
Living In A World Without Maps: some thoughts about cartography 
in a spatially dysfunctional world 

Gary Brannon 

We remark that our world is shrinking, when what we really mean to say is that our spatial concept of the 
globe on which we live is undergoing a radical change. This article discusses the relevance of maps in an 
age where the immediacy of information is paramount, but where its geographical context is increasingly 
becoming irrelevant. 

Dead Countries, Dead Maps 
A colleague recently sent me a copy of a book that he has 
written, titled Dead Countries of the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries: from Aden to Zululand. 1 It is an in
triguing volume, full of evocative names that I still vaguely 
remember from the stamp albums of my schooldays but 
which have since vanished from the face of modem maps. 
Reading through the book with its references to exotic lands 
such as the Trucial States (now part of the United Arab 
Emirates), Straits Settlements (now variously administered 
by Singapore, Malaysia, and Australia), Ifni (now returned 
to Morocco by Spain), and Zanzibar (now part of Tanzania) 
was like taking a nostalgic j oumey back into the past. It also 
raised in my mind a provocative question: If, over a rela
tively short period of time, names and entire nations can 
disappear from maps- then why not the maps themselves? 

An Endangered Species? 

I have long contested that cartography, as a singular profes
sion requiring definitive highly-developed technical skills, 
will ultimately disappear - or at least continue to exist only 
as a minor subset of some other allied profession. This evo
lution has, in fact, already been ongoing for decades, but it 
took the harsh economic realities of the 1990s and the obvi
ous savings in time and manpower that the computer has to 
offer, to accelerate the pace of change ten-fold. 

If, as I believe, map-makers are increasingly becoming 
an endangered species amongst technical professionals, 
then we should not be surprised that the maps they produce 
will inevitably suffer the same fate. Comfortably cocooned 
within a profession where maps are commonly held in al
most mystical esteem, it is sometimes difficult to see the 
world as it really is (a particularly ironic situation for car
tographers when one considers that cartography is - or at 
least was - a profession soundly rooted in the geography of 
terra firma). Unfortunately, this supposed importance of 
maps is sometimes elevated to a level that completely defies 
either rationality or common sense. 

The Lives of Ordinary People 

It did not require a carefully controlled scientific study on 
my part to discover a simple home truth: that maps are a 
largely unimportant factor in the everyday lives of most or
dinary people. In my own circle of friends, family, and 
acquaintances - a diverse group that reflects wide-ranging 
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interests, age, social demographics and education - casual 
observation and carefully directed conversation simply 
confirmed what I had already long suspected. Within this 
group, one or two individuals did admit rather sheepishly, 
perhaps conscious of my own cartographic background, to 
owning an atlas, though none could remember when they 
had last opened it or could even hazard a guess at how cur
rent it might be. Others admitted to having highway maps in 
the glove compartments of their cars, though the general 
opinion was that it was much easier to ask directions from a 
stranger when lost than to suffer the aggravations associ
ated with consulting a folded map in a confined space (an 
opinion that I share). Few persons that I asked had ever ac
tually consulted a map while on vacation, and fewer still 
ever bothered to look at maps in newspapers or in books or 
magazines. Interestingly, when I asked about maps they 
might have seen on television, I received mostly blank 
stares, though, when prompted, most admitted that they did 
sometimes look at television weather maps. Television 
weather maps, it seems, do not constitute real maps in the 
minds of ordinary people! 

A Spatially Challenged Society 

In a technological society that is inundated (overloaded?) 
with information, we are becoming accustomed to being 
told, especially as we turn the calendar on both a new cen
tury and a new millennium, that today's world is a very 
different place than it was even a few decades ago. There is 
no denying that this is a truism, the world has indeed 
changed radically in a vast number of ways and is likely to 
continue doing so perhaps at an even more rapid rate than 
we can even begin to imagine, but there is another truism to 
consider: we are also seeing our world in a very different 
way. We say that our world is shrinking, when what we re
ally mean is that our spatial concept of the globe on which 
we live is rapidly being transformed and distorted. And the 
degree to which this transformation is happening is in direct 
proportion to the degree by which the technological age of 
instant information/communication/dissemination is bur
geoning. As a society we crave information (aka news) but 
as the flow of information becomes more immediate and 
more accessible, what happens becomes of paramount im
portance and where it happens becomes increasingly 
irrelevant. When the geography of news becomes irrelevant 
to society, so too, I suggest, do the maps. 

