ISOSTASY 

The process by which the Lithospheric plates, which are "floating" on the Mantle, adjust vertically to achieve an equilibrium (the crust and upper mantle have a uniform density.)

Because Oceanic Crust has a higher density than Continental Crust, it adjusts lower into the Mantle. This condition is augmented by the fact that Oceanic Crust is thinner and therefore has less mass to compensate for through buoyant displacement of the Mantle.

Continental Crust is thicker and has a lower density than Oceanic Crust. Therefore, it floats higher and has a deeper "root" than Oceanic Crust. This phenomenon can be compared with the behavior of floating wood blocks, all with the same density (see figure). The thicker blocks stand higher but have more root than the thinner ones.
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Convection is flow induced by heating of a fluid from below. The heating from below produces faster molecular activity and expansion (lower density) of the material at the bottom, so it rises. With a stationary heat source, a convection cell developes. This is very similar to a pot of water at a rolling boil.

Thus, material heated at depth rises and is deflected at the base of the Lithosphere, where it cools, contracts, and sinks. Friction between the flowing Asthenosphere and the Lithosphere is one theory of the driving force in plate motions.

