrinkage was not 
one event but a sequence of constitutional transformations. 

Colonial baselines also raise the question of whether to include mandates, protectorates, leased 
territories, chartered-company lands, informal empire, and spheres of influence. A strict 
colonial shrinkage index should count territories under formal sovereignty or recognized 
imperial administration. A broader imperial influence index may include protectorates or 
mandates. Informal economic dominance should usually be excluded from land-area shrinkage 
unless separately classified. Otherwise the map ceases to measure territory and begins 
measuring geopolitical reach. 

The colonial baseline is therefore powerful, useful, and comparatively defensible, but only when 
labeled as colonial. It should not be confused with the territorial size of the modern nation-state 
itself. Britain did not become smaller in the same way Hungary became smaller. Portugal’s 
imperial contraction is not the same kind of process as Austria’s dynastic collapse. France’s 
decolonization is not equivalent to Germany’s postwar territorial settlement. These cases can be 
compared, but only after their baseline categories are made visible. 

3.4 Ancient and civilizational baselines 

The ancient or civilizational baseline is the most seductive and least stable form of imperial-
shrinkage comparison. It treats a modern state as the heir of an ancient empire, classical 
civilization, religious commonwealth, language sphere, or cultural world, and then compares 
present territory with that symbolic maximum. This is where viral maps become most 
vulnerable to exaggeration. The numbers may be visually striking, but the continuity being 
measured is often symbolic rather than legal or institutional. 

Italy and Rome provide the clearest example. The Roman Empire had its core in the Italian 
peninsula, used Latin as a language of state, and remains central to Italian and European 
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memory. Rome is physically located in modern Italy, and Italian national culture has often drawn 
prestige from Roman antiquity. But the modern Italian state did not rule the Roman Empire and 
then lose most of it. The Roman Empire ended through transformations, divisions, invasions, 
continuities, and successor claims long before the modern Kingdom of Italy was created. 
Comparing modern Italy with the Roman Empire may be meaningful as a civilizational-memory 
index. It is not meaningful as a direct territorial-loss index. 

Greece presents a similar but more complex case. Modern Greece is connected to ancient 
Greek language, Orthodox Christianity, Byzantine memory, classical education, and Hellenic 
identity. Yet possible maxima include the ancient Greek settlement world, Alexander’s empire, 
the Hellenistic kingdoms, the Byzantine Empire, or various nationalist visions of greater Greece. 
These are not interchangeable. Ancient Greek colonies were not one state. Alexander’s empire 
was Macedonian-led, short-lived, and rapidly divided. Byzantium was a Roman imperial 
continuation using Greek language and Orthodox Christianity, not simply an enlarged modern 
Greece. A map that assigns one of these maxima to Greece without explanation is not 
measuring shrinkage. It is selecting a civilizational memory and treating it as a territorial 
account. 

Germany and the Holy Roman Empire show another difficulty. The Holy Roman Empire was a 
complex, decentralized, multiethnic imperial structure whose relationship to modern Germany 
is partial and contested. It contained territories that are now in Germany, Austria, the Czech 
lands, Italy, France, the Low Countries, Switzerland, Slovenia, and elsewhere. It was neither a 
German nation-state nor a modern centralized empire. Using it as the maximum extent of 
Germany imposes a later national category onto a medieval and early modern constitutional 
order. Using Nazi occupation as a maximum would be even more problematic, because 
occupation is not legitimate continuity. 

Civilizational baselines are not worthless. They matter because political communities remember 
themselves through deep time. Nations use antiquity, medieval kingdoms, sacred geography, 
heroic epics, imperial capitals, and lost frontiers to narrate identity. These memories influence 
education, monuments, foreign policy, territorial imagination, and public emotion. A 
civilizational shrinkage index can therefore reveal how a modern people imagines its 
inheritance. But it must be labeled as memory, not sovereignty. 

The danger is that civilizational baselines can convert admiration into entitlement. A modern 
state may cherish an ancient empire without possessing a claim to its territory. Cultural descent 
is not ownership. Language continuity is not border continuity. Religious inheritance is not 
administrative control. A serious imperial-shrinkage method must therefore place ancient and 
civilizational comparisons in a separate class. They belong in the study of historical imagination, 
not in the same table as direct imperial administration. 
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3.5 Wartime occupation as a false maximum 

Wartime occupation is the most dangerous baseline because it can transform temporary 
military aggression into apparent national extent. If a state conquers or occupies large 
territories during war, a mapmaker may be tempted to count that area as the state’s greatest 
historical size. This produces dramatic shrinkage percentages, but it confuses control with 
sovereignty, violence with administration, and conquest with legitimate political order. 

Germany is the central warning case in Europe. If the maximum is calculated using Nazi-
occupied Europe, then Germany appears to have lost an enormous amount of land after 1945. 
But occupied France, Poland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Norway, Denmark, Yugoslavia, Greece, 
and Soviet territories were not normal German national territory. They were conquered or 
dominated under conditions of war, occupation, annexation, terror, and military administration. 
Counting the entire occupation zone as Germany’s territorial maximum risks normalizing 
criminal expansion as a mere episode of national size. The result is not only analytically wrong 
but morally distorted. 

This does not mean occupation should be ignored. Occupation is historically real. Military power 
over space affects populations, borders, destruction, administration, and memory. An 
occupation maximum can be useful if the question is about the reach of wartime control. But it 
must be treated as a separate category. It should not be merged with recognized sovereignty, 
colonial administration, dynastic inheritance, or long-term incorporation. The difference 
between occupying a territory and possessing it as part of a state is foundational to historical 
geography. 

Other European cases also require caution. Wartime frontiers, short-lived puppet states, 
annexations under coercion, and temporary military zones can inflate maxima far beyond 
durable political reality. A map that captures a single moment of maximum battlefield control 
may produce a visually impressive empire that never functioned as a stable territorial order. The 
maximum may have lasted months, not generations. It may have existed on military maps more 
than in civil administration. It may have been recognized by no legitimate international 
settlement. It may have been resisted by the population throughout its existence. 

A disciplined method should therefore apply a duration and status test. Was the territory 
formally annexed? Was it internationally recognized? Was it governed through civil 
administration? Did it persist beyond a temporary military campaign? Did the population 
receive citizenship, legal status, taxation, courts, or representation? Was the territory integrated 
into the state’s constitutional order? If the answer is no, the territory belongs in an occupation 
or control-reach index, not in an ordinary shrinkage calculation. 
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This distinction matters because shrinkage maps are not politically innocent. They can feed 
grievance narratives. If wartime occupation is counted as a legitimate maximum, then postwar 
settlement may appear as dispossession rather than the reversal of aggression. A percentage 
can quietly convert defeat into victimhood. It can make the restoration of occupied peoples look 
like the shrinking of the occupier. That is why baseline classification is not a technical detail. It is 
the ethical core of the method. 

The problem of baselines is therefore the central problem of imperial shrinkage. The same 
formula can produce radically different meanings depending on the selected maximum. A 
modern nation-state baseline measures direct territorial change. A dynastic baseline measures 
contraction from composite monarchy. A colonial baseline measures the end of overseas 
empire. An ancient or civilizational baseline measures symbolic inheritance and historical 
imagination. An occupation baseline measures wartime reach and should never be confused 
with legitimate territorial possession. Unless these categories are separated, the map’s 
percentages are not measurements. They are unmarked arguments. 

 

4. Britain, Spain, Portugal, France, and the Atlantic Imperial Model 

4.1 Britain and the problem of dominions, colonies, and mandates 

The British case is the most familiar example of imperial shrinkage because the British Empire 
reached a global scale unmatched by any ordinary European homeland. A small island kingdom 
became the administrative center of territories spread across North America, the Caribbean, 
Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, Southeast Asia, the Pacific, and the Indian Ocean. When a 
viral map claims that the United Kingdom has lost more than ninety-nine percent of its 
maximum land area, it is almost certainly comparing the present United Kingdom with the 
British Empire at or near its maximum extent. Geometrically, this produces a spectacular 
contraction. Historically, it requires careful classification. 

The first problem is that the British Empire was not one uniform legal object. It included directly 
governed colonies, self-governing dominions, protectorates, mandates, crown dependencies, 
naval bases, trading ports, company-administered territories, and informal zones of influence. 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India, Nigeria, Kenya, Jamaica, Malaya, Hong Kong, Egypt, Iraq, 
Palestine, and small island possessions were all part of a British imperial world, but not in the 
same constitutional way. A map that colors them as equivalent British land produces a powerful 
image but erases the legal architecture that made the empire function. 

Dominions are especially important. Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, 
Newfoundland, and the Irish Free State were not ordinary colonies in the late imperial period. 
They developed self-government, parliamentary institutions, and increasingly independent 
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foreign policies before the empire formally dissolved into a Commonwealth of sovereign states. 
If dominions are counted at full value as British territorial possession, then the shrinkage 
number becomes enormous. If they are counted separately as self-governing imperial partners, 
the interpretation changes. The territory did not simply fall away from Britain in the same 
manner as a conquered province. It evolved through constitutional autonomy, negotiated 
sovereignty, and political maturation. 

India represents a different imperial category. It was central to British imperial power, wealth, 
military manpower, prestige, and global strategy. Yet British India itself was a composite 
structure containing directly ruled provinces and princely states under indirect rule. Its partition 
and independence were not merely a reduction in British land area. They were the end of a vast 
imperial system that had governed hundreds of millions of people through law, bureaucracy, 
military force, economic integration, and elite collaboration. In a population-weighted shrinkage 
index, India would dominate the British case even more than it does in a land-area index. 

The mandate system adds another layer. After World War I, Britain administered territories 
under international mandate rather than ordinary colonial annexation. These areas were 
governed by Britain, but their legal status differed from that of older colonies. Counting 
mandates as full imperial land may be defensible in a control-based index, but not in a strict 
sovereignty index. The same is true of protectorates, where local rulers retained nominal 
authority while Britain controlled defense, foreign relations, or administrative policy. 

For Britain, then, the shrinkage percentage is most meaningful when labeled as a colonial-
imperial maximum, not as a direct-state maximum. The United Kingdom did not once become a 
contiguous global state and then lose nearly all of itself. Rather, it presided over an imperial 
system whose components moved through conquest, settlement, incorporation, autonomy, 
revolt, partition, treaty, and independence. The shrinkage number captures the scale of 
contraction, but not the texture of the transformation. 

4.2 Spain and the transformation from world empire to European state 

Spain’s imperial shrinkage is one of the central stories of early modern and modern global 
history. The Spanish monarchy once ruled or claimed vast territories in the Americas, Europe, 
Africa, and Asia. Its empire included New Spain, Peru, the Caribbean, the Philippines, parts of 
Italy and the Low Countries at various times, and a global network of ports, fleets, missions, 
mines, cities, and administrative institutions. Modern Spain, by contrast, is primarily a European 
state with limited remaining overseas territories. A large shrinkage percentage therefore reflects 
a real historical transformation: Spain moved from world empire to post-imperial nation-state. 

Yet the Spanish maximum is difficult because the Spanish Empire was also a composite 
monarchy. The crowns of Castile and Aragon, Habsburg dynastic inheritance, American 
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viceroyalties, Italian possessions, Burgundian lands, and later Bourbon reforms created a 
layered system. The empire was not merely “Spain plus colonies.” It was a monarchy of 
kingdoms, councils, viceroyalties, audiencias, municipalities, missions, military districts, and 
legal statuses. In the Americas, Spanish rule created new societies through conquest, 
settlement, conversion, forced labor, intermarriage, mining, agriculture, and urban 
administration. The empire’s territorial size cannot be understood apart from the institutions 
that governed it. 

The greatest contraction came through the independence movements of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. The loss of most of Spanish America transformed Spain’s global 
position. What had once been a transatlantic monarchy became a reduced European power 
with remaining colonies in the Caribbean, Africa, and the Pacific. The Spanish-American War at 
the end of the nineteenth century marked another symbolic collapse, ending Spain’s rule over 
Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam. These events created a powerful Spanish 
memory of imperial exhaustion, decline, and national redefinition. 

The Spanish case shows why imperial shrinkage should not be interpreted simply as territorial 
subtraction. Spanish America did not disappear into emptiness. It became a constellation of 
new republics. The independence of Mexico, Colombia, Venezuela, Peru, Argentina, Chile, 
Bolivia, Paraguay, Uruguay, Ecuador, and other states was not merely Spain’s loss; it was also the 
birth of new political communities. A shrinkage map centered on Spain’s metropole captures 
one side of the transformation but not the other. From Madrid, contraction; from the Americas, 
sovereignty. 

The Spanish case also reveals the importance of chronology. Spain’s maximum extent depends 
on whether one emphasizes the Habsburg monarchy, the Bourbon empire, the overseas 
colonial system, or a particular moment of dynastic union. Including European Habsburg 
possessions produces a different map from one focused on the American empire. Including 
Portugal during the Iberian Union would produce another possible maximum, but one that must 
be classified as dynastic union rather than ordinary Spanish national territory. Without a clear 
date and legal category, Spain’s shrinkage percentage becomes unstable. 

Spain is therefore a strong example of colonial-imperial shrinkage, but not a simple case. Its 
empire was administrative, dynastic, religious, commercial, and maritime. Its collapse occurred 
in phases. Its former territories became sovereign states with their own historical agency. The 
shrinkage number is useful as a signal of scale. It becomes misleading if it implies that the 
Americas were merely pieces of Spain that were lost in the same way a province might be ceded 
after a war. 
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4.3 Portugal and the long tail of maritime empire 

Portugal’s imperial shrinkage is striking because the Portuguese state is small, but its maritime 
empire once reached across the Atlantic, Africa, the Indian Ocean, and East Asia. Portugal built 
one of the earliest European overseas empires, structured around navigation, fortified ports, 
trade routes, missionary networks, plantations, slave trading, colonial settlements, and later 
large territorial colonies. Its imperial history includes Brazil, Angola, Mozambique, Goa, Macau, 
Timor, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, São Tomé and Príncipe, and a wider network of commercial 
and strategic positions. A comparison between modern Portugal and the maximum Portuguese 
Empire produces a very high shrinkage percentage. 

The Portuguese case differs from Britain and Spain in important ways. For much of its early 
imperial history, Portugal’s strength lay less in vast continuous territorial administration and 
more in maritime nodes. Fortified ports, coastal enclaves, trading factories, naval routes, and 
strategic choke points allowed Portugal to influence commerce across enormous distances 
without directly governing all surrounding territory. A land-area shrinkage index therefore risks 
misunderstanding the early Portuguese model. The empire’s significance was not always 
proportional to its shaded area on a map. 

Brazil changed that balance. Brazil became the great territorial and demographic center of the 
Portuguese imperial world. Its eventual independence in the nineteenth century was the 
decisive territorial break. The unusual relocation of the Portuguese royal court to Brazil during 
the Napoleonic era complicates the story further. For a time, the imperial center itself moved 
across the Atlantic, and Brazil was elevated within the monarchy. Brazil’s independence was not 
merely the loss of a colony; it was the separation of the largest and most important part of the 
Portuguese imperial system. 

The later Portuguese empire in Africa survived longer than most European colonial empires. 
Angola and Mozambique remained under Portuguese rule into the twentieth century, and their 
decolonization came only after war, revolution, and the collapse of Portugal’s authoritarian 
imperial order. This long tail matters because Portugal’s imperial shrinkage did not occur in one 
clean wave. It stretched across centuries: early Asian decline, Brazilian independence, 
nineteenth-century imperial reorientation, and late twentieth-century African decolonization. 

The Portuguese case also highlights the difference between territorial possession and imperial 
network. Macau, Goa, Timor, and island territories were small in area but large in strategic or 
symbolic importance. A purely geometric map treats them as minor. A maritime-imperial 
analysis treats them as nodes in a system. Portugal’s shrinkage by land area is dominated by 
Brazil, Angola, and Mozambique. Its shrinkage by network power includes the loss of oceanic 
position, trading privilege, missionary reach, and symbolic presence. 
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Portugal therefore fits the Atlantic imperial model, but with a distinctive maritime form. Its 
empire was not only a map of lands; it was a map of routes, ports, crossings, and durable 
outposts. A disciplined shrinkage table should count territorial possessions while also 
acknowledging that Portugal’s historical reach cannot be measured by square kilometers alone. 
Its contraction was spatial, commercial, naval, linguistic, religious, and civilizational. 

4.4 France and the ambiguity of overseas imperial space 

France offers one of the most complicated Atlantic-imperial shrinkage cases because French 
imperial space took many forms: continental expansion, overseas colonization, settler 
colonialism, slave plantation colonies, African territorial empire, Asian colonies, Pacific 
possessions, mandates, protectorates, and legally incorporated overseas territories. A high 
shrinkage percentage comparing modern France with the French colonial empire captures real 
contraction, but it also conceals enormous legal and political variation. 

The first French colonial empire included major claims and possessions in North America, the 
Caribbean, India, and elsewhere. Much of this empire was lost through war, treaty, and imperial 
competition. The second French colonial empire grew especially in North and West Africa, 
Equatorial Africa, Madagascar, Indochina, and the Pacific. By the early twentieth century, France 
ruled or administered vast territories beyond Europe. The contrast with present-day 
metropolitan France is dramatic. 