There was a time, not so long ago, when the map was 
our most reliable source for spatial information. If our Aunt 
Mabel sent us a postcard from her hotel on Fiji, we might 
first have looked at the postmark and found that it took three 
weeks to reach us, then pulled out a well-thumbed atlas and 
searched for the diminutive dot labeled Fiji in a sea of blue 
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ink. The map might not have told us very much about the is
land ofFiji or about the people ofFiji, or indeed about Aunt 
Mabel's trip, but it would at least have satisfied our curios
ity in terms of distance, and told us a great deal about the 
vastness of the Pacific Ocean and the minuscule nature of 
the land masses that lie within it. It would also have made it 
easier for us to understand the reason why a postcard mailed 
in such a place could take three weeks to find its way into 
our letterbox. From a simple dot on the face of a map we 
would have learned some fundamental geography and very 
much more. 

Few of us will be old enough to remember first-hand ei
ther of the two world wars that have blighted the 20th 
century, but one need only watch some of the old newsreel 
war footage to understand the crucial importance of maps to 
the military during those dark periods ofhistory. Maps were 
also crucially important in terms of boosting morale on the 
home front. Newspapers were full of them. They were 
spread out on kitchen tables and pored over or pinned on 
walls and stuck with coloured pins to show advances and re
treats. At a time when the dissemination of news was 
exclusively the domain of the newspapers and radio, maps 
became inordinately important. They provided a very nec
essary spatial link between the battle front and the home 
front, despite the factthat much ofthe information they con
tained might be better described as propaganda than reliable 
news. Rulers would be taken out, distances would be mea
sured, and the person at home could relate to battles in far 
flung places they had never set eyes upon and with whose 
names they were unfamiliar. 

In a 1942 speech, American President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, clearly conscious of the importance and value of 
maps in rallying support for the war effort at home, where 
isolationism was the prevailing attitude, said in part: ''I'm 
going to ask the American people to take out their maps. I 'm 
going to speak about strange places that many of them 
never heard of- places that are now the battleground for 
civilization. I'm going to ask the newspapers to print maps 
of the whole world. "2 In a radio address to the nation later 
that same year, Roosevelt kept his word, urging Americans 
to: "Take out and spread before you a map of the whole 
earth. Follow with me the references which I shall make to 
the world-encircling battle lines of this war "3 It was a 
clever, well-thought-out plan intended to bring into the 
homes of Americans a war that was perceived by many in 
the United States, at least up until the attack on Pearl Har
bour, as "Europe's war." 

Because of the major advances made in technology 
since the 1940s, the Vietnam War was a very different affair. 
From the Gulf ofTonkin incident, in 1964, to the fall of Sai
gon, in 197 5, the American public had little need for maps 
to bring the horrors of war into their homes. The various 
television networks did their job in a way that would set the 
standard for all future conflicts. The map, it seemed, as a 
means of explaining a war, had now become passe. 

But not quite passe. Recently, listening to a televised 
speech, I was struck by the strong similarity between the 
words of Franklin Roosevelt, in 1942, and the following 
words spoken by American President William C1inton, in 
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April1999: "I ask you, literally, get down an atlas and look 
at a map. "4 The conflict this time involved Serbia and 
Kosovo and the Balkan nations surrounding them. Once 
again there was an urgent need to bring the American public 
onside. Again there was a need to explain why the United 
States, this time as part of a larger N.A.T.O. force, should 
get involved in a war far from home. Again there was a need 
for maps. Like the battlegrounds of Europe in the 1940s, 
like Korea in the 1950s, like Vietnam in the 1970s, like the 
Persian Gulf nations in the 1990s, the Balkan nations in 
1999 presented a particular problem for military planners 
and governments alike: how to explain to the general public 
the importance of waging a war in a mysterious, little 
known, far flung part of the world. And again, just as in 
1942, an American president was suggesting that a nation 
dust off its atlases and delve into maps to discover the 
where, before any justification for the why could be ade
quately communicated. 

Today, conceptually speaking, our world has shrunk to 
such an extent that distance has become meaningless. A 
typical 30-minute television newscast might contain seg
ments from a dozen different countries in distant corners of 
the globe: tribal wars in Africa, ethnic conflicts in the Bal
kans, riots in South Korea, floods in China, an earthquake in 
Afghanistan, fires in California, a landslide in Argentina, 
etc., etc. The overwhelming effect of this live, in-your-face 
media coverage is that we have become generally desensi
tized by varying degrees, not only to disasters, but to 
geography itself. Maps do not matter any more because see
ing an event as it happens puts us right on the spot; we have 
travelled around the globe in an instant, the television or 
computer monitor has become our virtual transportation de
vice. We are right there ... wherever there might be. Turn off 
the sound, take away the captions, and we might as well be 
looking at generic, archival footage taken from the media 
vaults. Some American social psychologists have coined a 
term for this. They refer to it, somewhat derisively, as the 
"CNN Effect." President Clinton, in reference to the Balkan 
conflict, conceded as much by remarking that nobody in 
America had likely even heard ofKosovo until they saw it 
on CNN. It was a defacto admission that Homo sapiens are 
becoming increasingly spatially dysfunctional. 

