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Plate Tectonics: The observations 
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Early 18th century world map  Early 19th century world map 

Early world maps 
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Late 19th century and early 20th century geologists noted: 

• Similar outlines of Africa’s west coast and South America’s 
east coast. 

• Evidence of glaciation, and similar and contemporaneous 
plant fossils in India, 
Australia, South America, and southern Africa. 

Early Observations



4

The two camps of 19th and 20th century geologists: 

• One proposing stationary continents connected by ancient 
land bridges 
– the land bridges appeared and disappeared through Earth 
history. 
 The Southern continents (+ India) were connected to form 
Gondwanaland. 

• The other proposing mobile continents that were once a single 
landmass that then broke up and the continents drifted apart to 
today’s distribution. 

Early Hypotheses and Debates
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Alfred Wegener and 
Continental Drift

(1880 – 1930)
Germany, 1915,
The Origin of Continents and Oceans
Pangaea: The original supercontinent
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Scientists and scholars had long noticed the 
‘jigsaw puzzle’ 
like fit of the continental shorelines. 
For Wegener this fit was 
too good to be a coincidence. 

Wegener's observation: geographic fit
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Wegener’s observations: 
geographic fit 
The geographic fit is even better at the 
continental slopes. 
Continental slopes are the 
true edges of the continents. 
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Geological formations across the 
Atlantic shorelines matched! 
Wegener correlated the geology of 
South America and Africa 

Wegener’s observations: the geology 
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Wegener’s observations: 
the geology 

And the mountain belts 
across the North Atlantic 
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