But France is not just a metropole-versus-colony case. French political thought often imagined 
empire through assimilation, republican mission, and legal incorporation, even when actual 
practice remained unequal and coercive. Some overseas territories were not merely possessions 
in a loose sense but were integrated into French legal categories. Algeria is the most important 
example. It was not treated simply like a distant colony in French political imagination; it was 
deeply entangled with settlement, citizenship, military service, land seizure, resistance, and 
ultimately a brutal war of independence. Counting Algeria as “lost land” is geometrically simple 
but historically explosive. 

French overseas territories that remain part of the French Republic further complicate the 
present-area numerator. Should present France be measured only as metropolitan France in 
Europe? Or should overseas departments, regions, and collectivities be included? A map that 
excludes them understates present French territory. A map that includes them must still 
distinguish between legally integrated territory and the former colonial empire. This is not a 
minor technicality. It changes both the number and the meaning of the comparison. 

Protectorates and mandates also complicate the denominator. Morocco and Tunisia were 
French protectorates, not identical to Algeria. Syria and Lebanon were mandates. Indochina had 
its own layered structure. West African territories differed from Caribbean departments and 
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Pacific islands. A single French imperial maximum flattens these differences into one surface 
area. That may be acceptable for a rough colonial-imperial index, but only if the index is labeled 
accordingly. 

France also shows how empire can continue after shrinkage in cultural, linguistic, military, and 
economic forms. The end of formal colonial rule did not erase French influence in Africa, the 
Caribbean, the Pacific, or global diplomacy. Francophone institutions, military agreements, 
migration, currency arrangements, development relationships, and cultural networks preserve a 
post-imperial field that is not reducible to land area. A territorial shrinkage map therefore 
captures formal contraction but not the persistence of influence. 

The French case demonstrates why imperial shrinkage should be treated as a family of 
measurements. Metropolitan shrinkage, formal colonial shrinkage, population shrinkage, 
overseas-legal-territory shrinkage, and influence shrinkage would produce different pictures. A 
single percentage can begin the discussion, but it cannot finish it. 

4.5 Why Atlantic empires generate extreme shrinkage percentages 

Atlantic and maritime colonial empires generate extreme shrinkage percentages because their 
metropoles were often small relative to their overseas possessions. Britain, Spain, Portugal, 
France, and the Netherlands projected power far beyond their European land bases. They 
crossed oceans, conquered or claimed continental spaces, built colonial administrations, settled 
populations, extracted resources, controlled trade routes, and incorporated distant territories 
into imperial systems. When those overseas territories became independent or were otherwise 
relinquished, the territorial ratio collapsed. 

The arithmetic is structurally biased toward spectacular numbers. A small European state with a 
large overseas empire will show a shrinkage percentage near one hundred percent when 
compared with its imperial maximum. This does not necessarily mean that the homeland itself 
was partitioned or territorially devastated. It means that the state’s imperial exterior was vastly 
larger than its metropolitan core. The United Kingdom, Portugal, Spain, and the Netherlands are 
especially prone to this effect. France too shows extreme contraction, although remaining 
overseas territories complicate the present area. 

This Atlantic model differs from continental imperial shrinkage. Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman 
Empire, the Russian Empire, and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth were large land-based or 
composite formations connected across adjacent territories. Their contraction often involved 
the creation or enlargement of neighboring states, the redrawing of borders, and the 
reorganization of multiethnic populations within contiguous space. Atlantic empires, by 
contrast, often involved overseas decolonization across oceans. The loss of India, Brazil, Mexico, 
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Algeria, Angola, or Indonesia was not the same kind of spatial event as the loss of Bohemia, 
Transylvania, Galicia, or the Balkans. 

Atlantic shrinkage is also morally and politically double-sided. In the imperial center, it may be 
remembered as decline, loss, or reduction of world status. In the former colony, it may be 
remembered as emancipation, independence, revolution, national birth, or the end of foreign 
domination. A map using only the metropole’s perspective risks reproducing imperial nostalgia. 
A map using only the anti-colonial perspective may miss the genuine shock experienced by 
imperial societies as they lost global reach. A serious account must hold both views: imperial 
contraction and national liberation were often the same event seen from opposite sides. 

The extreme percentages also hide the survival of post-imperial networks. Britain retained the 
Commonwealth, language influence, financial power, military alliances, and global cultural 
reach. Spain retained a vast Spanish-speaking world shaped by colonial history. Portugal 
retained Lusophone connections across Brazil, Africa, and Asia. France retained Francophone 
networks, overseas territories, and strategic relationships. Formal territorial shrinkage did not 
erase imperial afterlives. It changed their form. 

For this reason, the Atlantic imperial model is the clearest case for using multiple indexes. A 
land-area shrinkage index shows the collapse of formal territorial empire. A population index 
shows the transfer of sovereignty over millions of people. A maritime-network index would 
show the loss of ports, routes, and strategic nodes. A linguistic-cultural index would show 
continuity rather than simple disappearance. An influence index would show that empire can 
shrink territorially while persisting institutionally, economically, or symbolically. 

The Atlantic cases are therefore essential to any paper on imperial shrinkage. They explain why 
viral maps produce such dramatic numbers and why those numbers are not entirely false. But 
they also show the need for method. Britain, Spain, Portugal, and France really did contract 
from global imperial systems into smaller territorial states. Yet the meaning of that contraction 
depends on whether one is measuring land, people, law, sovereignty, colonial domination, 
national independence, or post-imperial memory. 

 

5. The Ottoman, Russian, and Habsburg Cases 

5.1 Turkey and the Ottoman imperial inheritance 

Turkey is one of the most important cases for imperial shrinkage because the present republic 
emerged directly from the collapse of a vast imperial order. Unlike Italy’s relationship to Rome 
or Greece’s relationship to Byzantium, Turkey’s relationship to the Ottoman Empire is not 
merely civilizational or symbolic. It is institutional, geographic, military, demographic, and 
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historical. The Ottoman imperial core included Anatolia, and the Republic of Turkey was formed 
after the empire’s defeat, occupation, partition plans, nationalist resistance, and abolition. For 
that reason, comparing modern Turkey with the Ottoman Empire has more methodological 
force than comparing modern Italy with the Roman Empire. 

Even so, the Ottoman Empire was not simply “larger Turkey.” It was a dynastic, Islamic, 
multiethnic, multilingual, and multireligious imperial structure ruled by the House of Osman. At 
its height, it governed or claimed large parts of southeastern Europe, Anatolia, the Arab Middle 
East, North Africa, the Black Sea region, and the eastern Mediterranean. Its subjects included 
Turks, Arabs, Greeks, Armenians, Kurds, Slavs, Albanians, Jews, Circassians, and many others. Its 
territories were organized through provinces, sanjaks, timars, religious communities, military 
frontiers, tributary relationships, vassal arrangements, and varying degrees of administrative 
penetration. 

A viral shrinkage map that claims Turkey lost most of its historical territory is therefore partly 
meaningful and partly compressed. It is meaningful because the modern Turkish state is 
territorially much smaller than the Ottoman imperial formation from which it emerged. It is 
compressed because the Ottoman Empire was not a Turkish nation-state in modern form. The 
empire’s Arab provinces were not simply Turkish lands. The Balkans were not simply Turkish 
lands. North African regencies and tributary structures were not equivalent to directly 
integrated provinces. The Ottoman world was an imperial order, not a homogeneous national 
body. 

The transition from Ottoman Empire to Turkish Republic also involved a profound ideological 
shift. The late empire attempted various forms of reform, centralization, Ottomanism, Islamism, 
and Turkism. The republic rejected dynastic monarchy and caliphal sovereignty in favor of a 
national, secular, territorial state centered on Anatolia and eastern Thrace. The new Turkey was 
not merely the shrunken residue of empire. It was a deliberate reconstruction of political 
identity after imperial collapse. It transformed subjects into citizens, imperial pluralism into 
national sovereignty, and dynastic legitimacy into republican nationalism. 

The Turkish case therefore requires a successor-imperial shrinkage index. Such an index can 
legitimately compare present Turkey with the Ottoman maximum, but it must label the 
comparison as imperial succession, not direct national land loss. The number measures the 
contraction from Ottoman imperial reach to Turkish republican territory. It does not prove that 
every former Ottoman province was once Turkey in the modern national sense. The distinction 
matters because Ottoman memory remains politically powerful. Depending on context, imperial 
shrinkage can become a sober historical measure, a nationalist grievance, a geopolitical 
imagination, or a civilizational myth. 
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5.2 Russia, empire, Soviet space, and federation 

Russia presents a different and unusually complex shrinkage problem because it has existed as 
empire, revolutionary state, Soviet core, federation, and post-Soviet power. A simple map may 
show Russia as having lost less land than many European empires, but the meaning of that 
percentage depends almost entirely on the chosen baseline. Is the maximum the Russian 
Empire? The Soviet Union? The largest zone of Soviet military influence? The Warsaw Pact? The 
present Russian Federation compared with its internal imperial frontier? Each answer describes 
a different phenomenon. 

The Russian Empire was a continental imperial formation expanding across Eurasia. Its growth 
differed from the Atlantic empires because much of it was contiguous. Expansion moved across 
forests, steppes, mountains, Siberia, the Caucasus, Central Asia, the Baltic, Poland, Finland, and 
the Black Sea frontier. This produced a land empire whose boundaries were not separated from 
the metropole by oceans in the same way as Britain’s or Portugal’s overseas possessions. The 
empire absorbed peoples, religions, languages, and regions into a structure governed from the 
imperial center but administered through diverse local arrangements. 

The Soviet Union complicates the picture further. It was formally a union of republics, 
ideologically anti-imperial in its official self-description, and yet functionally imperial in many 
respects. Russia was the largest and dominant union republic, but the USSR was not legally 
identical to Russia. Ukraine, Belarus, the Baltic republics, the Caucasus republics, and Central 
Asian republics were not simply provinces of the Russian Federation, even though Moscow 
exercised decisive central power. If modern Russia is compared with the territorial area of the 
Soviet Union, the shrinkage number is politically and analytically loaded. It treats the post-
Soviet independence of other republics as Russian territorial loss, when legally and historically it 
was the dissolution of a union state. 

There is also the question of Soviet influence beyond Soviet borders. Eastern Europe after World 
War II was not incorporated into the USSR, but much of it was under Soviet strategic 
domination. Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and other 
states were not Soviet territory in the ordinary sense, though their sovereignty was sharply 
constrained. Including them in a Russian or Soviet maximum would turn influence into territory. 
That would create a much larger apparent shrinkage, but it would no longer be a territorial 
shrinkage index. It would be an imperial-influence index. 

The present Russian Federation also preserves imperial characteristics. It is formally a federation 
containing republics, oblasts, krais, autonomous regions, and ethnically defined units. Some of 
these internal territories reflect the long history of Russian imperial expansion. Thus Russia is 
not merely a post-imperial remnant; it remains a multiethnic continental state with imperial 
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inheritances inside its current borders. This complicates the notion of shrinkage. Russia lost 
external imperial and Soviet space, but it did not contract into a small ethnic homeland in the 
manner of some post-imperial metropoles. 

For method, Russia should be treated through multiple indexes. A Russian Empire-to-Federation 
index measures contraction from tsarist imperial maximum to present state. A USSR-to-
Federation index measures contraction from Soviet union space to post-Soviet Russia, but it 
must be labeled as union dissolution rather than simple national loss. A Soviet influence index 
would measure geopolitical reach, not territory. A direct Russian state index would measure 
changes in the territory of Russia proper. Without these distinctions, any percentage assigned to 
Russia becomes a political statement disguised as arithmetic. 

5.3 Austria and the collapse of a dynastic superstructure 

Austria is the clearest European case of a small modern state emerging from the center of a 
large dynastic superstructure. Modern Austria is territorially modest, but Vienna once stood at 
the center of the Habsburg monarchy, the Austrian Empire, and Austria-Hungary. A shrinkage 
map comparing Austria with that imperial structure will show dramatic contraction. Unlike the 
Atlantic model, this was not overseas decolonization. It was the collapse of a central European 
dynastic order. 

The Habsburg monarchy was not simply a larger Austria. It was a composite monarchy 
containing multiple crownlands, languages, legal traditions, religions, elites, and national 
movements. Its authority rested on dynasty, imperial administration, aristocratic networks, 
military structure, Catholic tradition, negotiated constitutional arrangements, and later 
bureaucratic centralization. It contained Germans, Hungarians, Czechs, Slovaks, Poles, 
Ukrainians, Romanians, Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, Italians, Jews, and others. No single modern 
nation can honestly claim the entire Habsburg space as its lost national territory. 

Austria’s shrinkage is therefore best understood as the reduction of an imperial center to a 
successor nation-state. The empire’s disappearance after World War I transformed Vienna from 
the capital of a multiethnic great power into the capital of a small German-speaking republic. 
This was a profound geopolitical and psychological rupture. Administrative networks, military 
command, aristocratic hierarchy, economic integration, and imperial prestige collapsed. The old 
center remained, but the imperial body around it dissolved. 

Yet the term “land loss” is misleading unless carefully qualified. The Czech lands, Hungary, 
Galicia, Croatia, Slovenia, Transylvania, and other regions did not merely fall away from Austria 
as provinces of an Austrian nation. They belonged to a composite imperial structure in which 
different peoples and historical territories possessed their own claims. The emergence of 
Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Poland, enlarged Romania, and independent Hungary was not 
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simply Austria being amputated. It was the reorganization of a multiethnic imperial order into 
national and successor states. 

Austria’s case also shows how imperial shrinkage may leave cultural disproportion. Modern 
Austria’s territory is small compared with the Habsburg past, yet Vienna’s architecture, music, 
bureaucracy, diplomacy, and intellectual memory preserve the scale of the former empire. Post-
imperial capitals often retain monuments larger than their successor states. The built 
environment remembers an imperial scale no longer matched by territory. This produces a 
peculiar post-imperial identity: the state is small, but its memory is large. 

For methodology, Austria belongs in a dynastic-imperial shrinkage category. Comparing modern 
Austria to Austria-Hungary is meaningful only if the table states that it is measuring contraction 
from Habsburg imperial center to present successor state. It should not imply that the entire 
empire was ethnically Austrian, nationally Austrian, or legally identical to modern Austria. The 
shrinkage is real, but the owner of the lost space was a dynasty and imperial system, not a 
modern nation-state in the contemporary sense. 

5.4 Hungary and the post-Trianon memory of territorial contraction 

Hungary is one of the most emotionally charged cases of territorial shrinkage in Europe. 
Modern Hungary is much smaller than the historic Kingdom of Hungary, and the Treaty of 
Trianon after World War I became a central trauma in Hungarian national memory. Unlike some 
imperial-shrinkage cases, Hungary’s contraction is not merely a distant colonial statistic or an 
ancient civilizational comparison. It concerns the reduction of a historic kingdom whose lands 
were adjacent, inhabited, administered, and politically remembered. 

The Kingdom of Hungary before World War I was part of Austria-Hungary, but it had its own 
constitutional identity within the dual monarchy. Its historic territory included regions that are 
now part of Slovakia, Romania, Serbia, Croatia, Ukraine, Austria, and Slovenia. The postwar 
settlement transferred large territories and populations to neighboring or newly created states. 
This produced not only territorial reduction but also the separation of many ethnic Hungarians 
from the new Hungarian state. For that reason, Trianon has remained a powerful symbol of 
national loss. 

At the same time, the old Kingdom of Hungary was multiethnic. It included Romanians, Slovaks, 
Croats, Serbs, Ruthenians, Germans, Jews, and others, alongside Magyars. National movements 
within the kingdom did not necessarily view the prewar order as their own national homeland. 
From a Hungarian national perspective, Trianon appears as catastrophic partition. From the 
perspective of neighboring national movements, it may appear as liberation from Hungarian 
domination or incorporation into their own national projects. The same territorial event is 
therefore remembered through conflicting moral geographies. 
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This makes Hungary an ideal case for distinguishing national partition from imperial collapse. 
The old kingdom had stronger territorial continuity than many colonial possessions, but it was 
not a homogeneous national state. Its reduction involved the collision of dynastic legitimacy, 
Hungarian statehood, ethnic nationalism, strategic settlement, wartime defeat, and great-power 
diplomacy. A shrinkage percentage can show the scale of reduction, but it cannot adjudicate the 
justice of the border settlement. 

Hungary also demonstrates the power of post-imperial grievance. Territorial shrinkage becomes 
politically potent when the lost lands are nearby, historically named, culturally remembered, 
and inhabited by co-nationals. The loss of an overseas colony may affect prestige and wealth, 
but the loss of adjacent homeland-claimed territory affects maps in classrooms, family memory, 
minority politics, and national identity. The emotional distance is shorter. The border itself 
becomes a wound. 

A disciplined table should therefore classify Hungary not as colonial shrinkage but as historic-
kingdom shrinkage or partition shrinkage. It should report the baseline as the Kingdom of 
Hungary, not an abstract Hungarian Empire. It should also note the multiethnic character of the 
old kingdom and the presence of competing national claims. Without that note, the percentage 
risks becoming a one-sided grievance instrument. With it, the Hungarian case becomes one of 
the most important examples of how territorial contraction, national memory, and minority 
politics remain entangled long after an imperial order disappears. 

5.5 The difference between imperial collapse and national partition 

The Ottoman, Russian, Austrian, and Hungarian cases show that not all shrinkage is the same. 
Imperial collapse, union dissolution, dynastic contraction, and national partition are related but 
distinct processes. A viral map tends to reduce all of them to “land lost.” A serious method must 
keep them separate. 