The Rare Case 
Only in very rare cases, and with the noted exception of mil
itary conflicts, do maps and the spatial information they 
convey manage to interject themselves upon our conscious
ness. Such a case in point was the crash of Swissair flight 
111, on 02 September 1998, in Peggy's Cove, off the coast 
ofNova Scotia, Canada. 

This particular disaster was remarkable, even in a 
world desensitized to such cataclysmic events, not only be
cause of its picture postcard location in one of Canada's 
pre-eminent tourist areas, but because of the particular poi
gnancy of the events that led up to it (an aircraft with smoke 
in the cockpit, the crucial yet laconic exchanges between 
crew and flight controllers, the choice of Halifax for an 
emergency landing rather than a closer airport, the decision 
whether or not to dump fuel, the complete disintegration of 
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the aircraft at sea, and many other factors). Here was a news 
story that clearly had a strong spatial dynamic. 

From the moment that it happened, the Swissair disas
ter was a significant media event. Canadian television 
crews were on the scene immediately (there is a major Ca
nadian Broadcasting Corporation news bureau 
conveniently located in nearby Halifax) and media crews 
from around the world were not very far behind. 

Watching the daily briefings by representatives of the 
multitude of agencies that had become involved in the fran
tic recovery operation and subsequent disaster 
investigation, it was fascinating, at least from the particular 
point of view of a cartographer, to see that maps were being 
used as a front line tool in an attempt to provide accurate in
formation to the assembled media from around the world. 
The day before the final track of the aircraft was published, 
the Chieflnvestigator of the Transportation Safety Board of 
Canada had tried his best to explain verbally the compli
cated changes in course that had transpired over a period of 
15 minutes from the time that the crew of the ill-fated air
craft had informed U.S. air traffic controllers that they had a 
problem to the moment of impact off the Canadian coast. It 
was quite obvious from the frustrated tone of the follow-up 
questions that were being asked by the media representa
tives, that they had little understanding of the concept of 
compass bearings and reciprocal courses, nor did they have 
very much knowledge of the geography of the Atlantic 
coast of Canada. The following day, when maps were made 
available showing the aircraft's course, superimposed on a 
topographic map, which also clearly showed the rocky in
tricacies of the coastline (and the degree of difficulty that 
this created for rescue and recovery), the information sud
denly took on a new and very comprehensible quality. That 
map, or redrawn versions of it, appeared in many newspa
pers and on many newscasts around the world, and likely 
was the only map to be used on that newscast or in that 
newspaper on that particular day. 

In the days and weeks following the disaster it became 
apparent that some important early lessons had been 
learned, as many of the subsequent briefings had, as their 
central component, one or more maps showing such diverse 
topics as deployment of search vessels off the coast, loca
tion of wreckage, areas of coastline that had to be manually 
searched, the parameters of the commercial no-fly, 
no-shipping containment area, etc; all topics, it should be 
noted, that had strong spatial elements. The map had, in this 
rare case, reasserted itself not only as a primary source of 
clear, unambiguous information but as a valuable interpre
tive tool, confirming Andre Chastel 's (1977) contention 
that "the map is symbolic form. It possesses an almost her
meneutic function". 5 Ironically, although some lessons 
were learned well, others still remain to be learned. One les
son, still not learned even as recently as the various military 
and humanitarian briefings on the Kosovo crisis, is that 
square or vertical maps/charts do not fit horizontally rectan
gular TV screens. Another, is that cluttered, busy maps or 
graphics fail to communicate anything. Basic stuff, but les
sons still to be learned. 
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It is no coincidence, of course, in respect to the investi
gation of Swissair flight Ill, that during the early days of 
the rescue and recovery, the operation was, for all intents 
and purposes, a Canadian military operation. And like the 
military operations noted earlier, maps frequently play a 
significant role in the dissemination of such information. 
As an anonymous Canadian reporter is said to have re
marked during a Swissair disaster briefing, "If this crash 
had happened in a farmer 'sfield in the middle of Saskatche
wan, we wouldn ~ be looking at maps." 

Where Now? 