Imperial collapse occurs when a multiethnic or supranational structure loses the ability to 
govern its territories and is replaced by successor states. The Ottoman Empire and Austria-
Hungary are major examples. Their collapse did not simply reduce one nation’s territory. It 
ended imperial systems that had contained many peoples under dynastic or imperial rule. The 
successor states inherited fragments of imperial space, institutions, populations, disputes, and 
memories. In such cases, shrinkage should be measured from imperial center to successor state 
only with explicit labeling. 

Union dissolution occurs when a formally federal or union state breaks into its constituent parts. 
The Soviet case is the most important example in this chapter. The Russian Federation did not 
legally lose every former Soviet republic in the same way a sovereign state loses provinces in 
war. The USSR dissolved, and its union republics became independent. Russia’s post-Soviet 
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contraction is therefore real in geopolitical and imperial-memory terms, but it should not be 
reported as ordinary Russian national land loss without explanation. 

Dynastic contraction occurs when a ruling house or composite monarchy loses crowns, 
provinces, or associated territories. The Habsburg case is central. The dynasty’s imperial reach 
shrank or disappeared, but the modern Austrian nation-state is not identical with the entire 
dynastic structure. The lost territories had their own histories and successor claims. Dynastic 
shrinkage measures the fall of a ruling architecture, not the simple subtraction of national soil. 

National partition occurs when a historically recognized national or kingdom territory is divided 
among other states. Hungary after Trianon is the clearest case here, though it is complicated by 
the kingdom’s multiethnic composition. Partition shrinkage tends to produce especially intense 
memory because it often leaves co-nationals outside the new borders and preserves a sense of 
nearby territorial injury. It differs from overseas decolonization because the lost territories are 
adjacent and often central to historical identity. 

These distinctions are not academic refinements. They change the moral meaning of the map. 
Decolonization can be imperial shrinkage and national liberation at the same time. Imperial 
collapse can be the end of domination and the beginning of new conflicts. Union dissolution can 
be freedom for some and geopolitical trauma for others. National partition can be self-
determination for one population and dispossession for another. A single shrinkage percentage 
cannot carry all these meanings. 

A disciplined imperial-shrinkage method should therefore assign each case a process label: 
colonial decolonization, dynastic collapse, successor-imperial contraction, union dissolution, 
historic-kingdom partition, wartime occupation reversal, or civilizational-memory comparison. 
The label is as important as the number. Without it, Britain, Turkey, Russia, Austria, and Hungary 
appear to have undergone the same kind of territorial loss. In reality, each represents a different 
pathway from maximum extent to present borders. 

The broader lesson is that territory is never merely area. It is law, memory, administration, 
demography, coercion, legitimacy, and identity. The Ottoman, Russian, and Habsburg cases 
demonstrate the central thesis of this paper: imperial shrinkage can be measured, but only after 
the empire being measured has been properly defined. 

 

6. Germany, Italy, and the Danger of Civilizational Substitution 

6.1 Germany: empire, Reich, occupation, and misleading maxima 

Germany is one of the most difficult cases in any imperial-shrinkage table because the word 
“Germany” can refer to several different historical objects that should not be collapsed into one 
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territorial baseline. There is modern Germany, the German Empire founded in 1871, the 
Weimar Republic, Nazi Germany, the postwar divided Germanies, the reunited Federal Republic, 
the German Confederation, Prussia, Austria’s former leadership role in German affairs, and the 
Holy Roman Empire. A viral map that assigns Germany an extreme land-loss percentage must 
have chosen one of these baselines, but the historical meaning changes radically depending on 
which one is used. 

The cleanest modern-state comparison would begin with the German Empire of 1871 and 
compare it with present-day Germany. That produces a real but limited territorial contraction. 
Germany lost Alsace-Lorraine after World War I, then lost additional eastern territories after 
World War II, while the postwar settlement and eventual reunification created the present 
Federal Republic. This is a legitimate modern-state shrinkage comparison because the German 
Empire, Weimar Republic, Nazi state, and modern Federal Republic belong to a recognizable 
sequence of German statehood, despite radical regime changes and legal discontinuities. Even 
here, the number requires caution, because regime continuity, constitutional legitimacy, and 
moral responsibility differ across the sequence. 

A more expansive baseline might use the maximum reach of German military control during 
World War II. This is far more dangerous. Nazi Germany conquered, occupied, annexed, 
dominated, or controlled large parts of Europe, but wartime occupation is not the same as 
legitimate territorial extent. Occupied Poland, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Norway, 
Denmark, Yugoslavia, Greece, and large areas of the Soviet Union were not simply “Germany” in 
a normal political sense. They were zones of conquest, military rule, puppet administration, 
annexation, terror, resistance, and attempted racial-imperial reordering. Counting the whole of 
Nazi-occupied Europe as Germany’s greatest extent would transform violent occupation into a 
misleading territorial maximum. 

This distinction is not merely technical. A map that counts occupation as national territory can 
quietly convert aggression into loss. If the maximum is the greatest reach of conquest, then the 
defeat of the conqueror appears as shrinkage. That is not a neutral framing. It risks making the 
restoration of occupied peoples look like the amputation of the occupier. For Germany, any 
shrinkage method must therefore distinguish recognized German state territory from wartime 
military domination, annexed zones, puppet regimes, and areas planned for colonization but 
never normally incorporated. 

Prussia introduces another complication. Prussia was central to German unification and became 
the leading state within the German Empire, but Prussian history is not identical to German 
history. Large areas once ruled by Prussia are no longer within Germany. Some are now in 
Poland, Russia, Lithuania, and other states. A Prussia-to-modern-Germany comparison would 
produce one kind of shrinkage; a German-Empire-to-modern-Germany comparison would 
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produce another. But Prussia was a component and engine of German unification, not simply an 
earlier version of the present Federal Republic. 

Germany therefore requires multiple labels. A direct German-state shrinkage index may 
compare present Germany with the German Empire. A Prussian inheritance index would be 
separate. A wartime occupation index could measure the reach of Nazi control, but should 
never be presented as ordinary national territory. A Holy Roman or cultural German index 
belongs to yet another category. Without these distinctions, Germany becomes a case where 
arithmetic conceals moral and historical confusion. 

6.2 Italy and the temptation to count Rome as modern Italy 

Italy is the classic example of civilizational substitution. A map that gives Italy an enormous 
land-loss percentage is probably comparing modern Italy with the Roman Empire. The appeal is 
obvious. Rome is in Italy. Latin emerged from the Italian peninsula. Roman law, roads, military 
organization, urbanism, imperial ideology, and classical memory remain central to European 
civilization. Modern Italy contains the city that once ruled the Mediterranean. The temptation 
to treat the Roman Empire as “greater Italy” is powerful, especially in a graphic designed for 
instant emotional effect. 

But this comparison is historically unsafe. Modern Italy did not rule the Roman Empire and then 
lose it. The Italian nation-state is a nineteenth-century creation formed through unification of 
kingdoms, duchies, papal territories, city-states, and regional identities. The Roman Empire 
belonged to antiquity, long before the emergence of modern nationalism. Its subjects were not 
Italians in the modern sense. Its political identity was Roman, imperial, civic, military, legal, and 
later Christian; it was not a nation-state organized around the modern Italian people. Rome’s 
empire cannot be converted into Italy’s lost land without imposing a modern national category 
backward onto an ancient imperial world. 

The Roman Empire itself complicates the matter further because it became a universal imperial 
project rather than a peninsula-centered ethnic state. As Roman citizenship expanded, the 
empire’s identity became less exclusively tied to Italy. Emperors came from many regions. 
Provincial elites became Roman. The empire was divided administratively, transformed 
religiously, and eventually continued in the East long after imperial authority disappeared in the 
West. The Byzantine Empire was Roman in its own self-understanding, even though later 
Western memory often separates it from “Rome.” If modern Italy receives the entire Roman 
Empire as its historical maximum, why not also assign parts of that inheritance to Greece, 
Turkey, the Balkans, North Africa, France, Spain, or the broader Mediterranean world? The 
question exposes the weakness of the baseline. 
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Italy does have legitimate modern imperial and colonial baselines. The Kingdom of Italy 
acquired colonies in Africa and the Dodecanese and pursued imperial expansion under liberal 
and fascist governments. Those territories can be counted in a modern Italian colonial shrinkage 
index. Such an index would measure the rise and fall of Italy’s actual modern empire. It would 
be much smaller than the Roman comparison, but historically cleaner. It would describe 
territories governed by the Italian state, not by an ancient civilization retroactively assigned to 
Italy. 

The Roman comparison may still have value if clearly labeled as a civilizational-memory index. It 
can show how modern Italy sits atop the ruins and prestige of an ancient imperial center. It can 
explain why Rome remains politically, religiously, and symbolically disproportionate to the 
modern Italian state. It can illuminate architecture, education, tourism, nationalism, fascist 
appropriation, Catholic geography, and European legal memory. But it should not be called 
ordinary land loss. Italy has not lost ninety-plus percent of its territory because it once was 
Rome. Rather, Italy inherited the location and memory of Rome without being legally identical 
to the Roman Empire. 

The Italian case therefore demonstrates the central danger of civilizational substitution: 
historical greatness becomes territorial accounting. The map takes cultural ancestry and turns it 
into a denominator. The resulting percentage is dramatic, but the drama comes from a category 
error. 

6.3 The Holy Roman Empire as a cartographic trap 

The Holy Roman Empire is one of the greatest traps in European historical cartography. It 
appears on maps as a large imperial formation occupying much of central Europe. Its name 
contains “Roman,” its later history is deeply entangled with German lands, and its emperors 
were often associated with German kingship. For casual mapmakers, it is tempting to use the 
Holy Roman Empire as an earlier maximum for Germany, Austria, or even a broader central 
European imperial identity. That temptation should be resisted. 

The Holy Roman Empire was not a modern state. It was a layered, decentralized, elective, 
dynastic, legal, religious, and territorial order. Its internal structure included kingdoms, duchies, 
bishoprics, free cities, principalities, counties, abbeys, knightly territories, and imperial estates. 
Its boundaries shifted, and its authority varied widely by region and period. The emperor’s 
power was real but limited, mediated through law, custom, princes, church institutions, imperial 
diets, military obligations, and negotiated rights. A map showing the empire’s outer boundary 
may imply a unity that did not exist in the form expected by modern viewers. 

Using the Holy Roman Empire as “Germany’s greatest extent” is misleading because the empire 
included many lands that were not German in a modern national sense and excluded or weakly 
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governed others that might later be associated with German identity. It contained areas now in 
Germany, Austria, Czechia, Switzerland, Italy, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, 
Slovenia, and elsewhere. Some regions were German-speaking; others were not. Some were 
deeply integrated into imperial politics; others were peripheral or semi-detached. The empire’s 
political identity was imperial and Christian before it was national. 

Using the Holy Roman Empire as “Austria’s greatest extent” is also problematic, although 
Austria and the Habsburgs played a central role in imperial history. The Habsburg dynasty often 
held the imperial title and built a powerful dynastic monarchy, but the Holy Roman Empire was 
not simply the Habsburg state. The Habsburg lands and the imperial constitution overlapped 
without being identical. A Habsburg dynastic shrinkage index should be distinguished from a 
Holy Roman imperial-memory index. 

The empire also creates confusion because its name invokes Rome. It claimed continuity with 
the Roman imperial idea, but it was not the ancient Roman Empire in ordinary administrative 
continuity. It was a medieval and early modern imperial construction rooted in coronation, 
Christian universalism, Frankish inheritance, German kingship, papal conflict, and central 
European law. If mapmakers treat it as either Germany’s lost land or Rome’s continuation, they 
flatten a millennium of constitutional complexity. 

The Holy Roman Empire should therefore be handled as a separate baseline category: medieval-
imperial composite order. It may be useful for understanding central European political 
structure, imperial titles, German and Austrian history, and the persistence of Roman imperial 
symbolism. It is not a clean denominator for a modern land-loss percentage. Its inclusion in a 
shrinkage table requires extensive annotation. Without annotation, it becomes a cartographic 
trap: a large shape on a map that looks like a state but was actually a complex hierarchy of 
overlapping jurisdictions. 

The broader lesson is that some historical formations are map-like without being state-like. They 
can be drawn, but the drawing misleads if viewers assume modern sovereignty. The Holy Roman 
Empire can be mapped, but it cannot be treated as a simple territorial ancestor of any one 
modern country. 

6.4 Why cultural ancestry is not territorial continuity 

Cultural ancestry is real. Modern states inherit languages, religions, legal systems, myths, 
monuments, capitals, literary traditions, military symbols, and civilizational memories from 
older worlds. Italy inherits Rome in architecture, language, law, tourism, and national 
symbolism. Greece inherits classical and Byzantine memory. Germany inherits parts of medieval 
imperial and Germanic history. Turkey inherits the Ottoman imperial center and, more distantly, 
the layered history of Anatolia. France, Spain, Portugal, Britain, Russia, and many others carry 
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imperial memories into modern politics. These inheritances matter because people act on 
them. 

But cultural ancestry is not the same as territorial continuity. A people may remember an 
empire without being the same legal subject as that empire. A modern state may occupy the 
former capital of an ancient order without inheriting its borders. A language may descend from 
an imperial language without preserving imperial sovereignty. A religion may continue across 
lands where the old state disappeared centuries earlier. A monument may survive after the 
political structure that built it is gone. None of these continuities automatically create a 
territorial denominator for land-loss calculation. 

The distinction is essential because maps are powerful machines for converting memory into 
space. Once an ancient empire is shaded as the former extent of a modern state, the viewer 
may unconsciously accept a claim of succession. The map says, visually, “this was once ours.” 
But the word “ours” is doing enormous work. Does it mean ruled by our state? Ruled by our 
ancestors? Ruled from our present capital? Sharing our language? Sharing our religion? Admired 
by our historians? Claimed by our nationalists? Each meaning is different. 

Civilizational substitution becomes especially dangerous when it feeds grievance. If a modern 
state is taught to see an ancient or medieval maximum as its lost territory, then modern borders 
can appear unjust simply because they are smaller than a remembered map. This does not 
mean all historical territorial claims are false. Some modern states have genuine histories of 
partition, expulsion, conquest, or imposed border reduction. But those claims must be 
grounded in specific legal, demographic, and political histories, not in vague civilizational 
inheritance. 

A disciplined imperial-shrinkage framework should therefore separate sovereignty continuity, 
institutional succession, dynastic inheritance, colonial administration, occupation control, 
cultural ancestry, and symbolic memory. Italy may have a Roman civilizational-memory index, 
but not a Roman territorial-loss index in the strict sense. Greece may have Hellenic and 
Byzantine memory indexes, but those should not be confused with the territorial history of the 
modern Greek state. Germany may have a Holy Roman historical association, but the empire 
cannot be treated as a simple German national maximum. Austria may inherit Habsburg 
imperial memory, but not every Holy Roman territory as Austrian land. 

The same principle applies beyond Europe. Civilizations often outlive states. Religions cross 
borders. Languages spread through conquest, trade, migration, and prestige. Empires leave 
ruins, roads, laws, alphabets, and myths. Modern nations select from these inheritances to tell 
coherent stories about themselves. Those stories may be meaningful, beautiful, and politically 
powerful. But they are not measurements unless the category of continuity is specified. 
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The danger of civilizational substitution is therefore the danger of false precision. A percentage 
seems exact, but its denominator may be a mythic memory dressed as a territorial fact. The 
solution is not to discard memory, but to label it honestly. Civilizational inheritance belongs in 
historical interpretation. Territorial shrinkage belongs in historical geography. They can speak to 
each other, but they are not the same thing. 

 

7. Greece, Byzantium, and the Hellenic Maximum Problem 

7.1 Modern Greece versus ancient Greek settlement 

Greece presents one of the most difficult baseline problems in imperial-shrinkage cartography 
because “Greek” can refer to a modern state, an ancient language world, a network of city-
states, a colonial settlement sphere, a Hellenistic imperial culture, a Byzantine religious and 
linguistic inheritance, or a modern national imagination. A shrinkage map that assigns modern 
Greece an extreme land-loss percentage is almost certainly not comparing the present Greek 
state with a single continuous Greek state that once ruled a vast empire. Instead, it is selecting 
one of several Hellenic maxima and treating it as if it were the former territorial extent of 
modern Greece. 

The modern Greek state emerged in the nineteenth century after revolt against Ottoman rule. 
Its early territory was much smaller than the present Hellenic Republic, and its borders 
expanded through wars, diplomacy, annexations, and treaty settlements. A strict modern-state 
shrinkage index would compare present Greece with the largest territory ever held by the 
modern Greek state. Under that definition, Greece is not a case of extreme shrinkage. It is, 
historically, more a case of nineteenth- and twentieth-century expansion from a small 
revolutionary kingdom into a larger national state, followed by limited adjustments and the 
unresolved memory of territories not incorporated. 

The ancient Greek world was not one state. It was a constellation of poleis, colonies, leagues, 
kingdoms, sanctuaries, islands, ports, and settlement networks spread across the Aegean, 
mainland Greece, Asia Minor, southern Italy, Sicily, the Black Sea, North Africa, and parts of the 
eastern Mediterranean. These settlements shared varying degrees of language, religion, myth, 
athletic culture, trade, and elite identity, but they did not form a unified sovereign Greece. 
Athens, Sparta, Corinth, Thebes, Miletus, Syracuse, Massalia, Cyrene, Byzantion, and many 
other communities were not provinces of a single Greek nation-state. They were independent, 
rivalrous, allied, federated, colonizing, commercial, and sometimes imperial in their own right. 

To count the ancient Greek settlement world as modern Greece’s “lost land” is therefore a 
category error. It takes a cultural and linguistic network and converts it into a territorial 
possession. Greek colonies were not colonies in the modern imperial sense of a centralized 
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metropole administering overseas dependencies. They were often independent city foundations 
with religious and kinship links to mother cities, but not permanent extensions of one Greek 
state. Their existence proves the breadth of Greek civilization, not the former territorial size of 
modern Greece. 

This distinction does not diminish the importance of ancient Greek geography. The spread of 
Greek settlement shaped the Mediterranean and Black Sea worlds profoundly. It created 
durable zones of language, trade, urbanism, philosophy, art, religion, and political 
experimentation. It also provided later Greek nationalism with a vast archive of names, places, 
ruins, heroes, and imagined continuities. But ancient Hellenic presence is not the same as 
modern Greek sovereignty. A map that fails to distinguish these categories transforms 
civilization into possession. 

The cleaner method is to separate Greek state territory, Greek settlement geography, Greek 
cultural influence, and Greek civilizational memory. The modern Greek state belongs to the first 
category. The ancient colony network belongs to the second. Hellenism as language, education, 
philosophy, art, and prestige belongs to the third. National memory belongs to the fourth. Only 
the first is suitable for ordinary land-loss calculation. 

7.2 The Byzantine inheritance and its contested meaning 

Byzantium complicates the Greek shrinkage problem more than any other inheritance. The 
Byzantine Empire was the continuation of the Roman Empire in the eastern Mediterranean. Its 
people often understood themselves as Romans, while later historical interpretation 
emphasizes its Greek language, Orthodox Christianity, Constantinopolitan center, and eastern 
imperial culture. For modern Greeks, Byzantium became a powerful source of religious, 
linguistic, and historical continuity. Yet Byzantium cannot simply be treated as a previous version 
of the modern Greek state. 

The Byzantine Empire was imperial, Roman, Christian, multilingual in its earlier centuries, and 
territorially variable. At different times it ruled parts of the Balkans, Anatolia, the Levant, Egypt, 
North Africa, Italy, the islands, and the eastern Mediterranean. Its administrative and ideological 
center was Constantinople, not Athens. Its identity was not modern ethnic nationalism. Its 
citizens and subjects were organized through imperial law, Orthodox Christianity, military 
districts, court hierarchy, tax systems, urban networks, and Roman political theology. Greek 
language became central, but language alone does not make Byzantium a Greek nation-state. 

The temptation to count Byzantium as Greece’s greatest extent comes from a real continuity. 
Modern Greek identity cannot be understood without Byzantine inheritance. Orthodox liturgy, 
ecclesiastical memory, medieval Greek language, imperial symbols, monastic tradition, and the 
trauma of Constantinople’s fall all became part of Greek historical consciousness. The 
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nineteenth-century Greek national project did not draw only from classical antiquity; it also 
drew from Orthodox and Byzantine continuity. The result was a layered national memory: 
ancient Hellas, Christian Rome, and modern Greece were woven into a single story. 

But a shrinkage table cannot treat that story as a simple territorial chain. If Byzantium is 
counted as Greece’s maximum, then modern Greece appears as a tiny remnant of a former 
empire. Yet the Byzantine Empire also belongs to the history of Turkey, Bulgaria, Serbia, North 
Macedonia, Albania, Syria, Lebanon, Israel-Palestine, Egypt, Italy, and the wider Orthodox 
world. Its capital is now Istanbul. Its Anatolian heartlands are in modern Turkey. Its Balkan 
territories are shared across multiple national histories. Assigning the whole Byzantine 
maximum to Greece alone turns shared imperial history into exclusive national property. 

There is also the problem of Roman continuity. Byzantium was not a Greek revival state 
succeeding classical Hellas. It was the eastern Roman Empire transformed over centuries. If 
modern Greece claims Byzantium as its territorial maximum because of language and religion, 
then the Roman imperial identity of Byzantium must also be acknowledged. The empire’s own 
self-understanding resists neat modern classification. It was Greek-speaking in much of its later 
life, Orthodox in faith, Roman in political identity, imperial in structure, and Mediterranean in 
scope. 

A disciplined method should therefore classify the Byzantine comparison as a Byzantine-Hellenic 
civilizational-memory index, not as direct Greek territorial shrinkage. It can be useful for 
studying Greek national imagination, Orthodox memory, the Megali Idea, Constantinople, and 
the emotional geography of lost centers. But it should not be placed in the same category as 
Britain’s colonial shrinkage or Hungary’s post-Trianon territorial contraction. Byzantium is an 
inheritance, not a simple former Greek state. 

7.3 Alexander, Hellenism, and non-state territorial imagination 

Alexander’s empire creates another misleading maximum for Greece. Its area was enormous, 
stretching from the Balkans and eastern Mediterranean into Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, 
Central Asia, and northwestern India. If this empire is compared with modern Greece, the 
shrinkage percentage becomes extreme. Such a comparison is visually dramatic but analytically 
fragile. 

Alexander was king of Macedon and leader of a Macedonian-Greek military project that 
conquered the Persian Empire. His empire spread Greek language, urban forms, elite culture, 
military settlement, and Hellenistic prestige across the eastern Mediterranean and western 
Asia. After his death, the empire fragmented into successor kingdoms. The Seleucid, Ptolemaic, 
Antigonid, and other Hellenistic states were not provinces of a unified Greece. They were 
dynastic monarchies ruled by Macedonian and Greek elites over large non-Greek populations. 
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Their importance lies in the diffusion of Hellenistic culture, not in the creation of a durable 
Greek nation-state. 

Counting Alexander’s empire as Greece’s lost territory therefore confuses Hellenization with 
sovereignty. Greek language and culture became prestige media across many regions, but that 
did not make those regions part of Greece in the modern sense. Alexandria in Egypt, Antioch in 
Syria, Seleucia, Pergamon, and other Hellenistic centers were not simply overseas Greek 
national possessions. They were imperial cities embedded in mixed populations, dynastic 
politics, military colonization, local traditions, and later Roman, Christian, Islamic, and Ottoman 
histories. 

Macedonia itself adds another complexity. Ancient Macedon’s relationship to the Greek world 
has been debated in ancient and modern terms, and the modern politics of Macedonian 
identity have made the issue sensitive. A shrinkage map that simply assigns Alexander’s entire 
empire to modern Greece bypasses this complexity. It makes a modern national claim out of an 
ancient imperial event whose own categories were not modern. 

Hellenism is better understood as a civilizational field than as a territorial state. It spread 
through conquest, settlement, trade, education, intermarriage, administration, urban 
foundations, royal patronage, and later Roman adoption. It endured because it became useful 
to many peoples beyond the Greek homeland. The Greek language became a medium of 
philosophy, science, scripture, diplomacy, and elite culture across regions that were never 
politically Greek in a modern national sense. 

The Alexander baseline therefore belongs to non-state territorial imagination. It is a map of 
reach, not a map of national possession. It may reveal why Greek civilization has a world-
historical footprint much larger than the modern Greek state. It may explain why Greek memory 
extends toward Asia Minor, Egypt, the Levant, and the Black Sea. But it cannot serve as an 
ordinary shrinkage denominator. Modern Greece did not lose Bactria, Egypt, Persia, or 
Mesopotamia. Greek culture once traveled there under imperial and Hellenistic conditions, and 
that is a different claim. 

7.4 When civilization maps become land-loss maps 

The Greek case shows how easily civilization maps become land-loss maps. A civilization map 
answers one question: where did a language, culture, religion, artistic style, philosophical 
tradition, or historical influence extend? A land-loss map answers a different question: what 
territory did a state once govern and no longer govern? When the two are merged, the result is 
emotionally powerful but methodologically unstable. 

For Greece, this merger can happen through four different routes. The first route uses ancient 
settlement. Because Greek cities existed across the Mediterranean and Black Sea, the map 
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implies that those regions were once Greek land. The second route uses Alexander. Because a 
Macedonian-led empire spread Hellenistic rule eastward, the map implies that Greece once 
extended to India. The third route uses Byzantium. Because the later eastern Roman Empire was 
Greek-speaking and Orthodox, the map implies that Greece once ruled much of the eastern 
Mediterranean. The fourth route uses the Megali Idea and modern nationalist geography, 
implying that all historic Greek population centers were rightful extensions of the Greek state. 

Each route has historical content, but none is identical to direct modern Greek sovereignty. 
Ancient settlement proves cultural dispersion. Alexander proves conquest and Hellenistic 
diffusion. Byzantium proves medieval imperial continuity and Orthodox-Greek inheritance. The 
Megali Idea proves modern national aspiration and the memory of Greek communities outside 
the kingdom. A rigorous table must keep these separate. 

The problem becomes more than academic because Greek historical geography is tied to 
trauma, displacement, and memory. The loss of Asia Minor Greek communities, the population 
exchanges, the fall of Constantinople, the fate of Smyrna, the status of Cyprus, and the 
contested meanings of Macedonia and the Aegean all remain powerful. A simplistic shrinkage 
percentage can inflame these memories by presenting complex histories as a single story of 
national reduction. It may imply that every place with Greek memory was once Greek territory 
in the modern state sense. That is not historically responsible. 

At the same time, dismissing Greek civilizational geography would also be wrong. Greek history 
really did exceed the borders of modern Greece. The modern state is only one territorial 
expression of a much older and wider Hellenic world. Greek language, philosophy, Orthodox 
tradition, diaspora, maritime commerce, and imperial memory make Greece larger in cultural 
space than in state area. A good method must allow this truth without converting it into a false 
territorial claim. 

The solution is to create separate Greek indexes. A modern Greek state index would measure 
the maximum extent of the Hellenic Republic or its constitutional predecessors. An ancient 
Greek settlement index would map the poleis and colonies of the ancient world. A Hellenistic 
influence index would map the spread of Greek language and elite culture after Alexander. A 
Byzantine inheritance index would map the eastern Roman world as relevant to Greek Orthodox 
and medieval Greek memory. A nationalist aspiration index could map historical claims such as 
the Megali Idea, but as aspiration and memory, not neutral territory. 

The Greek case therefore sharpens the whole paper’s argument. Imperial shrinkage is 
meaningful only when the baseline is declared. Without that declaration, Greece can be made 
to appear as a state that lost nearly everything, when in fact the number may be measuring 
ancient settlement, Hellenistic cultural reach, Byzantine inheritance, or nationalist imagination. 
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The percentage is not simply wrong; it is unclassified. Classification is what turns cartographic 
spectacle into historical understanding. 

 

8. Central and Eastern Europe: Commonwealths, Kingdoms, and Successor States 

8.1 Poland and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 

Poland is one of the most important cases in any imperial-shrinkage framework because its 
historical memory includes both grandeur and disappearance. The Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth once formed one of the largest political structures in Europe, extending across 
territories that are now associated with Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine, Latvia, and parts of 
neighboring regions. Modern Poland, by contrast, occupies a smaller and west-shifted territory. 
A shrinkage map that compares present Poland with the Commonwealth captures a real 
difference in scale, but it risks simplifying one of Europe’s most complex composite polities. 

The Commonwealth was not simply a large Poland. It was a union of the Kingdom of Poland and 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, later transformed into a distinctive republican-aristocratic 
political order. Its governing class, institutions, law, diet, elective monarchy, noble liberties, 
religious diversity, and multilingual population created a political structure unlike the centralized 
nation-states that later emerged in Europe. It contained Poles, Lithuanians, Ruthenians, Jews, 
Germans, Armenians, Tatars, and others. Latin, Polish, Ruthenian, Lithuanian, Yiddish, German, 
and other languages belonged to its social world. Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Jewish, 
Muslim, and Armenian Christian communities all existed within its broad space. 

A shrinkage percentage assigning the whole Commonwealth to modern Poland therefore 
overstates Polish continuity and understates shared inheritance. Poland was central to the 
Commonwealth, and Polish language and elite culture became especially influential. But 
Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine also inherit major parts of the Commonwealth’s geography and 
memory. The Grand Duchy of Lithuania was not a decorative appendage; it was a foundational 
partner whose territories included much of what is now Belarus and Ukraine. To compare the 
Commonwealth exclusively with modern Poland is to convert a shared composite order into one 
national predecessor. 

Poland’s later history makes the shrinkage question emotionally powerful. The partitions erased 
Poland as a sovereign state from the map for more than a century. This is a different form of 
territorial loss from colonial decolonization or dynastic contraction. Poland was not merely 
reduced; it was divided among neighboring empires. The restoration of Polish independence 
after World War I, the devastation of World War II, the Holocaust, Soviet domination, and the 
postwar westward shift of Poland’s borders added further layers of displacement. Poland’s 
modern territory is not simply a smaller version of the Commonwealth. It is the result of 
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partition, resurrection, occupation, ethnic catastrophe, forced migration, border engineering, 
and Cold War settlement. 

Thus Poland requires more than one baseline. A Commonwealth baseline measures contraction 
from a large composite predecessor. A partition baseline measures the disappearance and 
restoration of Polish statehood. A modern-state baseline measures changes from the Second 
Polish Republic to the present. Each produces a different story. The Commonwealth comparison 
emphasizes lost scale. The partition comparison emphasizes erased sovereignty. The modern 
comparison emphasizes twentieth-century territorial displacement rather than simple 
shrinkage. 

Poland therefore illustrates the danger of assigning a multiethnic historical formation to one 
modern nation. It also illustrates why territorial memory can be both legitimate and incomplete. 
Polish memory of lost eastern lands, partitions, and great-power domination is historically 
grounded. But the Commonwealth’s lands are also part of Lithuanian, Belarusian, Ukrainian, 
Jewish, and regional histories. A disciplined shrinkage method should mark Poland’s case as a 
shared composite-state inheritance, not a simple national empire lost by one country alone. 

8.2 Lithuania, Belarus, and the Grand Duchy problem 

Lithuania, Belarus, and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania create one of the hardest baseline 
problems in Central and Eastern Europe. The Grand Duchy was once a vast political formation 
stretching far beyond the borders of modern Lithuania. At its height, it included large territories 
now associated with Belarus, Ukraine, Lithuania, and neighboring regions. A mapmaker could 
use this maximum to assign an enormous historical extent to modern Lithuania. But that choice 
immediately raises the question: whose predecessor was the Grand Duchy? 

Modern Lithuania has a strong historical claim to the Grand Duchy’s name, ruling dynasty, early 
political core, and state tradition. Lithuanian national history properly treats the Grand Duchy as 
foundational. Yet the Grand Duchy’s territory was overwhelmingly East Slavic in many regions. 
Much of its administrative and written culture used Ruthenian. Orthodox populations, later 
Belarusian and Ukrainian historical memories, and local noble traditions were central to its 
development. The political entity called Lithuania was not identical to the modern 
ethnolinguistic Lithuanian nation-state. 

Belarus is especially entangled with this problem. Much of the Grand Duchy’s historical territory 
lies within modern Belarus, and Belarusian historical thought often treats the Grand Duchy as 
part of its own state tradition. The chancery language, elite lineages, towns, castles, legal 
culture, and Ruthenian social world make the Grand Duchy a plausible Belarusian inheritance as 
well as a Lithuanian one. A shrinkage map that gives the entire Grand Duchy to Lithuania erases 
this Belarusian dimension. A map that gives it to Belarus would erase the Lithuanian dynastic 
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and political core. A rigorous method must therefore treat the Grand Duchy as a shared 
predecessor. 

This shared inheritance also affects Ukraine. The southern and eastern reaches of the Grand 
Duchy, and later the Commonwealth, included lands central to Ukrainian history. Kyivan 
inheritance, Ruthenian nobility, Orthodox religious politics, Cossack emergence, and Polish-
Lithuanian frontier structures all contributed to the formation of Ukrainian identity. The Grand 
Duchy problem cannot be solved by assigning the whole structure to one modern state. It must 
be treated as a layered political field whose successor memories diverged. 

The problem is intensified by modern nationalism. Modern states prefer clean genealogies. 
They often seek a direct line from medieval polity to present nation. But the Grand Duchy resists 
this. It was Lithuanian in dynastic and political identity, Ruthenian in much of its written and 
demographic substance, Baltic in origin, East Slavic in expansion, and Commonwealth-linked in 
later development. It was neither a modern Lithuanian nation-state nor a Belarusian nation-
state nor a Ukrainian nation-state. It was a medieval and early modern composite order. 

For imperial shrinkage, the correct solution is not to forbid comparison but to label it. Lithuania 
may have a Grand Duchy historical-maximum index, but it should be marked as a dynastic-
composite inheritance. Belarus may have a Grand Duchy inheritance index, but not as exclusive 
sovereign continuity. Ukraine may be connected through regional and Ruthenian inheritance. A 
shared-predecessor notation would be preferable: one historical formation, multiple successor 
memories, no single modern owner. 

The Grand Duchy problem is therefore a central example of why percentage maps fail. They 
require one country, one maximum, one number. The history requires one formation, many 
peoples, many memories, and several possible indexes. The map wants possession. The archive 
reveals entanglement. 