Though there will likely continue to be special cases where 
maps interject themselves into our consciousness, it is clear 
that an inevitable trend is taking place and that maps are 
destined to play a much less significant role in our everyday 
lives than they have done previously. And this is true no 
matter whether we are part of the cloistered world of aca
deme or not. Over the past several decades even the 
geographic sciences have been slowly yet relentlessly dis
associating themselves from maps in favour of other forms 
of data dissemination. One has only to take a sampling of 
journals, magazines, and text books from the 1960s and 70s 
and compare them to those that have been more recently 
published, to fully comprehend just how far this trend has 
progressed. 

Road maps, currently the likeliest reason for the aver
age person to pick up a map, will eventually disappear from 
the scene (since 1996 the American Automobile Associa
tion reports that it has recorded a drop of 7% in requests 
from the general public for paper route maps) as on-board 
global-positioning systems, linked to satellites for precise 
geographic positioning and roadside sensors for 
up-to-the-minute local traffic data become standard rather 
than expensive optional items in luxury automobiles. And 
as GPS systems for the boater, hiker, trekker and the aver
age' outdoors-type-person become increasingly more 
affordable, the necessity for many other types of map will 
also diminish. 

To conclude on a note of dismay, a Canadian family 
magazine recently informed its readers about a new piece of 
computer graphics software that they should consider pur
chasing for their children. Your kids will never have to draw 
another map for their school projects, the reviewer es
poused, perhaps without thinking about the disturbing 
ramifications of creating a population of young people that 
is spatially dysfunctional and neither knows nor cares about 
the shape of the world in which it lives. 
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SEMINARS AND CONFERENCES 

THE OXFORD SEMINARS IN 
CARTOGRAPHY 

Programme for 2000 

Thursday 10 February 

"A historical GIS for Great Britain" 
Ian Gregory and Humphrey Southall (University of 
Portsmouth) 

Thursday 25 May 

"Parish Maps of London, 1686-1900: Record
ing an Overlooked Source" 
Ralph Hyde (London Guildhall Library) 

All seminars commence at 5pm in the School of Geography, 
Mansfield Road, Oxford 

Sponsored by Sanders of Oxford (Prints and Maps) and The 
Friends of The Oxford Seminars in Cartography 

For further information, please contact Nick Millea at the 
address below: 

NickMillea 

Map Librarian, 

Bodleian Library, Broad Street, 

Oxford, OX1 3BG 

tel : 01865 277013 

fax : 01865 277139 

email: nam@bodley.ox ac uk 

homepage: http·Uwww.bodley.ox ac uk!guides/maps/ 

THE DIGITAL MAPPING SHOW 
Desktop Solutions for Business 

February 15th and 16th 2000 
The Barbican Exhibition Halls 
The Digital Mapping Show is the specialist busi
ness-to-business GIS and spatial data exhibition. This 
year's event has moved to the Barbican and includes an ex
panded series of seminars and workshops. 

For more information contact: Christine Prentice on 
01883-652661 or email info@digitalmappingshow.com 

Visit the website at: 
http://www.digitalmappingshow.com 
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'MAPS AND SOCIETY' 
(Warburg Institute, London) 
9TH SERIES 

Programme for 2000 

January 20 

Maps and Society in Twentieth-Century 
Britain. 
Dr Yolande Hodson, F.S.A. 

February 1 

The Social Nature of Map-Making in the En-
1 ightenment. 
Professor Charles Withers (Department of Geogra
phy, University of Edinburgh). 

March30 

Lithographed Maps - Art or Artefact? A 
Round-Table Discussion. 
Ian Mumford (Department of Typography and 
Graphic Communication, University of Reading). 

May4 

Charting the East Indies before Amboyna 
(1621). 
Sarah Tyacke (Keeper, Public Record Office). 

May18 

'From India's Savage Plain': Maps from Eigh
teenth-Century Georgia and the Colonial 
American South 
Dr Jim Egan (Department of English, Brown Uni
versity, Providence). 

Meetings are held at the University ofLondon, Warburg In
stitute, WoburnSquare,London WC1HOABat5.00pmon 
a THURSDAY. Admission is free and each meeting is fol
lowed by refreshments. All are MOST welcome 

The programme has been made possible through the gener
ous sponsorship of The International Map Collectors' 
Society, Jonathan Potter of Jonathan Potter Ltd., and 
Laurence Worms of Ash Rare Books. It is supported by 
Imago Mundi: the International Journal for the History of 
Cartography. 

DISPLAYS on the theme of each lecture, at the Royal Geo
graphical Society, are arranged by Francis Herbert, Hon. 
F.R.G.S. 

Enquiries to: Tony Campbell, Map Librarian, British Li
brary Map Library, 96 Euston Road, London NWl 2DB. 
Email: tony.campbell@bl. uk 
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