8.3 Ukraine and the difficulty of historical maximum extent 

Ukraine is unusually difficult for imperial-shrinkage analysis because its historical geography has 
been shaped by overlapping frontiers, steppe zones, principalities, commonwealth structures, 
Cossack polities, imperial partitions, Soviet borders, and modern independence. A simple 
“greatest extent” for Ukraine is hard to define without making a political and historiographical 
choice. Unlike Britain or Portugal, Ukraine was not a small metropole ruling a vast overseas 
empire. Unlike Austria, it was not the center of a dynastic superstructure. Unlike Hungary, it was 
not simply reduced from a historic kingdom into a smaller successor state. Its territorial history 
is a layered struggle over statehood, frontier, and identity. 

One possible baseline is Kyivan Rus. This is foundational for Ukrainian, Russian, and Belarusian 
historical memory. Kyiv was central to the medieval polity, and Ukrainian national history has a 
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strong claim to Kyivan inheritance. But Kyivan Rus was not a modern Ukrainian state. It was a 
medieval East Slavic and Norse-linked political formation whose legacy is shared and contested. 
To compare modern Ukraine with the maximum extent of Kyivan Rus would create a 
civilizational and dynastic inheritance index, not a direct territorial-loss index. 

Another possible baseline is the Cossack Hetmanate. This is more specifically connected to 
Ukrainian political identity, military organization, and early modern autonomy. The Hetmanate 
provides a stronger predecessor for Ukrainian statehood than many broader civilizational maps. 
Yet its borders shifted, its autonomy was constrained, and its relation to Polish-Lithuanian, 
Muscovite, Ottoman, and Crimean powers was complex. It was not a fully modern sovereign 
state with stable borders. A Hetmanate baseline would be historically meaningful, but its area 
would not produce the same kind of comparison as a colonial empire. 

A third baseline is the Ukrainian People’s Republic and related state projects during the 
revolutionary period after World War I. These claims and short-lived governments expressed 
modern Ukrainian national sovereignty, but their actual control was unstable amid war, 
occupation, foreign intervention, Bolshevik expansion, and competing national projects. 
Counting claimed territory versus controlled territory would produce very different results. This 
is precisely why shrinkage maps must distinguish claims, recognition, military control, and 
durable administration. 

A fourth baseline is Soviet Ukraine. The Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic had defined borders 
within the USSR and became the internationally recognized basis for independent Ukraine in 
1991. This is the most direct modern territorial predecessor of the current Ukrainian state. But 
Soviet Ukraine was not fully sovereign, and its borders were drawn within a union state. A 
comparison between Soviet Ukraine and present Ukraine may be useful for modern territorial 
change, but it is not an imperial maximum in the conventional sense. 

Ukraine’s case also demonstrates that territorial history may involve expansion, consolidation, 
occupation, famine, deportation, war, and contested sovereignty rather than simple shrinkage. 
Ukrainian lands were long divided among larger powers: Polish-Lithuanian, Russian, Habsburg, 
Ottoman, Crimean, and Soviet. The central story is not the loss of a former overseas empire but 
the struggle to define and preserve Ukrainian statehood across imperial borderlands. To force 
Ukraine into an imperial-shrinkage table risks misclassifying the problem. 

For method, Ukraine should be treated through separate indexes: Kyivan inheritance, Cossack-
Hetmanate political inheritance, revolutionary national-state claims, Soviet-republic territorial 
baseline, and present internationally recognized state territory. Each answers a different 
question. No single percentage can summarize Ukraine’s historical maximum without becoming 
an argument about identity, legitimacy, and succession. 
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Ukraine therefore shows the limits of the shrinkage model itself. Some states are not best 
understood as diminished empires. They are better understood as nations formed in the overlap 
of empires, whose central historical question is not how much they lost from a maximum, but 
how they became territorially legible at all. 

8.4 Czechia, Slovakia, and Czechoslovak inheritance 

Czechia and Slovakia introduce the problem of modern successor states emerging from a 
twentieth-century federation while also inheriting older medieval and dynastic histories. A 
shrinkage map may compare Czechia with the lands of the Bohemian Crown, or compare 
Slovakia with Czechoslovakia, Great Moravia, the Kingdom of Hungary, or other regional 
formations. Each choice produces a different meaning. Neither modern state can be understood 
through a single territorial maximum. 

Czechia has a strong historical connection to the Bohemian Crown lands: Bohemia, Moravia, 
and parts of Silesia. These lands formed a durable political and cultural unit within the Holy 
Roman Empire and later the Habsburg monarchy. A Czech historical-maximum index based on 
the Bohemian Crown is more defensible than a vague civilizational comparison, because there is 
a recognizable territorial tradition connected to Czech statehood. Yet even this baseline requires 
caution. The Bohemian Crown was embedded in imperial and Habsburg structures, and its 
populations included Czechs, Germans, Jews, and others. It was not identical to the modern 
Czech Republic. 

The twentieth century adds the Czechoslovak baseline. Czechoslovakia united Czech and Slovak 
lands after World War I, later underwent occupation, restoration, communist rule, 
federalization, and peaceful dissolution. If modern Czechia is compared with Czechoslovakia, 
the result is not imperial shrinkage but federation dissolution. Czechia did not lose Slovakia in 
the same way an empire loses a colony or a kingdom loses a province after conquest. The Czech 
and Slovak republics separated through a political process that produced two successor states. 
The same caution applies to Slovakia. Comparing modern Slovakia with all Czechoslovakia 
would exaggerate Slovak shrinkage by assigning the entire federation to one successor. 

Slovakia’s older baseline is even more difficult. Slovak lands spent centuries within the Kingdom 
of Hungary and the Habsburg monarchy. Modern Slovak national identity developed within and 
against those larger structures. Great Moravia sometimes appears as an early Slavic state 
predecessor, but its relationship to modern Slovakia and Czechia is shared and debated. A Great 
Moravian maximum would be a medieval Slavic inheritance index, not a direct Slovak national 
territory calculation. 

Czechoslovakia itself should be treated as a shared modern predecessor. Both Czechia and 
Slovakia inherit it, but neither should be credited with the whole federation as exclusive lost 
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territory. A fair table might show a Czechoslovak-to-Czechia successor ratio and a Czechoslovak-
to-Slovakia successor ratio, but label both as federation dissolution, not imperial shrinkage. This 
would measure the scale difference between the federation and each successor state without 
implying dispossession. 

The Czech and Slovak cases are valuable because they show a relatively peaceful version of 
territorial reclassification. Unlike Hungary’s post-Trianon trauma, Poland’s partitions, or the 
Balkan wars, the dissolution of Czechoslovakia became a negotiated separation. That does not 
make it historically trivial, but it changes the moral meaning of shrinkage. A smaller successor 
state is not always a wounded remnant. It may be the result of consensual state separation. 

For methodology, Czechia belongs partly in a Bohemian-Crown historical-territory category and 
partly in a Czechoslovak successor-state category. Slovakia belongs partly in a Czechoslovak 
successor-state category, partly in a Hungarian-kingdom context, and partly in a medieval Slavic 
inheritance category if Great Moravia is used. These are distinct baselines. A single percentage 
would mislead. 

8.5 Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia, and Albania 

The Balkans and southeastern Europe form the densest field of unstable baselines in the 
imperial-shrinkage problem. Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia, and Albania each 
possess historical memories tied to medieval kingdoms, imperial domination, national revivals, 
shifting frontiers, ethnographic claims, religious communities, and twentieth-century state 
projects. Their greatest extents depend on whether the mapmaker chooses medieval polities, 
modern kingdoms, wartime occupations, interwar borders, Yugoslav inheritance, or ethnic-
national aspirations. 

Romania is often compared with Greater Romania, especially the interwar state that included 
Transylvania, Bessarabia, Bukovina, Wallachia, Moldavia, and Dobruja. This is a relatively clear 
modern national baseline because Greater Romania was an actual twentieth-century state, not 
merely a medieval memory. Modern Romania is smaller than that interwar maximum, especially 
because of territories now outside its borders. Yet Romania’s case also includes deep historical 
connections to Roman Dacia, medieval Wallachia and Moldavia, Ottoman suzerainty, Habsburg 
rule in Transylvania, Russian influence, and contested borderlands. A disciplined shrinkage index 
should distinguish the modern Greater Romania baseline from ancient or ethnographic claims. 

Bulgaria presents a different problem. Medieval Bulgarian empires reached substantial size, at 
times extending across parts of the Balkans. A map using a medieval Bulgarian maximum will 
produce one number; a map using San Stefano Bulgaria or modern Bulgarian borders will 
produce another. The San Stefano vision is especially important because it became a powerful 
national reference point even though it was revised by subsequent diplomacy. A medieval 
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empire baseline measures historical grandeur; a San Stefano baseline measures nationalist 
diplomatic aspiration; a modern kingdom baseline measures actual state territory. These should 
not be combined. 

Serbia also has multiple maxima. The medieval Serbian Empire under Dušan provides one 
possible historical maximum. The modern Kingdom of Serbia before Yugoslav unification 
provides another. Yugoslavia provides a much larger twentieth-century structure, but it cannot 
be assigned exclusively to Serbia without distorting its multinational character. Serbia was 
central to Yugoslav formation and politics, yet Yugoslavia included Croats, Slovenes, Bosniaks, 
Macedonians, Montenegrins, Albanians, Hungarians, and others. A Serbia-to-Yugoslavia 
shrinkage comparison would be politically charged and methodologically unsafe unless clearly 
labeled as a Yugoslav successor-state or Serbian-dominated-federation memory index. 

Croatia similarly resists simple calculation. It has medieval kingdom traditions, Habsburg and 
Hungarian associations, the Triune Kingdom memory, Yugoslav membership, wartime puppet-
state complications, and modern independence. Counting the Independent State of Croatia 
during World War II as a maximum would be especially problematic because it was a fascist 
puppet state tied to occupation and mass violence. Counting Yugoslavia as Croatia’s lost 
territory would be equally misleading. A legitimate Croatian historical baseline must distinguish 
medieval and early modern claims, Habsburg-Hungarian constitutional status, Yugoslav 
federation membership, and modern statehood. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has a medieval kingdom baseline, an Ottoman provincial history, 
Austro-Hungarian administration, Yugoslav republican status, and modern postwar statehood. It 
is not an imperial center that lost vast territories. Its territorial history is more often that of a 
region governed by larger empires and federations, later becoming a state in its own right. A 
shrinkage map assigning Bosnia a percentage based on a medieval Bosnian kingdom may be 
meaningful as a historical-state comparison, but it does not describe imperial collapse in the 
usual sense. Bosnia’s central issue is not the loss of empire but the survival of a multiethnic 
state amid competing national projects. 

Albania may be the most unstable of the group. Modern Albania is a twentieth-century state 
whose borders did not include all Albanian-inhabited regions. A high shrinkage percentage may 
be based on Illyrian antiquity, medieval Albanian principalities, Skanderbeg’s resistance, or a 
Greater Albania ethnographic claim. These are radically different baselines. Illyrian comparisons 
are civilizational or ethnogenetic, not direct state territory. Greater Albania maps are modern 
nationalist and ethnographic claims, not neutral historical maxima. A disciplined method must 
keep actual Albanian state territory separate from ethnic distribution and ancient ancestry. 
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Together, these Balkan cases demonstrate the central failure of viral shrinkage maps: they turn 
contested historical geographies into one-number verdicts. In southeastern Europe, the same 
territory may belong to Ottoman memory, Habsburg administration, Byzantine inheritance, 
medieval Serbian or Bulgarian expansion, Albanian ethnographic claim, Greek ecclesiastical 
history, Romanian national memory, Yugoslav federal structure, and modern international 
borders. The mapmaker’s chosen baseline often reveals more about present politics than about 
neutral historical measurement. 

A responsible shrinkage framework should therefore use process labels: medieval-state 
maximum, modern-kingdom maximum, ethnographic-aspiration maximum, federation-
successor comparison, occupation or puppet-state exclusion, and present recognized state 
territory. Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia, and Albania cannot be responsibly 
compared unless those labels are visible. Their histories are not simple stories of land lost from 
greatest extent. They are stories of overlapping sovereignties, imperial borderlands, national 
awakenings, forced settlements, wars, federations, and contested memories. 

Central and Eastern Europe therefore confirm the need for a disciplined method. The region 
contains large composite commonwealths, shared medieval inheritances, partitioned kingdoms, 
federated successor states, and national projects formed under imperial pressure. A one-
number imperial-shrinkage map may be visually powerful, but here it is least likely to be 
innocent. The more layered the history, the more dangerous the percentage becomes without a 
declared baseline. 

 

9. Scandinavia, the Baltic, and North Atlantic Ambiguities 

9.1 Sweden and the Baltic imperial moment 

Sweden is one of the cleaner northern European cases of imperial shrinkage because it did 
possess a recognizable early modern empire. The Swedish Empire was not a global colonial 
formation on the scale of Britain, Spain, Portugal, or France. Nor was it an ancient civilizational 
memory retroactively assigned to a modern state. It was a concrete Baltic and northern 
European great-power formation, built through war, diplomacy, dynastic ambition, military 
reform, and control of strategic coastal territories. At its height, Sweden ruled not only the 
Swedish homeland but also Finland, Estonia, Livonia, Ingria, parts of northern Germany, and 
other Baltic-facing possessions. 

This makes the Swedish case methodologically useful. A Sweden-to-Swedish-Empire comparison 
is not as conceptually unstable as an Italy-to-Rome comparison or a Greece-to-Alexander 
comparison. Sweden was the imperial center. Stockholm was the political capital of a state that 
ruled territories beyond the modern Swedish kingdom. Its Baltic empire was administered, 
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defended, taxed, and incorporated into a state strategy. A shrinkage percentage based on that 
maximum can therefore be meaningful if labeled as early modern Baltic-imperial shrinkage. 

Yet Sweden’s empire still requires classification. Finland was not a colony in the overseas sense. 
It was part of the Swedish realm for centuries, integrated through law, church, administration, 
settlement, aristocracy, and military service. Estonia, Livonia, Ingria, and German possessions 
had different legal and social relationships to the Swedish crown. Some were conquered 
provinces; others were strategically acquired territories; some contained non-Swedish elites and 
populations with their own local rights. A map that colors all of them simply as Swedish land 
erases the difference between realm integration and imperial possession. 

The Swedish Empire also demonstrates how a relatively small state can become a regional great 
power through control of chokepoints and coastal arcs rather than through sheer demographic 
mass. The Baltic Sea was the central strategic theater. Swedish power depended on naval 
access, fortress cities, military organization, taxation, and the ability to project force around the 
sea. Its empire was not a large continental block like Russia’s, nor a worldwide archipelago like 
Britain’s. It was a Baltic system: a ring of influence around water. 

Sweden’s contraction came through the rise of rival powers, especially Russia, and through the 
military exhaustion of sustaining great-power status. The loss of Baltic provinces and Finland 
marked the end of Sweden’s imperial role and its transformation into a smaller northern 
European state. This was not decolonization in the Atlantic sense. It was not the liberation of 
overseas colonies from a distant metropole. It was the reduction of a regional military empire 
under pressure from neighboring powers. 

The Swedish case therefore belongs in a Baltic-imperial category. It is a legitimate shrinkage 
case, but its meaning differs from both colonial empire and ancient civilizational substitution. 
Sweden’s shrinkage is the story of a regional great power that lost its Baltic perimeter and 
ceased to be an imperial arbiter of northern Europe. The modern Swedish state is not a 
mysterious remnant of a mythic past; it is the post-imperial core of a once-powerful Baltic 
kingdom. 

9.2 Denmark, Greenland, Iceland, and realm versus empire 

Denmark presents one of the most important ambiguities in northern Europe because its 
historical extent depends heavily on whether one counts kingdom, realm, union, dependency, 
colony, or autonomous territory. Modern Denmark is small if measured only as the European 
state on the Jutland peninsula and surrounding islands. But the Danish crown and Danish state 
have been connected to Norway, Iceland, Greenland, the Faroe Islands, Schleswig-Holstein, 
Caribbean colonies, African forts, and trading stations. A shrinkage map must decide which of 
these count as Denmark’s maximum. 
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The most important distinction is between realm and empire. Denmark’s relationship to 
Norway, Iceland, Greenland, and the Faroe Islands was not identical to Britain’s relationship to 
India or Portugal’s relationship to Angola. The Danish-Norwegian monarchy was a composite 
northern realm. Norway was not simply an overseas colony; it was a kingdom joined under the 
Danish crown for centuries. Iceland and the Faroe Islands were part of the North Atlantic world 
of Norse settlement and later Danish rule. Greenland occupies an even more complex status 
because it has been linked to Denmark historically, colonially, administratively, and today 
through autonomous status within the Kingdom of Denmark. 

If Greenland is included in present Danish territory, Denmark becomes one of the largest states 
in Europe by area. If Greenland is excluded and Denmark is measured only by metropolitan 
European territory, the present numerator becomes much smaller. This single decision can 
drastically change the shrinkage percentage. A viral map that assigns Denmark a modest or 
moderate shrinkage figure may be using one rule; another map could produce a radically 
different result by treating Greenland differently. This shows why present territory is not always 
simple. 

Iceland adds another layer. Iceland was historically under Norwegian and then Danish rule, but 
it became a sovereign state in the twentieth century. Should Iceland’s independence be counted 
as Denmark losing land? From a Danish imperial or realm-centered view, yes, it represents 
contraction of the Danish crown’s northern world. From an Icelandic view, it represents national 
self-determination. The moral and political meaning depends on perspective. The same problem 
appears, though differently, with Greenland’s autonomy and the Faroe Islands’ self-government. 

Denmark also had more conventional colonial possessions, including Caribbean islands and 
trading posts. These belong to a colonial-imperial index rather than a realm index. A disciplined 
table should therefore separate Danish dynastic-realm extent, North Atlantic dependency 
extent, colonial overseas extent, and present metropolitan area. Without those categories, 
Denmark’s shrinkage number becomes arbitrary. 

The Danish case is valuable because it shows that even small European states can have complex 
territorial histories that do not fit the usual empire model. Denmark was a kingdom, a 
composite monarchy, a North Atlantic ruler, a colonial participant, and a modern state with 
autonomous territories still attached to its realm. A single percentage cannot express all of that. 
The more honest approach is to say that Denmark’s shrinkage depends on whether one is 
measuring the Danish state, the Danish realm, the Danish colonial empire, or the post-imperial 
kingdom including autonomous territories. 
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9.3 Norway and medieval maritime reach 

Norway’s imperial-shrinkage problem is different from Sweden’s and Denmark’s. Modern 
Norway is not usually remembered as a major empire in the later European colonial sense, yet 
medieval Norway had a substantial North Atlantic maritime sphere. Norwegian rule and 
influence extended to Iceland, Greenland, the Faroe Islands, the Orkneys, Shetland, the 
Hebrides, and the Isle of Man at different times and in different ways. A map that assigns 
Norway a large historical maximum may be using this medieval maritime reach as the 
denominator. 

This raises a crucial distinction between maritime reach and territorial empire. Norway’s 
medieval world was shaped by seafaring, settlement, kinship, trade, tribute, kingship, church 
organization, and island networks. Its geography was not a contiguous land empire. It was an 
oceanic field of routes and settlements spread across the North Atlantic. The political 
connection between the Norwegian crown and these territories varied over time. Some lands 
were settled by Norse peoples. Others were ruled, claimed, taxed, or linked through dynastic 
and ecclesiastical structures. A simple land-area calculation can make this world look like a 
territorial empire in the modern sense, but that imposes a later model on a medieval maritime 
system. 

Norway also spent centuries in union with Denmark and later Sweden. This complicates 
succession. When territories once linked to Norway became attached to the Danish crown, 
should they be counted as Norwegian loss, Danish realm expansion, or a dynastic transfer 
within a composite Scandinavian monarchy? The answer depends on the baseline. A Norwegian 
national-memory index may treat the loss of North Atlantic dependencies as shrinkage from 
medieval Norway. A Danish realm index may treat some of the same territories as part of 
Denmark’s later historical extent. The same land can appear in multiple successor memories. 

Iceland and Greenland are especially important. Their Norse settlement history is deeply 
connected to Norway, but their later political history passed through Danish rule and modern 
autonomy or independence. Assigning them exclusively to Norway as lost territory would 
overstate modern Norwegian continuity. Assigning them exclusively to Denmark would 
understate their earlier Norse-Norwegian history. The more accurate method is layered: Norse 
settlement sphere, medieval Norwegian crown connection, Danish realm administration, 
modern Icelandic independence, and Greenlandic autonomy within the Danish kingdom. 

Norway’s modern statehood also complicates the shrinkage narrative. Norway regained 
independence in the twentieth century after union arrangements. Its modern history is not 
primarily that of a metropole losing empire. It is partly the story of a nation emerging from 
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union and recovering sovereignty. Thus a shrinkage map focused only on medieval maritime 
maximum may miss the more important modern story of national restoration. 

Norway should therefore be classified under medieval maritime-realm shrinkage, not ordinary 
colonial empire. Its maximum was oceanic, dynastic, and settlement-based. The lost territories 
were not simply provinces of a modern Norwegian state. They were part of a North Atlantic 
Norse world whose political links shifted among Norway, Denmark, local communities, and later 
sovereign states. Norway’s case shows that maritime geography can create historical reach 
without producing a modern-style empire. 

9.4 Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania as modern-border cases 

Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania differ from the imperial centers discussed earlier because 
their modern histories are largely shaped by domination by larger powers, national awakening, 
independence, occupation, and border settlement. They are not best understood as diminished 
empires. Their shrinkage percentages, if assigned, usually depend on highly specific baseline 
choices: wartime borders, interwar independence, medieval predecessor states, grand duchies, 
or minor territorial adjustments. 

Finland is a good example of a modern-border case with real territorial contraction. Finland was 
part of the Swedish realm, then became an autonomous grand duchy under the Russian Empire, 
then emerged as an independent state. Its twentieth-century borders changed through war, 
especially with the loss of territories such as Karelia. A Finnish shrinkage index based on the 
territory of independent Finland before those losses is legitimate as modern-state territorial 
contraction. But Finland should not be treated as an imperial center unless the mapmaker is 
using some much broader and less defensible Greater Finland idea. The central Finnish story is 
national consolidation and survival between Sweden and Russia, not the fall of a Finnish empire. 

Estonia and Latvia are even clearer as modern-border cases. Their histories include Germanic 
crusading orders, Baltic German elites, Swedish rule, Polish-Lithuanian and Russian imperial 
contexts, national awakening, interwar independence, Soviet occupation, Nazi occupation, 
renewed Soviet rule, and restored independence. Their present territories are close to their 
modern national-state forms, though with boundary changes and population upheavals. A 
shrinkage percentage for Estonia or Latvia may be small because there was no large Estonian or 
Latvian empire to collapse. If a map invents a large maximum through medieval tribal, linguistic, 
or ethnographic distribution, it moves from state territory into cultural or nationalist 
speculation. 

Lithuania is more complicated because of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. As discussed earlier, 
the Grand Duchy was once enormous, and modern Lithuania has a strong historical connection 
to it. But Lithuania also functions as a modern-border case when measured by the twentieth-
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century Lithuanian state. The difference is dramatic. A modern-state baseline produces one 
picture; a Grand Duchy baseline produces another. This is why Lithuania must be explicitly 
labeled. It can appear as a small modern state with modest twentieth-century border changes, 
or as the historical core of a vast medieval and early modern composite polity. Both are true 
under different baselines, but they are not the same measurement. 

The Baltic states also reveal how occupation should be handled. Soviet annexation and Nazi 
occupation were central to their twentieth-century histories. But occupation by larger powers 
does not become part of the occupied state’s own maximum. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania did 
not become larger because they were absorbed into the Soviet Union. Rather, they lost 
sovereignty. A shrinkage map must avoid treating imperial incorporation as the small state’s 
expansion. Their historical problem is not shrinkage from maximum extent but interruption of 
sovereignty. 

These cases remind us that not every country belongs naturally in an imperial-shrinkage table. 
Some states are better understood through sovereignty loss and restoration, not imperial 
contraction. Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania experienced rule by empires more than they 
acted as empires, though Lithuania’s Grand Duchy inheritance complicates the pattern. A 
disciplined method should therefore allow a “not applicable” or “modern-border adjustment” 
category. Forcing every state into a lost-empire format creates misleading symmetry. 

9.5 Small states and the problem of overfitted historical claims 

Small states create a special temptation for imperial-shrinkage maps. Because their present 
territories are modest, it is easy to make them look dramatically diminished by selecting an 
expansive historical, ethnic, dynastic, or civilizational maximum. A medieval kingdom, a tribal 
distribution, a language zone, a union under a crown, a short-lived conquest, or a cultural 
sphere can become the denominator. The resulting percentage may be mathematically striking 
but historically overfitted. 

Overfitting occurs when the baseline is chosen to produce drama rather than to answer a clear 
historical question. For a large imperial center such as Britain or France, the maximum is 
obvious enough to debate productively. For a small state, the maximum may be obscure, 
selective, or symbolic. The mapmaker may search history for the largest possible shape 
associated with the country’s name, people, dynasty, language, or myth, then treat that shape 
as former territory. This method guarantees impressive shrinkage, but it does not guarantee 
meaning. 

Northern Europe offers many examples of why caution is needed. Iceland may show no 
shrinkage if measured as the modern Icelandic state. But if one connects Iceland to Norse 
settlement, Danish rule, or North Atlantic cultural geography, its territorial meaning changes. 
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Estonia and Latvia may show little shrinkage under modern-state baselines, but much larger 
imagined spaces under ancient tribal or ethnolinguistic maps. Lithuania may show no shrinkage 
or enormous shrinkage depending on whether the baseline is the modern republic or the Grand 
Duchy. Denmark may appear small or huge depending on Greenland. Norway may appear as a 
modern state or as the remnant of a medieval maritime sphere. 

The problem is not that these older connections are false. Many are real and important. The 
problem is that they belong to different categories. Settlement is not sovereignty. Language 
distribution is not administration. Dynastic union is not national territory. Cultural memory is 
not present legal continuity. A small state may have a large historical imagination without having 
lost a large empire in the ordinary sense. 

A responsible imperial-shrinkage table should therefore apply stricter tests to small-state 
maxima. Was the territory governed by a state institution that can reasonably be connected to 
the present state? Was control durable? Was it administrative rather than merely cultural? Was 
the baseline shared with other successor states? Was the territory a dependency, a colony, a 
realm component, a vassal, a settlement zone, or a later nationalist aspiration? If the answer is 
ambiguous, the table should report the ambiguity rather than hide it. 

Small states also show why zero shrinkage can be misleading in the opposite direction. A state 
with little or no imperial shrinkage may still have a traumatic territorial history. Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania suffered occupation and loss of sovereignty. Iceland moved from dependency to 
independence. Finland lost territories but preserved statehood. A low shrinkage number does 
not mean a simple or peaceful history. It only means that the chosen maximum and present 
territory are not dramatically different by area. 

Scandinavia, the Baltic, and the North Atlantic therefore broaden the concept of imperial 
shrinkage. They show that empire can be maritime rather than continental, regional rather than 
global, dynastic rather than colonial, and remembered through union rather than conquest. 
They also show that some states should not be forced into an imperial-loss frame at all. The 
northern cases make the methodological lesson unavoidable: before calculating shrinkage, one 
must know whether the map is measuring empire, realm, union, dependency, occupation, 
settlement, or memory. 

 

10. Cartographic Rhetoric and Post-Imperial Memory 

10.1 Why shrinkage maps go viral 

Shrinkage maps go viral because they reduce historical complexity to an instantly legible 
emotional form. They do not ask the viewer to read treaties, distinguish sovereignty from 
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influence, identify dynastic structures, or study the legal differences between colonies, 
mandates, protectorates, federations, and occupations. They present a country, a percentage, 
and an implied before-and-after story. The viewer sees modern borders as remnants of former 
magnitude. The map converts historical process into visual shock. 

The appeal is intensified by the numerical form. A percentage appears scientific even when its 
baseline is unclear. A claim that a country has lost 95 percent, 98 percent, or 99 percent of its 
former territory sounds precise. It gives the viewer the pleasure of quantification without 
requiring the burden of method. The number seems to settle the matter before the categories 
have been examined. A reader may not know whether the maximum includes colonies, ancient 
empires, wartime occupations, or civilizational spheres, but the percentage itself creates 
confidence. 

These maps also work because they invert the ordinary political map. A school atlas usually 
shows present states as stable containers. A shrinkage map destabilizes them. It suggests that 
the familiar borders are not natural, permanent, or complete, but late-stage residues of much 
larger formations. This produces fascination because it reveals modern states as historical 
fragments. The United Kingdom becomes a shard of the British Empire. Turkey becomes the 
Anatolian core of the Ottoman world. Austria becomes the small remainder of Habsburg 
Europe. Portugal becomes a narrow Atlantic country after Brazil, Africa, and Asia have fallen 
away. The present becomes haunted by the absent maximum. 

The viral power of the map is also connected to competitive comparison. Countries are 
implicitly ranked by decline. A viewer can ask: who lost the most? who retained the most? who 
was never very large? who has the greatest imperial memory? who suffered the greatest 
contraction? This comparative structure encourages sharing because it invites argument. Every 
viewer sees a country whose number seems too high, too low, unfair, funny, insulting, revealing, 
or politically charged. The map becomes a debate machine. 

Another reason these maps spread is that they allow contradictory audiences to find different 
meanings in the same image. Anti-imperial viewers may see the map as evidence that European 
empires deservedly collapsed. Nationalist viewers may see it as evidence of historical 
humiliation or lost greatness. Historical hobbyists may see it as a puzzle of boundaries and 
dynasties. Casual viewers may see it as a surprising factoid. Critics may share it to debunk it. 
Each reaction amplifies the map. A flawed graphic often travels farther than a careful one 
because its flaws generate engagement. 

The simplicity also produces a feeling of secret knowledge. The map appears to reveal that small 
modern states were once enormous, that current borders conceal deeper stories, and that the 
world as presented in ordinary geography is only a temporary surface. This is not entirely false. 
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Borders are historical artifacts. Empires did collapse. States did shrink, split, merge, and 
disappear. But the viral map turns this valid insight into a single exaggerated metric. Its success 
depends on compressing the archive until it becomes an image. 

10.2 Color, percentage, and emotional compression 

Color is never neutral in a shrinkage map. A percentage may claim to be quantitative, but color 
tells the viewer how to feel before the number is interpreted. Darker shades usually imply 
severity, loss, extremity, or danger. Lighter shades imply stability or lesser decline. The map 
therefore builds an emotional scale into the visual field. A country shaded darkly appears 
wounded, diminished, or historically dramatic. A lightly shaded country appears less affected, 
perhaps even fortunate or historically unimportant. The color scheme turns area comparison 
into moral atmosphere. 

Percentages intensify this effect because they make the past seem recoverable as a single 
subtraction. The viewer does not see the actual sequence of wars, treaties, revolutions, 
secessions, decolonizations, administrative reforms, occupations, and negotiated settlements. 
Instead, the viewer sees the residue: 99 percent gone, 95 percent gone, 85 percent gone, 25 
percent gone. The figure stands in for centuries. It is not merely a statistic; it is a compressed 
story of rise and fall. 

This compression is emotionally powerful because it removes agents. The map often does not 
show who conquered whom, who resisted, who voted, who revolted, who colonized, who was 
colonized, who negotiated, who was expelled, who was assimilated, who became independent, 
or who drew the borders. It shows only the imperial center and the loss ratio. The 
disappearance of agency makes the former empire appear as the subject of history and the 
former colonies or successor peoples appear as vanished area. That is one of the central 
rhetorical dangers of shrinkage cartography. 

A color-coded land-loss map also privileges spatial loss over human transformation. It suggests 
that what matters most is territory. But the end of empire is not only the reduction of a colored 
polygon. It is the creation of new states, the movement of populations, the reclassification of 
citizenship, the collapse of legal hierarchies, the destruction or survival of institutions, and the 
rewriting of memory. A country may lose little land but undergo enormous demographic 
catastrophe. Another may lose vast empty territory but retain most of its population and core 
institutions. A percentage does not distinguish these cases. 

The visual grammar of shrinkage maps tends to produce sympathy for the shrinking state 
because the state is the unit being measured. Britain loses. France loses. Turkey loses. Austria 
loses. Hungary loses. Spain loses. Portugal loses. The map rarely says that India becomes 
independent, Algeria becomes independent, Brazil becomes independent, or Czechoslovakia, 
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Yugoslavia, Poland, Lithuania, Ukraine, and other successor formations emerge under their own 
historical pressures. The emotional viewpoint is centered on the former possessor. 

This does not mean the emotional compression is always illegitimate. Post-imperial centers did 
experience real shocks. Imperial publics lost status, wealth, military reach, administrative 
purpose, and myths of destiny. Vienna after Habsburg collapse, Istanbul after Ottoman defeat, 
London after decolonization, Lisbon after the loss of Brazil and later Africa, Madrid after the 
collapse of the American empire, and Budapest after Trianon all experienced profound historical 
ruptures. These were not imaginary. The problem is that a color-coded shrinkage map allows 
only one emotional channel: contraction. 

A more disciplined cartography would use color to classify types of shrinkage rather than merely 
intensities. Colonial decolonization, dynastic collapse, union dissolution, occupation reversal, 
modern border adjustment, civilizational memory, and ethnographic aspiration should not all be 
represented as darker or lighter versions of the same thing. The map should not only ask how 
much area disappeared. It should ask what kind of historical relationship ended. Color could 
clarify that difference. In viral maps, it usually conceals it. 

10.3 The politics of loss, grievance, nostalgia, and humiliation 

Imperial shrinkage maps are politically charged because territorial loss is one of the deepest 
forms of collective memory. A lost territory is not simply a place outside the current border. It 
can become a symbol of humiliation, betrayal, injustice, divine punishment, national weakness, 
elite failure, foreign conspiracy, or civilizational decline. Maps make those emotions visible. They 
take diffuse grievance and give it outline. 

Loss politics differs by historical case. In former colonial metropoles, nostalgia may attach to 
global influence, naval routes, imperial prestige, migration networks, economic privilege, and a 
sense of world-historical mission. In post-dynastic centers, nostalgia may attach to vanished 
capitals, court culture, administrative sophistication, military rank, and multiethnic order. In 
partitioned nations, grievance may attach to adjacent lands, minority populations, family 
histories, cemeteries, churches, schools, and local names. In civilizational cases, nostalgia may 
attach to ancient greatness, sacred cities, ruins, heroic kings, and mythic frontiers. 

The map can therefore become a grievance amplifier. It gives numerical form to the statement 
that a country is only a fraction of what it once was. That statement can be harmless as 
historical curiosity, but it can also support revanchist imagination. If a public is repeatedly 
shown a maximum map as the “true” or “natural” form of the nation, then the present border 
may appear illegitimate merely because it is smaller. This is why baseline classification matters. 
A medieval empire, a colonial system, a wartime occupation, and a modern state are not equally 
valid sources of territorial grievance. 
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Nostalgia also has selective memory. It often remembers imperial scale without imperial 
violence. It remembers railways, flags, uniforms, architecture, and administrative order, but not 
forced labor, conquest, famine, racial hierarchy, punitive expeditions, extraction, deportation, or 
legal inequality. It remembers the map from the capital outward, not from the subject peoples 
inward. This selective memory is not unique to any one country. It appears wherever imperial 
memory is converted into aesthetic loss. 

Humiliation is a related but distinct force. Some shrinkage memories are not nostalgic for 
empire so much as wounded by defeat. Austria’s reduction after World War I, Hungary’s post-
Trianon trauma, Turkey’s post-Ottoman reconstruction, Germany’s postwar settlement, Russia’s 
post-Soviet contraction, and various Balkan territorial settlements all carry memories of 
humiliation. These memories may coexist with justified historical reflection, but they can also 
harden into political mythology. A shrinkage map supplies a visual shorthand for humiliation: 
here is what we were, here is what remains. 

The danger is greatest when the map excludes the viewpoint of those who left the empire. 
Decolonization, national independence, and federation dissolution may be experienced by one 
side as loss and by another as emancipation. The same border can be liberation and humiliation 
at once. Algeria’s independence is not only French shrinkage. India’s independence is not only 
British shrinkage. The independence of Baltic states is not only Soviet or Russian contraction. 
The end of Ottoman rule in the Balkans is not only Turkish loss. A responsible analysis must 
preserve the plurality of experience. 

Grievance maps also flatten time. A maximum may have lasted briefly, but the map presents it 
as a lost normal. A conquered region may have been held for one generation, but it appears 
alongside the homeland as part of a single body. A colony may have been violently acquired, but 
the map labels its independence as loss. A civilizational sphere may never have been politically 
unified, but the map treats it as former territory. Political grievance thrives on this flattening 
because it turns history into entitlement. 

A disciplined imperial-shrinkage method should therefore be designed not only for accuracy but 
for civic safety. It should not hide territorial contraction, because pretending that empires did 
not shrink is dishonest. But it should prevent shrinkage numbers from becoming unmarked 
claims of rightful possession. The map should teach the viewer to ask: lost by whom, from what 
legal status, under what conditions, after what kind of rule, and with what result for the people 
who lived there? 

10.4 Decolonization as liberation versus imperial loss 

Decolonization is the clearest case where imperial shrinkage has two opposed meanings. From 
the viewpoint of the imperial center, decolonization reduces territory, population, resources, 
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strategic reach, prestige, and administrative control. From the viewpoint of the colonized, it may 
restore sovereignty, dignity, political agency, cultural self-rule, and control over land and 
institutions. A single geometric event can therefore be described as loss or liberation depending 
on the moral and political position of the observer. 

This dual meaning is unavoidable. Britain’s imperial shrinkage includes the independence of 
India and many other territories. France’s shrinkage includes the end of rule in Algeria, 
Indochina, and much of Africa. Portugal’s shrinkage includes Brazil’s independence and the late 
decolonization of Angola, Mozambique, and other territories. Spain’s shrinkage includes the 
independence of its American colonies and later losses in the Caribbean and Pacific. The 
Netherlands’ shrinkage includes the end of rule in Indonesia and other possessions. In every 
case, the metropole’s reduction corresponds to the emergence or strengthening of other 
political communities. 

A shrinkage map centered on Europe tends to measure only the first half of the event. It sees 
the imperial center becoming smaller. It does not show the newly sovereign states becoming 
visible. This is a cartographic asymmetry. The former empire is treated as the historical subject; 
the former colonies are treated as the missing area. The map asks how much Britain lost, not 
how India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nigeria, Kenya, Jamaica, and others became sovereign. It asks 
how much Portugal lost, not how Brazil, Angola, Mozambique, and others entered different 
political futures. It asks how much France lost, not how Algeria or Vietnam transformed the 
world-system. 

This is not merely a matter of moral language. It affects historical explanation. Decolonization 
did not happen because land abstractly detached from empires. It happened through 
anticolonial movements, wars, negotiations, economic pressures, ideological shifts, world wars, 
international law, demographic change, administrative exhaustion, elite conflict, and mass 
politics. A land-loss percentage cannot explain why the empire ended. It only measures one 
outcome. 

The vocabulary of “loss” can also obscure the illegitimacy or contested legitimacy of the prior 
possession. A colony is not equivalent to an inherited province. Many colonial territories were 
acquired through conquest, coercion, unequal treaty, settlement, annexation, or commercial 
domination. To call independence a loss may be descriptively correct from the imperial 
accounting perspective, but it should not imply that the empire possessed the land in a morally 
neutral or natural sense. The word “loss” must be understood as a positional term. 

At the same time, the metropole’s experience of loss should not be dismissed as imaginary. 
Empires shaped the societies that ruled them. Imperial trade, military service, migration, 
bureaucracy, education, religion, race, class, industry, and political identity all entered the life of 
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the imperial center. When empire ended, the metropole had to redefine itself. Britain after 
empire, France after Algeria, Portugal after African decolonization, Spain after the loss of the 
last major colonies, and the Netherlands after Indonesia all faced political and psychological 
transformations. The end of empire was liberation for many, but it was also a real collapse of 
imperial identity for the former rulers. 

The correct framework is therefore binocular. One eye sees imperial shrinkage. The other sees 
national liberation. Neither view should erase the other. A map that sees only liberation may fail 
to explain post-imperial grievance and identity crisis in the former center. A map that sees only 
shrinkage may reproduce the imperial viewpoint and reduce new nations to missing territory. 
Historical understanding requires both perspectives at once. 

A better table would include a paired description: former imperial unit and successor 
sovereignty. Instead of saying only that France lost territory, it would identify which territories 
became independent, which remained overseas parts of France, which changed legal status, 
and which moved through war or negotiated transition. Instead of saying Britain lost land, it 
would distinguish dominions, colonies, mandates, protectorates, and independent successor 
states. Decolonization should appear as a transfer of sovereignty, not merely a reduction of 
area. 

10.5 How maps convert historical process into moral implication 

Maps do not merely show history. They interpret it. By selecting a baseline, choosing a color 
scale, assigning percentages, naming countries, and omitting categories, a map converts 
historical process into moral implication. The viewer may not notice the argument because it 
appears as geography. But the argument is there: this state was once larger; this present border 
is a remainder; this territory was lost; this loss can be ranked; this reduction defines the 
country’s historical condition. 

The moral implication depends on the frame. If the map is framed as “imperial shrinkage,” the 
contraction may appear as the deserved end of domination. If it is framed as “land loss,” the 
contraction may appear as national injury. If it is framed as “greatest historical extent,” it may 
appear as neutral curiosity. If it is framed as “how much each country has lost,” it encourages 
grievance. The same data, differently titled, produce different moral worlds. 

The most powerful implication is ownership. A land-loss map suggests that the maximum 
territory once belonged to the present state. But belonging is precisely what must be proven. 
Did the state directly administer the territory? Was it a colony? A protectorate? A vassal? A 
mandate? A federation partner? A military occupation zone? A cultural sphere? A dynastic 
possession? A claimed homeland? The map often answers all these questions with one color. By 
doing so, it converts ambiguous historical relationships into apparent possession. 
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Another implication is continuity. The map suggests that the present state and the historical 
maximum are the same subject across time. Britain and the British Empire have strong 
continuity, though still complex. Turkey and the Ottoman Empire have successor continuity, but 
not simple identity. Austria and the Habsburg monarchy have imperial-center continuity, but not 
national identity with the whole empire. Italy and Rome have civilizational continuity, but not 
state continuity. Greece and Byzantium have religious, linguistic, and cultural continuity, but not 
ordinary state continuity. Germany and the Holy Roman Empire have partial historical 
association, but not simple national continuity. The map’s percentages hide these differences. 

Maps also create moral symmetry where history is asymmetrical. A colony’s independence, a 
federation’s negotiated dissolution, a military occupation’s reversal, a dynasty’s collapse, and an 
ancient empire’s disappearance all become equivalent forms of shrinkage. This symmetry is 
visually neat but historically false. It implies that every smaller present state is the result of the 
same kind of loss. In reality, some reductions were defeats of empires, some were restorations 
of sovereignty, some were punishments after aggression, some were partitions, some were self-
determination movements, some were administrative reorganizations, and some are only 
artifacts of civilizational memory. 

A responsible cartographic method must therefore make its moral implications explicit. It should 
state whether it is measuring imperial control, present national territory, colonial 
decolonization, dynastic inheritance, occupation reach, or cultural memory. It should avoid titles 
that imply rightful possession unless that is the argument being defended. It should resist false 
precision where boundaries and categories are uncertain. It should show that the same event 
may have different names from different historical positions. 

This does not weaken the map. It strengthens it. A map that classifies processes teaches more 
than a map that merely shocks. It can show Britain’s colonial contraction, Turkey’s successor-
imperial contraction, Austria’s dynastic contraction, Hungary’s partition trauma, Russia’s 
imperial and Soviet contraction, Sweden’s Baltic-imperial contraction, Denmark’s realm 
ambiguity, Norway’s maritime inheritance, Italy’s Roman civilizational memory, and Greece’s 
Hellenic-Byzantine memory as different historical phenomena. The result is less viral, but more 
true. 

Cartographic rhetoric is unavoidable. Every map persuades. The task is not to make maps 
without rhetoric, but to make rhetoric accountable to method. Imperial shrinkage is too 
important to be left as a meme. It deserves maps that can carry both the power of visual 
comparison and the discipline of historical classification. 
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11. Toward a Disciplined Imperial-Shrinkage Method 

11.1 Classifying territorial control by legal and administrative status 

A disciplined imperial-shrinkage method must begin before arithmetic. It must begin with 
classification. The central error of most viral land-loss maps is not that they subtract incorrectly, 
but that they subtract unlike things as if they belonged to one category. A directly administered 
province, a colony, a protectorate, a mandate, a vassal, a tributary state, a dynastic possession, 
a military occupation zone, a settlement sphere, and a civilizational memory cannot all be 
treated as the same kind of territory. They may all appear on maps, but they do not represent 
the same relationship between power and land. 

The first classification should distinguish direct sovereignty from indirect control. Direct 
sovereignty refers to territory legally incorporated into the state or empire and administered 
through its institutions. Even this category has variation, because metropolitan provinces, 
imperial crownlands, overseas departments, and colonial provinces may not grant equal rights 
or representation. Still, direct sovereignty is the strongest basis for inclusion in a territorial 
maximum. If the state taxed, governed, legislated, policed, defended, and administered the 
territory as part of its own political order, then the territory belongs in the strongest shrinkage 
category. 

Indirect control should be separated. Protectorates, tributary states, vassals, mandates, princely 
states, client regimes, and autonomous dependencies may be deeply subordinated without 
being fully incorporated. Britain’s imperial world, the Ottoman frontier system, the French 
protectorates, the Russian imperial periphery, and many composite monarchies all contained 
forms of indirect rule. These territories should not be excluded automatically, because they 
often formed essential parts of imperial power. But they should be labeled as indirect, not 
silently counted as if they were identical to metropolitan territory. 

Military occupation should be classified separately and treated with special caution. Occupation 
may involve intense control, but it is often temporary, coercive, contested, and legally distinct 
from sovereignty. Counting occupied territory as ordinary maximum territory can produce 
deeply misleading results. It can transform wartime conquest into apparent national extent and 
postwar liberation into apparent national loss. A disciplined table may include an occupation-
reach index, but it should never merge that index with ordinary territorial possession. 

Cultural, linguistic, religious, and civilizational zones should form a final category outside the 
core territorial index. These zones are historically important, but they are not the same as state 
rule. Ancient Greek settlement, Roman civilizational memory, Byzantine religious inheritance, 
German-speaking cultural space, Slavic medieval memory, or Norse maritime settlement may 
explain identity and influence, but they should not automatically define a country’s greatest 
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territorial extent. Such cases belong in a memory or influence index, not in a strict shrinkage 
calculation. 

The method should therefore require every included territory to carry a status label. A map or 
table should not merely ask whether the territory is included. It should ask how it is included. 
Legal status is not decoration. It is the difference between measurement and myth. 

11.2 Separating empire, occupation, federation, settlement, and influence 

Once territorial control is classified, the next step is to separate historical processes that viral 
maps usually merge. Empire, occupation, federation, settlement, and influence are different 
forms of spatial power. Each can generate a large historical map, but each means something 
different. 

Empire refers to durable rule over multiple peoples or territories from a center of power. It may 
be colonial, dynastic, continental, maritime, religious, military, or bureaucratic. Britain, Spain, 
Portugal, France, the Ottoman Empire, the Russian Empire, Austria-Hungary, Sweden, and the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth all represent imperial or composite structures, though not of 
the same kind. Empire is the proper domain of imperial shrinkage, but only if the particular 
form of empire is named. 

Occupation refers to military control, usually under conditions of war, coercion, or temporary 
domination. Occupation can be mapped, but it should not be treated as ordinary territorial 
extent. Nazi-controlled Europe, temporary wartime annexations, puppet regimes, and short-
lived campaign maxima belong here. Occupation maps show reach, not legitimate continuity. 
They may be essential for military history, but they are poor baselines for national land-loss 
claims. 

Federation and union require separate treatment. A federal or union state may include multiple 
constituent units with formal legal identities. The dissolution of Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, or 
the Soviet Union should not be described in the same way as the loss of colonies or the collapse 
of an ancient empire. When a federation dissolves, successor states emerge from a shared 
political structure. One successor should not automatically inherit the whole federation as its 
lost territory. A federation index should therefore compare each successor with the former 
union only if the table clearly states that the comparison measures federation dissolution, not 
unilateral territorial loss. 

Settlement is also distinct from sovereignty. Peoples migrate, colonize, trade, intermarry, build 
cities, and create cultural networks without forming a single state. Ancient Greek colonies, 
Norse Atlantic settlements, German-speaking communities in Central and Eastern Europe, 
Jewish diasporic communities, Armenian merchant networks, and other settlement geographies 
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are not equivalent to imperial administration. Settlement maps are valuable, but they should 
not be converted into shrinkage maps unless a state structure actually governed the territories. 

Influence is broader still. A state may dominate another region economically, militarily, 
diplomatically, religiously, or culturally without possessing it. Spheres of influence, informal 
empire, trade monopolies, missionary zones, language blocs, military alliances, and client 
regimes all produce spatial reach. But influence is not land area in the strict sense. A disciplined 
method may create an influence index, but it should be separate from territorial shrinkage. 

The key rule is simple: do not allow a shape on a map to masquerade as sovereignty. Many 
historical phenomena can be mapped. Only some should be counted as territory once 
possessed and later lost. The distinction between mappable space and territorial possession is 
the foundation of the method. 

11.3 Creating multiple shrinkage indexes instead of one number 

The central methodological improvement is to replace the single shrinkage percentage with 
multiple indexed comparisons. One number is attractive because it is simple, but that simplicity 
is precisely what causes distortion. A better table would allow the same country to have several 
different shrinkage values, each attached to a declared baseline. 

The first index should be the direct-state shrinkage index. This compares the present state with 
the maximum territory ever controlled by the same modern state or a clearly continuous 
constitutional predecessor. For Germany, this might compare present Germany with the 
German Empire rather than with Nazi-occupied Europe or the Holy Roman Empire. For Greece, 
it would compare present Greece with the maximum territory of the modern Greek state, not 
with Alexander or Byzantium. For Italy, it would compare modern Italy with the maximum 
territory of the Kingdom of Italy or Italian Republic, not with Rome. 

The second index should be the colonial-imperial shrinkage index. This applies to Britain, Spain, 
Portugal, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, and other states with formal overseas empires. It 
would include colonies, dominions, mandates, protectorates, and overseas possessions only 
according to stated inclusion rules. This index measures the contraction of formal empire, not 
the loss of national homeland. 

The third index should be the dynastic-composite shrinkage index. This applies to Austria, 
Hungary, Poland-Lithuania, Denmark-Norway, the Habsburg lands, the Bohemian Crown, the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and similar structures. It measures contraction from a composite 
monarchy or historic polity to a modern successor state. It must indicate whether the 
predecessor is shared by multiple present nations. 
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The fourth index should be the successor-imperial shrinkage index. This applies to cases such as 
Turkey after the Ottoman Empire and Russia after the Russian Empire or Soviet Union. It 
captures real historical continuity without pretending that the predecessor empire was a 
modern national state. The label matters because it distinguishes institutional succession from 
national identity. 

The fifth index should be the occupation-reach index. This should be used only for wartime or 
coercive military control and should be visually and terminologically separated from all other 
indexes. It may be useful for explaining the maximum reach of military power, but it should not 
be called land loss. 

The sixth index should be the civilizational-memory index. This applies to Italy and Rome, 
Greece and Byzantium or Hellenism, Germany and the Holy Roman Empire, and other cases 
where a modern state inherits memory rather than direct sovereignty. Such an index can be 
valuable for studying national imagination, but it should never be confused with territorial 
possession. 

This multi-index method sacrifices viral simplicity but gains honesty. It allows the table to say: 
Britain has extreme colonial-imperial shrinkage; Austria has extreme dynastic-composite 
shrinkage; Hungary has severe historic-kingdom partition shrinkage; Turkey has major 
successor-imperial shrinkage; Italy has modest modern-state shrinkage but enormous Roman 
civilizational-memory contrast; Greece has limited modern-state shrinkage but vast Hellenic and 
Byzantine memory fields. That is more complex, but it is also more true. 

11.4 Reporting uncertainty and contested baselines 

A disciplined imperial-shrinkage table should not pretend to more precision than history allows. 
Many historical borders are approximate. Frontiers shifted seasonally, militarily, administratively, 
and diplomatically. Some regions were claimed before they were governed. Some were 
governed without being fully mapped. Some were tributary, semi-autonomous, or contested. 
Some were ruled through local elites who recognized imperial authority only partially. A single 
exact percentage can therefore create false confidence. 

Uncertainty should be reported openly. Where historical maximum territory is uncertain, the 
table should provide a range rather than a single number. A range is less dramatic, but it is more 
honest. For example, an empire’s maximum may vary depending on whether protectorates are 
included, whether tributaries are included, whether wartime occupations are excluded, or 
whether disputed borderlands are counted. Instead of hiding that variation, the table should 
show it. 

Contested baselines should also be marked. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth should be 
labeled as a shared predecessor, not assigned exclusively to Poland. The Grand Duchy of 
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Lithuania should be marked as Lithuanian, Belarusian, Ukrainian, and Ruthenian inheritance in 
different respects. Byzantium should be marked as Roman, Greek-speaking, Orthodox, imperial, 
and shared across multiple successor memories. The Soviet Union should not be treated as 
simply greater Russia without noting its union structure and the sovereignty claims of its 
republics. Yugoslavia should not be treated as simply greater Serbia, Croatia, or Slovenia. 

The table should also distinguish between claimed maximum and controlled maximum. 
Nationalist maps often show desired or ethnographic borders rather than actual state control. 
San Stefano Bulgaria, Greater Albania, Greater Greece, Greater Serbia, Greater Romania, or 
other aspirational geographies may be historically important, but they are not neutral territorial 
maxima unless they became durable state territory. A disciplined method can include an 
aspiration index, but it must not confuse aspiration with sovereignty. 

Dates should be provided for every maximum. A maximum without a date is incomplete. The 
British Empire at its largest, the Spanish Empire under different dynastic phases, the Ottoman 
Empire at its height, the Habsburg monarchy before World War I, the Swedish Empire at its 
Baltic peak, and the Roman Empire under Trajan are all date-specific phenomena. Without 
dates, “greatest extent” floats free of history. 

Finally, the method should state whether present territory includes overseas departments, 
autonomous territories, disputed lands, dependencies, and special jurisdictions. Present area is 
not always simple. France, Denmark, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Norway, and others 
require explicit rules. The numerator must be classified as carefully as the denominator. 

Uncertainty is not a weakness in this project. It is evidence of seriousness. Viral maps hide 
uncertainty to increase impact. Historical method reports uncertainty to increase trust. 

11.5 A reproducible table format for comparative use 

The final goal should be a reproducible table that allows readers to understand, challenge, and 
revise the numbers. A responsible imperial-shrinkage table should include more than country 
name and percentage. It should contain enough fields to make the comparison auditable. 

The first field should be the present state. The second should be present territory under the 
selected present-area rule. The third should be the selected historical maximum. The fourth 
should be the date or period of that maximum. The fifth should be the baseline category: direct-
state, colonial-imperial, dynastic-composite, successor-imperial, federation-dissolution, 
occupation-reach, settlement-sphere, influence-sphere, or civilizational-memory. The sixth 
should be the legal status of included territories. The seventh should state whether disputed, 
autonomous, overseas, protectorate, mandate, or tributary territories are included. The eighth 
should report maximum area, present area, and shrinkage percentage. The ninth should provide 
a confidence level or uncertainty range. The tenth should offer a short methodological note. 
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Such a table would immediately improve public discussion. Instead of saying “Italy lost 93 
percent,” it would say something more precise: Italy compared with the Roman Empire is a 
civilizational-memory contrast, not direct national shrinkage. Italy compared with its modern 
colonial maximum is a different and more historically grounded comparison. Instead of saying 
“Greece lost 98 percent,” the table would specify whether the baseline is ancient settlement, 
Hellenistic empire, Byzantine inheritance, modern Greek state maximum, or nationalist 
aspiration. Instead of saying “Germany lost 98 percent,” the table would declare whether it is 
counting the German Empire, Prussia, the Holy Roman Empire, or wartime occupation. 

The table should also allow multiple rows per state. This is essential. One country may have 
several valid historical comparisons. Britain may have a direct-state row and a colonial-imperial 
row. France may have a metropolitan row, a colonial row, and a present-overseas-territory row. 
Turkey may have a modern-state row and an Ottoman successor-imperial row. Russia may have 
Russian Empire, Soviet Union, and Soviet influence rows. Austria may have Habsburg dynastic 
rows. Greece and Italy may have modern-state rows and civilizational-memory rows. The 
purpose is not to force one final answer, but to prevent different answers from being confused. 

A reproducible table also makes it possible to compare like with like. Colonial-imperial shrinkage 
can be compared across Britain, Spain, Portugal, France, the Netherlands, and Belgium. 
Dynastic-composite shrinkage can be compared across Austria, Hungary, Poland-Lithuania, 
Denmark-Norway, and the Bohemian Crown. Civilizational-memory contrasts can be discussed 
separately for Italy, Greece, Germany, and others. Occupation-reach maps can be excluded from 
ordinary shrinkage tables or clearly marked as military history. 

This format would not produce the immediate shock of a viral map, but it would produce 
something better: a map that teaches. It would show that territorial history is not merely about 
how much land a state no longer has. It is about what kind of rule existed, how that rule ended, 
who gained sovereignty, who lost power, whose memory is being measured, and what kind of 
comparison is being made. 

The disciplined method therefore restores historical intelligence to cartographic comparison. It 
does not deny imperial shrinkage. It makes imperial shrinkage legible. It allows the map to 
remain powerful without allowing the number to become a myth. 

 

12. Conclusion: From Viral Numbers to Historical Understanding 

12.1 What imperial shrinkage can teach 

Imperial shrinkage can teach something important when it is handled with care. It reveals that 
modern borders are not timeless facts. They are residues of expansion, contraction, conquest, 
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treaty, revolt, federation, partition, decolonization, and collapse. The familiar map of Europe is 
not the natural form of the continent. It is a late historical arrangement built from older imperial 
geographies, dynastic structures, colonial systems, national awakenings, and postwar 
settlements. A shrinkage map, even a flawed one, reminds viewers that present states are 
historical products rather than permanent containers. 

The concept also helps explain why imperial memory remains politically powerful long after 
empires disappear. Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, Turkey, Austria, Hungary, Russia, Sweden, 
Poland, Greece, Italy, and Germany all carry different relationships to former scale. Some 
remember overseas empire. Some remember dynastic grandeur. Some remember partition. 
Some remember civilizational inheritance. Some remember wartime defeat. Some remember 
national restoration after domination by others. Territorial memory is not evenly distributed, 
but it is rarely absent. 

Imperial shrinkage also teaches that size and identity can become disconnected. A country may 
be small in territory but large in historical memory. Austria is small compared with the Habsburg 
past. Portugal is small compared with the Lusophone oceanic world it helped create. Greece is 
small compared with Hellenic and Byzantine memory. Italy is small compared with Roman 
civilizational inheritance. The United Kingdom is small compared with the British Empire. These 
disproportions shape national psychology, education, architecture, diplomacy, and public myth. 

Shrinkage also clarifies the difference between power and permanence. Empires may look vast 
at their height, but their size often depends on fragile systems: naval supremacy, dynastic 
legitimacy, military advantage, bureaucratic reach, trade routes, elite collaboration, religious 
authority, or international recognition. Once those systems weaken, the map can change 
quickly. The largest territorial formations are often the least natural. They require constant 
maintenance. 

Finally, imperial shrinkage teaches that decolonization, partition, and collapse are not marginal 
events. They are central to the modern world. Many present states exist because empires 
shrank. The world map is therefore not merely a map of old empires reduced; it is also a map of 
new sovereignties created. That double vision is essential. 

12.2 What imperial shrinkage cannot prove 

Imperial shrinkage cannot prove rightful ownership. A territory appearing inside a historical 
maximum does not mean the present state has a legitimate claim to it. The Roman Empire 
cannot be treated as modern Italy’s property. The Byzantine Empire cannot be treated as 
modern Greece’s property. The Holy Roman Empire cannot be treated as modern Germany’s 
property. Nazi-occupied Europe cannot be treated as Germany’s lost territory. The Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth cannot be assigned exclusively to one successor nation. The Grand 
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Duchy of Lithuania cannot be reduced to a single modern identity. Historical association is not 
title. 

Shrinkage also cannot prove national humiliation by itself. A country may have become smaller 
because colonies became free, because a federation dissolved, because an occupation ended, 
because a dynastic empire collapsed, because a border settlement corrected conquest, or 
because a multiethnic kingdom was partitioned according to competing national claims. These 
processes are not morally identical. A percentage cannot tell whether contraction was defeat, 
liberation, punishment, self-determination, treaty compromise, imperial exhaustion, or 
civilizational memory. 

Nor can imperial shrinkage prove that a state was more successful, more legitimate, or more 
important merely because it once covered more land. Area is not destiny. A vast empire may be 
administratively thin, economically fragile, violently coercive, or demographically unstable. A 
small state may be wealthy, durable, cohesive, innovative, and culturally influential. Square 
kilometers are easy to measure, but they are not the same as civilization, justice, vitality, 
legitimacy, or human flourishing. 

Shrinkage cannot reliably compare countries unless their baselines are comparable. Britain’s 
colonial contraction, Austria’s dynastic contraction, Hungary’s partition trauma, Turkey’s 
Ottoman succession, Russia’s imperial-Soviet inheritance, Sweden’s Baltic imperial decline, 
Denmark’s realm ambiguity, Norway’s medieval maritime reach, Greece’s Hellenic memory, and 
Italy’s Roman memory are different phenomena. A table that places them all under one 
percentage column creates the illusion of comparability. It ranks unlike things. 

Most importantly, imperial shrinkage cannot substitute for history. It is an index, not an 
explanation. It can ask why a state is now smaller than some selected maximum. It cannot 
answer that question without narrative, law, demography, war, economics, religion, diplomacy, 
administration, and memory. The number is a doorway, not the room. 

12.3 Why method matters more than spectacle 

The viral map succeeds because it is spectacular. The disciplined map succeeds only if it is 
trustworthy. Spectacle produces instant recognition. Method produces durable understanding. 
The difference matters because maps of territorial loss do not merely entertain; they shape how 
people imagine nations, borders, grievance, and historical entitlement. 

A methodologically serious shrinkage map must reveal its assumptions. It must state the 
selected maximum, the date of maximum extent, the type of baseline, the status of included 
territories, and the rule for present territory. It must distinguish direct rule from indirect rule, 
colony from protectorate, federation from empire, occupation from sovereignty, settlement 
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from administration, and civilization from statehood. Without these distinctions, the map is not 
wrong in a simple arithmetic sense; it is conceptually unaccountable. 

Method also protects against false moral symmetry. A country losing a colony is not the same as 
a country being partitioned. A military occupation ending is not the same as a homeland being 
ceded. A federation dissolving is not the same as an empire collapsing. An ancient civilization 
fading is not the same as a modern state losing territory. Method forces the map to say what 
kind of historical event is being represented. 

Spectacle tends to favor maximum drama. It selects the largest possible denominator because 
the largest denominator produces the greatest shrinkage. Method asks whether that 
denominator is admissible. If modern Italy is compared with Rome, the result is dramatic. If 
modern Greece is compared with Alexander, the result is dramatic. If Germany is compared with 
wartime occupation reach, the result is dramatic. But drama is not evidence. A baseline must be 
justified before the percentage can mean anything. 

The proper goal is not to make maps dull. It is to make them honest. A disciplined imperial-
shrinkage map can still be powerful. It can show the collapse of the British, Spanish, Portuguese, 
French, Ottoman, Russian, Habsburg, and Swedish imperial worlds. It can show Poland’s 
vanished Commonwealth scale, Hungary’s post-Trianon contraction, Denmark’s North Atlantic 
ambiguity, and Greece’s vast civilizational memory. But it should show these as different 
categories of historical space, not as one homogeneous metric. 

In this sense, method is not the enemy of public history. It is the condition for public history that 
does not mislead. 

12.4 Post-imperial identity in a world of unstable borders 

Post-imperial identity is often built from mismatch. The state that remains is smaller than the 
memory it carries. The capital remembers a larger world. The monuments were built for an 
empire. The archives contain provinces no longer governed. The literature names cities now 
across borders. The army remembers campaigns beyond the homeland. Families remember 
migrations, expulsions, colonies, ports, and vanished frontiers. The present border cannot 
contain the historical imagination. 

This mismatch can mature into humility or harden into grievance. It can produce historical 
reflection, cosmopolitan memory, and awareness of imperial violence. It can also produce 
nostalgia, resentment, revanchism, or fantasies of restoration. The difference often depends on 
whether the society can distinguish inheritance from entitlement. A country may inherit a vast 
history without inheriting a claim to rule the lands once connected to that history. 
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Europe is especially dense with such mismatches. Britain remains shaped by empire after 
empire. France remains both republican state and postcolonial power. Spain and Portugal 
remain European states with transoceanic linguistic worlds. Turkey remains a republic on the 
Ottoman imperial core. Austria remains a small country with an imperial capital. Hungary 
remains marked by the memory of a larger kingdom. Poland remains shaped by partitions and 
the Commonwealth. Russia remains a federation with imperial and Soviet afterlives. Greece 
remains a modern state surrounded by Hellenic, Orthodox, Byzantine, and classical memories. 
Italy remains a modern nation living in the shadow of Rome. 

The instability of borders does not mean all borders are illegitimate. It means borders are 
historical settlements, not metaphysical truths. A border may be legal, recognized, and 
necessary while still being historically recent, emotionally contested, or morally complicated. 
Imperial shrinkage maps can help people see that instability, but only if they do not turn every 
old maximum into a claim. 

Post-imperial identity requires a mature cartographic ethic. It must be able to say: this was once 
ruled from here, but it is not ours now. This city belongs to our memory, but not to our state. 
This empire shaped us, but we are not entitled to restore it. This colony was part of our history, 
but its independence was not merely our loss. This partition wounded us, but other peoples 
also have histories. This ancient civilization is our inheritance, but not our deed of ownership. 

Such maturity is difficult because maps simplify. But the alternative is worse: a world where 
every historical maximum becomes a grievance map and every present border is judged against 
an imperial ghost. 

12.5 The future of historical cartography in public debate 

Historical cartography will become more influential, not less. Digital maps, viral images, social 
media, artificial intelligence, and interactive historical datasets make it easier than ever to 
produce compelling maps of past empires, changing borders, migrations, wars, religions, 
languages, and demographic transformations. The public appetite for such maps is enormous. 
The risk is that technical ease will outpace methodological discipline. 

The future should not belong to sterile maps that avoid controversy. It should belong to better 
maps. An improved imperial-shrinkage map would allow users to toggle baselines: direct-state 
maximum, colonial empire, dynastic composite, federation, occupation reach, settlement 
sphere, influence zone, and civilizational memory. It would show uncertainty ranges. It would 
identify dates. It would distinguish legal status. It would allow multiple successor states to share 
a predecessor. It would show both imperial contraction and successor sovereignty. It would let 
viewers see why the same country can have several different shrinkage values depending on the 
question being asked. 
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Such tools would change the public conversation. Instead of arguing whether Italy “lost” the 
Roman Empire, viewers could see the difference between Roman civilizational memory and 
modern Italian state territory. Instead of arguing whether Greece lost Byzantium, they could see 
Byzantine inheritance as a separate layer. Instead of treating Russia and the Soviet Union as 
identical, they could see empire, union, federation, and influence as different maps. Instead of 
reducing decolonization to European loss, they could see the emergence of new states 
alongside the contraction of old empires. 

The central principle is transparency. A historical map should not hide its theory. It should make 
its categories visible. Every map is an argument; responsible maps disclose the argument they 
are making. Imperial shrinkage is not a trivial topic because it touches national identity, colonial 
memory, war, legitimacy, humiliation, pride, and the emotional geography of peoples. A careless 
map can inflame myth. A careful map can educate. 

The final conclusion of this paper is therefore simple: imperial shrinkage is real, but it is not one 
thing. It can mean colonial decolonization, dynastic collapse, successor-state contraction, 
federation dissolution, partition, occupation reversal, maritime-realm reduction, or 
civilizational-memory contrast. The same formula cannot carry all these meanings unless the 
baseline is declared. 

The viral map gives us the provocation. Historical method must give us the answer. 
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